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    INTRODUCTION

    In this book, I present a case for an unpopular view: we should not believe that Jesus was resurrected from the dead. I also provide an expansion of the arguments against Christianity justifying atheism.

    The argument concerning the resurrection can be put simply, although the details will be complicated: we have too little information of too poor quality to warrant our believing that Jesus returned from the dead. One problem for the Christian is internal: believing in Jesus’ divinity on the basis of the Gospels in the New Testament cannot be reconciled with the standards of evidence that believers employ in other comparable cases. If we look at the sorts of claims Christians and non-Christians typically accept or reject and the evidence we take to justify those attitudes, some general principles of reasonableness emerge. If these epistemic standards are applied objectively and without bias to the Jesus case, it is clear that we should reject it. Inattention, inconsistency, desire, cultural influences, various aberrations in the human cognitive system, fallacies, and a host of other factors foster this double standard. We will consider a number of these parallel cases where it is clear by the conventions we already employ that we should not believe Jesus came back from the dead. In effect, these cases show that you already don't believe in Jesus, you just don't know it yet.

    The case against Christ can also be made by considering the implications of recent research in psychology and cognitive science. Our information about Jesus is communicated to us by the early Christians. But there are good reasons for not believing these early believers. Problems concerning belief formation, human cognitive quirks, memory, social influences, and other psychological issues undermine the reliability of the ancient information we have about Jesus. And since we cannot trust the sources giving us the information, it is not justified or reasonable to accept it.

    Some of the problems with believing are epistemological. That is, we have learned that a well-justified conclusion must be based upon a wide, objective aggregation of evidence followed by a balanced evaluation that adequately explores possible counterevidence, alternative hypotheses, and error checking. The process whereby the Jesus story was recorded and transmitted to us fails miserably on these criteria. The religious goal of fostering belief is at odds with the epistemological goal of believing only those conclusions that are justified by the evidence.

    There are a number of philosophical reasons that fortify the case against belief. A God who performs miracles to accomplish his ends, prove his divinity, and foster belief is the foundation of the Christian religion—as well as many other religions.1 But we will discover that miracles are incompatible with the sorts of actions a being such as God would perform. It does not make sense for God to act, accomplish his ends, or express his will by means of miracles. The notion of a violation of the natural order or interruptions of physical law cannot be reconciled with an almighty, all-knowing being. God would not do miracles.

    Once the full list of issues is developed, the case against Christ is compelling. Given what we know, the case for Christ is orders of magnitude weaker than it should be to justify believing.

    THE CASE FOR ATHEISM

    For billions of people, the origin of their belief in God was the Christian religion. Arguably, being a Christian requires, at a minimum, that one believe that Jesus was a divine being who was resurrected from the dead. So, once the arguments for rejecting the resurrection are in place, one of the major pillars of support for modern belief in God will be removed. By extension, we will see that similar worries undermine a long list of other human religious beliefs. Our evidence for concluding that they are of supernatural rather than natural origin is poor in quality and quantity. We already routinely reject other, comparable supernatural claims, even when the evidence is far better. Various quirks of the human cognitive system suggest that neurobiology, psychology, ignorance, fallacies, and historical forces have more to do with the formation of ancient religions than bona fide encounters with the Almighty. That is, for roughly the same reasons, we should reject the authenticity of the ancient religions that claim to be founded on real encounters between God and humanity.

    How then do we arrive at the conclusion that there is no God? A distinction between wide atheism and narrow atheism helps. The narrow atheist does not believe in the existence of a particular sort of god. A Christian, for example, is most likely a narrow atheist concerning the existence of Gefjun, the ancient Norwegian goddess of agriculture. A wide atheist, on the other hand, does not believe in any gods—Christian, ancient Norwegian, Islamic, or otherwise. The expanded set of arguments we will consider, then, at the very least, will justify our being narrow atheists regarding a long list of gods that have populated human religions.

    The arguments of this book show that it is not reasonable to believe in the resurrection of Jesus; many of the problems undermining Christianity apply to other religions; there are a number of better, natural explanations available to explain the proliferation of human religious movements; God would not perform miracles; faith is not an acceptable justification for believing; and we must reject attempts to redefine God in some nonliteral fashion. All of these conclusions taken together then justify atheism. When it becomes reasonable to reject enough of the gods of various religions, and when we have enough legitimate doubts about other supernatural hypotheses, the conclusion that there are no gods is justified.

    There will be much more to say about atheism in the final chapters of this book. For now, it is worth noting that the scope is ambitious. If I am successful, then I will have shown that it is not reasonable to believe in the resurrection or to subscribe to any of the essential supernatural claims of the most widely subscribed ancient religions in human history.


    OPPOSITION

    Many people will be passionately and vigorously opposed to the project of this book no matter what sort of reasons or arguments I offer. That is unfortunate, particularly because I am in agreement with many believers on a central point. If the typical claims about Jesus are true—he is the son of God, he died for our sins, his forgiveness promises eternal salvation, he was resurrected from the dead, and so on—then he is the most important person in human history. And nothing is more important for us to carefully reflect upon. If what is said about Jesus is true, then that changes everything about our lives, our plans, our fate, and our morality. As C. S. Lewis said, “Christianity, if false, is of no importance, and if true, of infinite importance. The only thing it cannot be is moderately important.”2

    The significance of Jesus is precisely why I am taking the resurrection seriously and treating it with gravity and care. But Lewis is wrong that if Christianity is false, then it is of no importance. Accepting the fundamental claims of Christianity, even if they are mistaken or unreasonable, has a broad impact on a person's life. What Christianity would require us to do, say, and believe is enormously important. Believing would require a radical shift in a person's belief structure by applying a fundamentally different perspective of the world and humanity's place in it. There is a vast difference in the life, plans, priorities, metaphysical views, and worldviews that one should have if there is a paternal, all-powerful creator who offers Christian spiritual and personal salvation. The doctrines of Christian religion would have us see our moral identities, our social structures, and our place in the universe in a deeply different form. And the Christian ideology is not without its downsides. To adopt it affects your social relationships, it may preclude certain friendships or love relationships, and it could have an adverse impact on a number of other facets of a person's life.

    But even if one were to argue that believing and being a Christian would have an overall positive impact on a person's life, it would be to miss an important point about the truth. The truth and being reasonable matter. All of your goals, projects, and aspirations directly depend on the truth. Humanity's welfare depends on the extent to which we attend to the truth, among other  things. We have a moral and personal responsibility to be honest and accurate with ourselves and with others. In order to have intellectual and moral integrity, we must avoid self-deception. To avoid the truth because it is unpalatable or frightening is intellectual cowardice. Humans cannot achieve fulfillment in an environment that obscures, rejects, or belittles the truth. We cannot give due respect to human rationality and moral autonomy without striving to be as reasonable as possible in all things.

    The Christian—as well as many other believers—would ask us to accept something that would radically alter our lives. So a person cannot be faulted for wanting to examine the claims and the evidence for them carefully. The simple point is that people should not dedicate their lives to a mistake. The question of Jesus’ resurrection, then, is vitally important because, if true, it would be perhaps the most important event in human history. If it is false, then the Christian religion is built upon a mistake. The Apostle Paul concurs, “If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God.”3

    CHRISTIANITY IN AMERICA

    The vast majority of Americans are Christians. Recent Gallup polls showed 80 percent of Americans identifying themselves as Christian.4 Furthermore, 70 percent of Americans polled claim to believe Jesus was resurrected from the dead.5 Seventy-four percent of the population believes in some form of life after death, with the resurrection of Jesus playing a central role. In addition, 33 percent of Americans believe that the Bible is the literal word of God.6

    A number of Americans also believe that miracles are quite common. Nineteen percent of the population believes that they receive direct answers to their prayers at least once a week.7 Thirty-four percent of the population reports having witnessed or experienced a divine healing. And 9 percent report speaking or praying in tongues on a weekly basis.8

    For millions, the belief in God and the weight of the Christian religion primarily rest upon the miracles Jesus is alleged to have performed. They believe that in first-century Palestine there was a man of Jewish origin who performed miracles, who preached a new message of love and forgiveness, and who claimed to be a divine being—the son of God. At the end of his preaching career, he was tried and executed by the Romans. Three days after his dead body was put into a tomb, Christians believe that he miraculously came back to life. He then appeared to some of his followers, communicated with them, and, finally, miraculously ascended to heaven. This is the most pivotal event in the Christian tradition. It illustrates his divinity, it indicates the eternal life that can be had by his followers, it symbolizes the power of God, and it validates the various metaphysical claims he made about his origins and God. There is very little else that unites the diverse sects of Christian practice. The resurrection of Jesus is the essential foundation upon which all of Christianity is built. If there was no resurrection, then Christianity would be groundless. And if one does not believe in the resurrection, then, arguably, one is not a Christian. This book will argue, among other things, that we should not believe the resurrection occurred, given the information we have.

    FAITH

    As I see it, one of our central questions is this: Do the people who are the typical believers in the United States—twenty-first-century adults with a modern education and the benefits of the knowledge at our disposal—have adequate grounds to justify their believing that Jesus was a divine being who performed supernatural acts? I find the widespread indifference to this question even more alarming than widespread belief in Jesus. It is not merely that so many people believe but that so many of them find the questions of evidence, justification, or reasonableness to be irrelevant or unimportant regarding an issue of such profound importance. At its extreme, this indifferent attitude manifests as an outright hostility among believers in response to hard questions about their reasons. Inquiries from those of us who have doubts about the grounds that favor Jesus’ divinity are viewed by many as angry, intolerant, hateful, or strident. But I will discuss more on the sensitivity to criticism in a moment.

    A less extreme view about religious belief invokes faith. We will address the question of faith in more detail in chapter 11, but a brief comment is relevant here. For many, the question of whether there is sufficient evidence to justify belief is beside the point. Instead, they would say they believe on faith. Their use of the term suggests that to believe by faith means believing despite insufficient or contrary evidence. Faith is invoked when there are some reasons to doubt or think that some hoped-for claim is not true. For example, I have faith that my favorite basketball team is not going to lose the championships, even though they are behind and their prospects are dim. Faith is how we describe believing when the evidence by itself, as we see it, does not provide adequate justification, but we are motivated to believe anyway by hope.

    A person's faith, particularly with regard to such significant issues, is not a private or inconsequential matter. We should not be willing to ignore the fact that believers adopt ideologies that have dramatic impacts on their lives and the lives of those of us who live in society with them. We should be more troubled by the fact that when the question of justification arises, many of them admit that they cannot give sufficient evidence that would make those beliefs reasonable or warranted. They have accepted all of this on faith, and perhaps they expect us to do likewise. As social and political beings on a planet made smaller everyday by technology, our lives and our fates are deeply intertwined. Those connections place more and more responsibility on each of us for the safety, health, and education of others. The outcome cannot be left to faith if having faith implies believing on the basis of preference or hope in the face of insufficient or contrary evidence.

    But the faithful Christian and I do agree about something. If someone's reaction to my argument against Jesus’ resurrection is that she has faith that it happened, then it would seem that she is accepting the point. In effect, she is acknowledging that in order to believe in the resurrection, one must ignore the insufficiencies in the evidence and believe anyway. My argument will be that the evidence, all things considered, is insufficient. So we agree on the central point; what remains is to critically evaluate the prospects of believing by faith. If it also turns out that there are serious problems with taking the faith path to belief (and in chapter 11 I will argue that there are), then the foundations of Christianity have been utterly undermined. One problem with faith that will be discussed there is that if the believer decides to ignore the insufficiency of the historical evidence for her view, then the criteria she would have had to sort between acceptable and unacceptable beliefs would be lost. If the faithful believer deems the historical evidence to be irrelevant, then the floodgates would now be open for a long list of other religious and metaphysical views and the believer would have no grounds on which to decide what views would be worthy of believing. If the historical facts do not matter, then Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, Mormonism, Zoroastrianism, and thousands of other religious views would all be on the same footing. And that possible leveling of the decision field would undermine any special claim that Christianity might make on having the truth.

    THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE HISTORICAL-JESUS QUESTION

    For Christians to take the question of historical evidence seriously, as I am doing here, is an important and positive step. By even engaging in the discussion about whether we have sufficient evidence for the resurrection suggests a number of important points. First, and most obviously, engaging the topic indicates that one thinks that the evidence matters. This is a vast improvement over the host of arational9 and nonevidential accounts of belief and its functions that have proliferated in the postmodern era. There are Wittgensteinian-, Fideistic-, Kierkegaardian-, Tillichian-, and Plantingan-style approaches (among many others) where, in one form or another, a straightforward appeal to the facts is not considered necessary or even important to the grounding of religious belief. Ultimately, these views are less concerned with the historical evidence than I am. As I see it, the insufficiency of the evidence for the resurrection utterly undermines the whole edifice of Christianity; as these nonevidentialist thinkers see it, the lack of evidence doesn't matter because belief is acquired through some other route, or because of the special status of religious belief in our lives. So for the Christian to take the question of evidence seriously with those views in the background represents a huge step forward. It would seem that the historical believer and I agree about the basics at least: whether we have adequate historical evidence for thinking that Jesus was real and that he returned from the dead after being executed matters.


    Second, a willingness to consider the historical evidence also suggests that this believer is prepared, at least in principle, to change her mind if that is indicated by the inquiry. Presumably, if she thinks the historical facts support the resurrection, then she would admit that if they had been another way—if the Gospels were different, or if different archeological evidence had been found, or if the facts about how the story of the resurrection came to be known by us were different—then that would warrant our not believing that Jesus was resurrected. And if some new information changes our assessment of the reliability of these historical sources, or if some new historical information comes to light, then we should revise accordingly. The historical Christian cannot have it both ways. She cannot argue that all historical evidence, no matter what it might have turned out to be, supports the thesis or she's not really giving a historical argument at all. And on a related note, it would be a gross example of confirmation bias to only accept or employ those historical facts that support the resurrection while ignoring or rejecting relevant and legitimate information that would undermine it.

    If the historical Christian is being intellectually honest, then she must be prepared to accept that the evidence could, in principle, disprove the existence or resurrection of Jesus, too. That's what gives her argument in favor of the historical resurrection its force (if it has any at all). She can say to the nonbeliever, “Look, you're not being reasonable. Here is ample evidence that shows the things I believe are true. When we consider all of the relevant facts, they show that Jesus was real, and he was resurrected. Not believing in the face of this evidence is irrational. So failing to be a Christian is irrational.”

    A closely related and important question for the historical Christian to consider, then, is “What sort of historical evidence (or lack thereof) would lead you to conclude that Jesus was not resurrected?” If the answer is that there is nothing that could dissuade them, even hypothetically, then there's something seriously amiss. Of course, the same goes for the nonbeliever who argues that there is insufficient historical evidence to prove the resurrection. What would convince the nonbeliever that it did happen? The point is a general one and not a requirement to outline the exact conditions of disproof. For one to believe reasonably that the evidence supports some conclusion then there must be something, at least hypothetically, that could persuade her of the contrary. In this book, I will argue that the evidence we actually have for the resurrection falls far short in terms of quantity and quality of what would generally be needed to meet the burden, and I will sketch out a number of ways in which it could have been vastly better.

    Another important point is the historical Christian probably already acknowledges many cases in history where it was alleged that some supernatural event occurred but she does not think we should accept that it actually did occur. There are accounts of magic, spiritual events, witchcraft, demon possession, visions of angels, voices of gods, and miraculous events within historical episodes such as the events at the Salem witch trials, the Inquisition, the founding of many world religions, and elsewhere in religious history. But we do not take them to be real. Richard Carrier points out that in Herodotus's book on the Persian Wars, Herodotus reports without a hint of doubt “that the temple of Delphi magically defended itself with animated armaments, lightning bolts, and collapsing cliffs; the sacred olive tree of Athens though burned by the Persians, grew a new shoot an arm's length in a single day; a miraculous flood-tide wiped out an entire Persian contingent after they desecrated an image of Poseidon; a horse gave birth to a rabbit; and a whole town witnessed a mass resurrection of cooked fish.”10 Many Christians who would defend the resurrection historically would deny Herodotus's mass resurrection of cooked fish as well as the presence of real magic at Salem, black magic during the Inquisition, and Joseph Smith's confrontation with the angel Moroni. One of the theses for which I will argue is that the skeptical principles we apply to historical reports about fantastic, supernatural, and implausible events must be applied with uniformity to all historical cases—not just to those we wish to reject because of prior religious convictions.

    I suspect, however, that mind changing is not likely to happen in many believers, even those who insist their belief is based on the historical evidence for Jesus. Many believers will engage in the discussion about the historical Jesus and argue vigorously for the positive conclusion. But no argument and no historical evidence could actually dissuade them in practice. If this is the case, then this discussion is actually undertaken by them in bad faith, as it were. This is a believer for whom the evidence doesn't really matter, despite what she says. Contrary to rational practice, belief comes first, and then evidence is gathered and accepted or rejected on the basis of its conformity to that belief. The interests of being reasonable will be better served by reading this book objectively and fairly and with the intent to get to the truth of the historical question, rather than with the primary intent to refuting its arguments to fortify Christian apologetics.

    There is a fallacy that we are all frequently guilty of committing. Let's call it the sliding-scale fallacy. Many believers will happily concur with any pro-Jesus argument from history that they hear while treating any historically skeptical argument about Jesus with an artificially high level of criticism. Prior enthusiasm and commitment to a Christian ideology when brought to the historical question of Jesus create a de facto, non-disconfirmable position. Prohistorical arguments are accepted with less critical scrutiny while antihistorical arguments are met with inordinately high levels of skepticism and criticism.11

    As a result, this faux-historical believer and the historical nonbeliever are actually playing two very different games, although one or both of them may not realize it. There are no scenarios, even hypothetically, where the faux-historical believer would not affirm the historical resurrection. If she's arguing for the historical evidence but, in practice, wouldn't actually accept a good historical argument against Jesus then, in effect, the only historical arguments she will accept are the ones supporting her conclusion. She believes, and she would believe no matter what the state of the historical facts. So the time and energy spent on the discussion could have been better spent by both parties.

    BIAS IN THE ASSESSMENT OF EVIDENCE

    We can be more specific about how the deck gets stacked for one's favored conclusions. We now have a mountain of empirical evidence confirming what everyone who has had one of these conversations already knows: humans have a strong tendency to find evidence supporting the conclusions they favor. That is, our beliefs and the evidence we find to justify them are distorted in the direction of our desires. While the bias is not confined to Christians, it often emerges when the believer comes to the historical-Jesus debate with a strong prior conviction that Jesus was real and that he really was resurrected. If a prior enthusiasm or inclination is present, then it is more likely that one will find, filter, or tilt the evidence, consciously or unconsciously, in favor of the prior conviction. Furthermore, the distortions often happen completely without our awareness. Here are two telling questions: How frequently does someone become a Christian as a result of his considering the historical evidence for Jesus’ resurrection? By contrast, how often does someone adopt the Christian views held by his parents from his childhood and then conclude that there is a compelling historical case for the existence and resurrection of Jesus? Regarding the first question, I'm not asking about how often people are led to Christianity by reading the Bible, but rather from consulting the historical arguments that would establish the assertions in the Bible about the resurrection as being true. The strangeness or unfamiliarity of that first question should, by itself, suggest an answer. It is rare that an impartial person consults the historical evidence and comes to believe that the resurrection happened. Regarding the second question, I submit that it is much more common for belief to come first and historical evidence to be sought out second. And that suggests something else is going on other than an objective, dispassionate, and open-minded consideration of the historical facts.

    So the question for all of us (including me) that is more fundamental than “What is the historical evidence for the resurrection?” is: “Did I come to the historical debate to confirm what I already believe, or am I coming to the historical debate prepared to accept the results of applying fair, uniform, and appropriately skeptical standards of reasonableness, whatever results they may indicate?” I do my best in this book to adopt the latter approach, and I ask that my readers do the same.

    SCIENCE AND CHRISTIANITY

    Christianity has been with us for millennia. What's changed now that bears on the reasonableness of belief? The answer is that we have vastly expanded our knowledge. We have moved into an era of enlightened self-analysis fueled by the expansion of science that affords us a perspective on ourselves and our religious beliefs, which has never been possible before. One result of billions of years of evolution is the human species’ possession of a remarkable set of cognitive faculties for solving problems. And the species is unique in that it can employ those cognitive faculties to understand itself and its own history. More specifically, in the last few hundred years, many of the large pieces in the puzzle have fallen into place. For example, in 1929 Edwin Hubble published his paper “A Relation between Distance and Radial Velocity among Extra-Galactic Nebulae” in which he showed the universe is expanding. Extrapolating backward from its rate of expansion made it possible to date the explosive beginning of the universe at approximately 13.7 billion years ago. This is the simplest sort of fact and the justification for it is overwhelming, yet it has taken nearly four billion years in the history of life on this planet for us to reach the point where we are capable of learning this fact and appreciating its implications.

    In 1859 Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species, in which he presented a theory of natural selection whereby life on Earth evolved from early simple, self-replicating molecules into the diverse and complex organisms that we now observe three to four billion years later. Through the work of Darwin and Hubble, and countless others in the modern scientific era, a picture of what we are, our natures, our origins, and our place in the universe has begun to come into sharp focus.

    As we have come to understand this picture and especially as we have filled in the details about our origins, a tension has developed with some of our earlier religious attempts to model the world. Much of what we have discovered to be true in the world has not been compatible with our ancient religious doctrines. The earth and all of its life was not created in its present form ten thousand years ago.12 Life was present and evolving for billions of years on earth before humans came onto the scene. Disease is not the result of demon possession, as many religious sources would have had us believe. Moral sentiments and behaviors have their genesis in evolutionary history and are widespread across the animal kingdom. Many behaviors can be traced to complicated neurological and biological disorders that undermine the ancient and oversimplified views about humans’ innate moral corruption. What we are learning about our genesis through the process of natural selection has profound implications for our views of human health and well-being. These discoveries are at odds with Christian views of sin, vice, weakness of will, or the magical transmission of moral guilt across centuries from Adam and Eve on to their remote descendants.

    Not all of the details have been filled in, of course, but now we know more about what we are than we ever have, and what we are is not what the traditional religious doctrines would have us believe. We are also in a position to understand aspects of the human cognitive system that shed a great deal of light on the question of Jesus and the origins of Christianity. For the most part, our belief in the divinity of Jesus is based upon the information early Christians communicated to us through the Bible. Among other things, my book will show how recent psychological research on a number of our cognitive quirks should lower our estimate of the reliability of the people who originally reported the supernatural events that are the foundation of Christianity. This book will present a battery of arguments, examples, and analogies that should lead a reasonable person to conclude that there is too little evidence and there are too many doubts about the people who communicated the Jesus saga to us. My goals are to show that the biblical evidence isn't good enough to support the essential Christian doctrines about Jesus and to build a larger case for atheism, but I also hope to inspire a desire to be a better critical thinker and to outline some principles and procedures for better rational belief formation, particularly about religion claims and Christianity.

    WHY DOES BELIEVING MATTER?

    Some people will be indifferent to this project. Why does it matter whether people believe in God or the resurrection of Jesus? Aside from the question of reasonableness and justification, the simple answer is that Christian ideology exercises a significant effect on a person's other beliefs, his moral and political judgments, his decisions, and his activities. And those other beliefs and decisions have a substantial effect on the rest of us. Many believers read the Bible, go to church, pray, and practice Christian rituals. As a result, Christian doctrines infuse believers’ worldviews. The ideology influences their votes for school board members, presidential candidates, bond measures, and legislation. It influences their views and votes on same-sex marriage, abortion, stem-cell research, healthcare, and social policies.

    In a recent House of Representatives subcommittee hearing on the environment, Rep. John Shimkus assured all of those present that global warming could not be happening because the Bible says that it will not happen:

    I want to start with Genesis 8:21 and 22. “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood, and never again will I destroy all living creatures as I have done. As long as the earth endures, seed time and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.” I believe that is the infallible word of God, and that's the way it's going to be for his creation. The second verse comes from Matthew 24. “And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.” The earth will end only when God declares its time to be over. Man will not destroy this earth. This earth will not be destroyed by a flood…. I do believe that God's word is infallible, unchanging, perfect.13

    Shimkus's view about global warming is widely held, and his utter confidence in the truth of statements in the Bible as he understands them is shared by over one hundred million Americans.

    Christian values affect whom Christians wage wars with, whom they will make peace with, whom they will kill, whom they will punish, whom they will boycott, whom they will protest, and whom they decide is guilty or innocent in a courtroom. Christian beliefs affect what they teach their children, who absorb those beliefs and then impart them to their children. Religious practice instills beliefs, and those beliefs develop into views about God and his relationship to us. A recent Baylor University study divided conceptions of God into the categories of authoritarian, benevolent, critical, and distant. They found that 31.4 percent of Americans subscribe to an authoritarian view of God, more than any other characterization. And that view seems to fuel views about the United States and our place in world affairs. The study found that nearly one-fifth of all Americans think that God favors the United States in worldly affairs, and that view is strongest among Evangelical Protestants who adopt the authoritarian view of God at a higher rate than other groups.14 Christian values, for good or ill, affect almost every aspect of the public life lead by the believer in a community with the rest of us. A person's believing should not be treated merely as a personal or private matter having no broader impact. Your beliefs matter to the rest of us.

    It could be, of course, that a great many people adopt Christian views that influence their lives and decisions but the net effect of those influences are positive. That view is quite prevalent. Nevertheless, it has been persuasively argued that it is mistaken.15 But there is a confusion lurking here. Whether believing actually produces a net benefit in a person's life or makes them more inclined to be moral is irrelevant to the question of whether that would justify our taking some claim to be true. Prudential considerations do not justify believing, they only create incentive. Believing a claim is taking it to be true. If I believe it, I think it express an accurate state of affairs in the world beyond the belief in my mind. If I believe that Americans did not land on the moon, then I am taking one description of events in the world to be accurate and another to be false. No matter how beneficial it is to possess a belief, a person cannot take those benefits as evidential grounds for thinking the conclusion is true. Nor can having the effect of making one increasingly moral (if believing does have that effect) affect the question of truth. At best, prudential considerations will show that if one were to believe, then one might accrue the benefits. If I could get myself to believe that I am being observed by an alien from orbit who is going to destroy me with an atomizer in six weeks if I don't lose twenty pounds, it would be quite beneficial to me. If some peculiar billionaire offered me $500 million to genuinely believe that no Americans landed on the moon, I might find some indirect way like brainwashing or brain surgery to get myself to believe it, but the money does not make the claim true, nor does it give me evidential grounds to think it is true. And no one would accept those benefits as grounds for thinking it is true. Calling it true on the basis of interest, particularly when you know better, amounts to lying. The health benefits or the money create an independent set of incentives or motivations to believe, but the truth is an entirely different matter. The problem involves an equivocation between epistemic justification and prudential incentive where the former means “giving reasons to conclude that X is true,” and the latter means “providing one with motivations to act or believe in order to achieve some benefit or avoid some loss.”

    Ironically, C. S. Lewis puts the point even more forcefully than I have:

    But still—for intellectual honour has sunk very low in our age—I hear someone whimpering on with his question, “Will it help me? Will it make me happy? Do you really think I'd be better if I became a Christian?” Well, if you must have it, my answer is “Yes.” But I don't like giving an answer at all at this stage. Here is a door, behind which, according to some people, the secret of the universe is waiting for you. Either that's true or it isn't. And if it isn't, then what the door really conceals is simply the greatest fraud, the most colossal “sell” on record. Isn't it obviously the job of every man (that is a man and not a rabbit) to try to find out which, and then to devote his full energies either to serving this tremendous secret or to exposing and destroying this gigantic humbug? Faced with such an issue, can you really remain wholly absorbed in your own blessed “moral development”?16

    My central focus here will be the question of grounds that do or could justify us in thinking it is true that Jesus came back from the dead, not the unrelated question of whether believing it is good for us. The point is that Christian belief informs and affects a great many of a person's other beliefs, decisions, and actions. If what I allege is correct and there are insufficient reasons to support Christianity, then we aren't entitled to claim or believe it is true, no matter what the benefits may be. The discussion of Jesus will give us an opportunity to develop a case for why being reasonable is important as well as an opportunity to develop some principles of reasonable belief formation. We will return to the question of what I call nonliteral belief in Jesus later, in chapter 12.

    MIRACLES

    This book focuses on the question of justifying miracles, particularly the alleged resurrection of Jesus. While it is common to label almost any fortuitous event a miracle, we will follow the philosophical convention and take a miracle to be a violation of the laws of nature, in other words, an event that, had the ordinary course of physical, chemical, and biological patterns continued, would not have occurred.17 Walking on water, returning from the dead, and spontaneous healing of disease are paradigm examples.

    At least since David Hume, philosophers have seen the central problem of the Christian religion as miracles.18 Hume, in one of the most influential and widely accepted arguments in modern philosophy, gave a powerful argument that we should not accept testimony of a miracle occurring except in the most extraordinary circumstances. That is, Hume did not argue directly that miracles as such are impossible. Rather, Hume argued that when someone tells you he has witnessed a miracle it will almost always be far more likely that he is mistaken, lying, or confused. It would have to be more unlikely that the testimony is mistaken than the miracle is real for it to be reasonable to accept it. So the conclusion that no miracle occurred will be better justified in the vast majority of testimony cases.

    My discussions of the miracles of Jesus do not presuppose or build directly upon Hume's arguments. Nor do my arguments presume that miracles cannot, in principle, occur. For the sake of argument, I operate with the assumption that there are no conceptual or logical contradictions with the occurrence of a miracle. And for the sake of argument, we can even accept a much lower threshold of proof for testimony that a miracle has occurred than Hume's “greater miracle that is it false” standard for evaluating testimony.19 We don't need to go as far as Hume to see how bad the evidence for Christianity is.

    I will argue that by the conventional standards of belief, evidence, and critical evaluation we already employ, the Jesus miracles, specifically Jesus’ resurrection, do not pass muster. That is, for many if not most of us, given the evidence and the set of decision making practices we already implicitly or explicitly use, we have abundant grounds for rejecting the foundation of Christianity. The Christian miracles certainly do not meet Hume's standards, but they do not even meet our own, less stringent standards for extraordinary, supernatural events. You already reject the resurrection of Jesus. Believing in the resurrection of Jesus is inconsistent because it conflicts with our other beliefs and the standards we normally employ that lead us to reject analogous claims. With Jesus, we are guilty of adopting a double standard. In other comparable cases we demand a relatively high standard of proof for believability, but we appear to be giving Jesus a free pass.

    WHY DO WE HAVE TROUBLE ENTERTAINING HARD QUESTIONS ABOUT RELIGIOUS BELIEF?

    Before we move on to the explanation of my arguments, we should reflect on why we find it so difficult to engage in critical evaluation of religious belief. One reason we are sensitive is because in American culture, and perhaps elsewhere, our religious affiliations have come to be treated as quasi-ethnic identities, and, with that, objections to the truth of religious doctrines or the questions about the evidence supporting them are frequently construed as personal attacks. We say that someone is from a Christian family or from a Jewish family. Particularly when we identify children as one or the other, as Richard Dawkins has pointed out, we are treating their religious affiliations as something inherited. She got it from her parents, like she got their blue eyes, their Italian ancestry, or a genetic condition. (“Goodness, my Lutheranism is acting up. I need to sit down for a minute.”)

    When someone says, “I was raised Catholic,” or “My family has been Buddhist for centuries, and the views we hold are…,” the claim could easily be substituted with “I am from an Irish family,” or “My father is Persian.” And we tend to think of the resulting connection to the religion of our parents as something we are stuck with; it's in our blood. People often will offer explanations of religious beliefs by saying that So-and-So was “raised Anglican,” as if his upbringing inflicted or caused him to be a certain way and nothing can change that now.

    There's a mistake lurking here. Imagine if someone said, “Well, I was raised as a serial killer, and we believe that more pain is better,” “I come from a long line of pedophiles, and we have always done…,” or, “Mom always said to hang them upside down to get all the blood out,” and so on.

    My point is that being raised a particular way doesn't provide us with any justification whatsoever for its being reasonable, just, sensible, or moral. Whether the belief is reasonable is a separate question from how one was raised. The comment stems from a fundamental confusion between the causes of belief and the justifications of belief. Analyzing a belief in yourself or in others as an effect of external causes treats a person as a helpless machine—they can no more help what they are or what they believe, in this sense, than a dog can change its breed. The dangerous side, of course, is that many people feel that appealing to their families or cultural backgrounds is all the justification they could ever need for their views or behaviors. If it is used as a defense, it suggests that the fact you were raised that way effectively eliminates any further discussion of whether one should actually believe or do it. It should be clear that even if external forces played a role, finding a particular belief in yourself as a result doesn't entitle you to say or think the claim is true. Likewise, arguing that a belief is the product of environmental causes does not entitle the critic to conclude it is false. Only what philosophers call epistemic justification will do either for us. The question should be, “What is the evidence or the reasons indicating it is true?” and not “What were the external causes that installed the belief in him?”20

    The conflation of religious affiliation and ethnic identity has had several unfortunate side effects. It skews our ability to think clearly about contrary positions. Personal sensitivities wound around religious views lead to perceiving doubters as angry, intolerant, spiteful, or strident. And the preoccupation with their tone eclipses the real issues. Many of the negative responses to the works of the New Atheists—Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, and Christopher Hitchens—have attacked them on just these grounds. Criticisms of tone and style tend to replace a concern about whether we actually have good reasons to think there actually is a God:

    But Dawkins's avowed hostility can make for scattershot reasoning as well as for rhetorical excess.21

    Unfortunately, Harris too often allows his anger at this continued deference to unreason to colour his tone, slipping into an incredulous sarcasm.22

    In his own opinion, Dennett is a hero. He is in the business of emancipation, and he reveres himself for it.23


    A less than cheery demeanor may negatively affect one's overall rhetorical success with an audience, particularly about sensitive and personal matters, but it is irrelevant to the truth or reasonableness of what one is saying. In too many of the critical treatments of atheist works, these analyses of tone and the atheist's emotional vigor have replaced a serious contemplation of the issues and arguments. And I maintain that it is the comingling of religious ideology with our cultural or ethnic identities that is responsible for the disproportionate sensitivity to criticism in believers.

    Running religious beliefs together with ethnic identity also seems to be related to some chilling quasi-ethnic prejudice in believers against atheists. In a recent study, Penny Edgell, Joseph Gerteis, and Douglass Hartman found that Americans had a worse opinion of atheists than of Muslims, immigrants, gays and lesbians, or any other minority group named in the study. Americans also were less willing to have their children marry atheists than any other group, and they see atheists as a greater threat to the American way of life. “Atheists, who account for about 3 percent of the U.S. population, offer a glaring exception to the rule of increasing social tolerance over the last 30 years,” says Edgell.24 Believers are tweaked by having people who disagree with them in their midst. At the very least, the believer ought to be concerned that his own animosity toward atheists can produce a possible bias against critically evaluating his own religious views. That social hostility stifles an important safeguard. In an atmosphere that is not open to critical inquiries about religious belief, poor thinking runs amok. For whatever reasons, enthusiasm, passionate commitment, and fervent engagement are our norms about religious matters, and when that runs to excess it can turn into a frightening zeal. Remove the stop guard of critical analysis and it becomes dangerous. Create an atmosphere of scathing rebuke, rejection, or condemnation of doubt or doubters and you stifle the only means of restraint. Sam Harris has commented that “there is no society in human history that ever suffered because its people became too reasonable.”25

    Part of our hands-off sentiment about religiousness may also arise from a concern to be respectful and honor the rights of individuals. Of course, there are good reasons to be respectful and honor individual freedoms. But we will benefit more, and ultimately we will show more respect for a person, if we take his belief seriously and try to understand why it is true (or false) or reasonable (or unreasonable), and not be satisfied merely with “I was just raised that way.” We should not let the accounting of a person's beliefs and practice slide in ourselves or in others. These matters are too important to all of us to let the accidents of social conventions prevent us from examining ideas critically. Writing off someone's belief as the installed product of his environment or refusing to analyze it, no matter how outlandish, treats him with less respect than his intellect, rationality, and moral autonomy deserve. W. K. Clifford puts the point with his characteristic zeal:

    Every time we let ourselves believe for unworthy reasons, we weaken our powers of self-control, of doubting, of judicially and fairly weighing evidence. We all suffer severely enough from the maintenance and support of false beliefs and the fatally wrong actions which they lead to, and the evil born when one such belief is entertained is great and wide. But a greater and wider evil arises when the credulous character is maintained and supported, when a habit of believing for unworthy reasons is fostered and made permanent…. What hurts society is not that it should lose its property, but that it should become a den of thieves, for then it must cease to be society. This is why we ought not to do evil, that good may come; for at any rate this great evil has come, that we have done evil and are made wicked thereby. In like manner, if I let myself believe anything on insufficient evidence, there may be no great harm done by the mere belief; it may be true after all, or I may never have occasion to exhibit it in outward acts…. The danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that it should become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them; for then it must sink back into savagery.26

    People can't help which ethnicity they are, so it is unfair to criticize them or discriminate against them because they are Italian, African American, or Kurdish. But people aren't similarly just endowed with their religious views. They can (and often should) change their minds. If we treat religious affiliation with the respect due to ethnic heritage, then, in effect, we have given religious piety a blank check. Under the protective umbrella of respect for persons, religious zeal fuels ideas and behaviors; they propagate, they get fostered in children, and continue unchecked to future generations.


    Without any sort of cross-checking or external reference, many of us are prone to form wilder and wilder ideas. If religious belief has a free pass from critical scrutiny, it can spiral out of control. Nearly 80 percent of the population believes in the second coming of Jesus, with 20 percent of them who think it will happen in their lifetimes.27 For a brief period during the 2008 presidential election, John Hagee, a prominent evangelical preacher who has millions of faithful followers, publicly endorsed John McCain for president. Hagee claims that Russia and some Islamic states will invade Israel soon, precipitating the final battle of Armageddon with the anti-Christ, who will be the leader of the European Union. McCain declined Hagee's endorsement when it was revealed that Hagee had frequently identified the pope and the Roman Catholic Church as the whore of Babylon, and Hagee and his followers were seeking to accelerate Armageddon for the sake of the Second Coming. None of us can afford to let religious ideologies remain unchecked when those ideas will inform so much of the Christian's life in the community we all share.

    Certainly a person's genetic background cannot be legitimate grounds for finding fault with him. And we should be tolerant of the free and open exchange of ideas. We all need to be able to get those ideas out there, including the radical, unorthodox, and antiestablishment ones, so we can have an open, intelligent, and critical discussion to sort them out. But that's the irony. In the interests of freedom of religion, religious ideologies have become insulated from the open exchange of ideas that might otherwise inject some sensibility and restraint. The result is that some believers teach their children that the earth was created six thousand years ago, angels are real, girls should not get an education, women should not leave the house uncovered or without a male family escort, or that the wine and crackers magically turn into flesh and blood.

    We're confused about what religious freedom is. As many people see it, their right to freely pursue religion amounts to an entitlement to always have their religious beliefs treated as sensible or beyond criticism. Sometimes the adherent will defend a belief with the retort, “But you can't prove that my belief is false,” “I'm entitled to my opinion,” or “I have a right to believe what I want to.” But there is a conflation of what is permissible here with what is reasonable. A right to be physically unrestrained in the exercise of religion does not give us grounds for thinking that just any religious idea is true or reasonable.


    The confusion arises from an asymmetry between other physical rights we have and the so-called right to believe (“I'm entitled to my opinion” or “I have a right to believe what I want”). We have a legal and moral right to assemble, a right to free movement, a right to leave the country, and so on. And these rights preserve our ability to pursue our activities without physical obstruction from others. Nor do we have to provide any rationale to anyone else for assembling or for our movements. But the physical right to travel anywhere is not analogous to a mental right to go to any belief space we choose. Having the legal and moral right to say or do a wide range of things should not be confused with having epistemic justification for them or grounds for thinking they are true. You are entitled to pursue a much wider range of activities than is wise, reasonable, morally responsible, correct, or true. Your right to free speech entitles you to stand up in a public forum and shout that 2 + 2 = 5, but obviously that doesn't make it true. There is no external restraint preventing you from falling down on your knees and worshipping the family dog as the all-being and master of the universe. You can burn your house down as a sign of dedication to him, get yourself tattooed from head to foot with images of him, or go wait on a mountaintop for him to come take you to the next realm of existence. But doing all of that would be foolish. Given what you know about the world, such beliefs and activities are clearly irrational, even though you are entitled to espouse them.

    Furthermore, a person's freedom of religion does not impose any obligation on others to refrain from denying the tenets of her religious ideology. None of a person's rights entitle her to have the rest of us nod our heads and agree. We can point it out when we think she is mistaken, and vice versa. For all of our sakes, we should.

    So the existence of this book and the arguments herein are not an affront or an insult to anyone's religious rights. My articulating views that are contrary to the believer's are not precluded by any duty I have to him. In fact, these arguments take religious belief seriously. This book will be a large exercise in what Sam Harris has called “conversational intolerance,” or a respectful unwillingness to accept claims that do not square with the evidence.28 We will close this chapter with another comment by Harris that echoes the sentiment:


    Whether a person is religious or secular, there is nothing more sacred than the facts. Either Jesus was born of a virgin, or he wasn't; either there is a God who despises homosexuals, or there isn't. It is time that sane human beings agreed on the standards of evidence necessary to substantiate truth-claims of this sort. The issue is not, as [intelligent design] advocates allege, whether science can “rule out” the existence of the biblical God. There are an infinite number of ludicrous ideas that science could not “rule out,” but which no sensible person would entertain. The issue is whether there is any good reason to believe the sorts of things that religious dogmatists believe—that God exists and takes an interest in the affairs of human beings; that the soul enters the zygote at the moment of conception (and, therefore, that blastocysts are the moral equivalents of persons); etc.29

    I can only add that we either have good reasons for thinking that Jesus came back from the dead or we don't. If we don't, as I allege, then Christianity is based on a grand mistake.
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    Defending any particular account of the history of the information we have about Jesus is a complicated and contentious affair. Compared to events like the Revolutionary War, the body of information on Jesus is very small and much of it is fragmented and ambiguous. The events occurred two thousand years ago and were relatively isolated in scope. But the field of research on the topic is filled with detailed disagreements about what can be inferred from this limited body of information.

    I will not defend either of the extreme views that the Gospels are the inerrant records of Jesus’ life inspired by God or that they are completely fabricated mythology. The best summary of what we know is much more complicated. A brief review of the current scholarly consensus will give us a framework within which we will consider our central questions in the later chapters.1

    A consensus has developed about some aspects of the history of the manuscripts and what they report. First, Jesus (the existence of such a person is an active point of some disagreement) is thought by most to have been executed around 30–35 CE. The first four books of the Christian New Testament—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and some of the letters of Paul are the primary sources of information we have about the events. By most accounts, Mark was the first Gospel to be written, and it is thought to have been authored around 65 CE. Matthew was written between 70 and 100 CE, and Luke was written around 70 CE. Matthew and Luke borrowed heavily from Mark and possibly another source or sources, now lost, commonly called “Q.” The existence of a single Q source is a hypothesis intended to explain the similarities in the additions Matthew and Luke make to the material they got from Mark. Most scholars believe the original Gospel of Mark ended at chapter 16, verse 8, with the women fleeing from the tomb in fear. The rest of Mark (chapter 16, verses 9–20) that details the resurrected Jesus’ visits to his followers is now thought to have been added by an unknown author or authors sometime in the 100s. The Gospel of John appears to be more independent and was written around 90–110 CE, so it was written fifty-five or more years after Jesus’ death. It is substantially different in tone, purpose, and detail from the other Gospels.

    Up until a few hundred years ago, the traditional view was that all of the Gospels were written by the followers of Jesus for whom the books are named. But the view now, on the basis of modern work in history and Bible scholarship, is that none of the Gospels was written by the apostle to whom it is attributed. Their authors are unknown. Furthermore, it is widely agreed that none of the authors were eyewitnesses to the events themselves. They heard the stories from others and recorded them many years after the alleged events transpired.

    The number of people through whom the stories passed before they were written down in the Gospels is unknown. It could have been two, twenty, or two hundred. We do not know how many different sources the authors consulted, or the degree to which they sought to corroborate the stories they heard. We do not know how much possibly disconfirming information they sought out or considered.

    A great deal has been written and said about the Jewish oral tradition and its ability to codify and then transmit laws, rules, and stories from master to student with high fidelity. That is, the Jews had a verbal tradition of deliberately and carefully passing on important information, particularly religious law and its amplifications, from rabbi to student. In the intervening years between Jesus’ alleged resurrection and when the stories were written down, there would have been a great deal of discussion, sharing of stories, and retelling of events among his followers. And it has been argued that at least some of what we have now bears the mark of being transmitted by means of this rabbinical method, such as Paul's brief recounting of the resurrection in First Corinthians. Some believe that the reliability of the oral-tradition method bolsters the reliability of the Gospel stories’ transmission across the gap from when the events occurred to when they were written down several decades later. The full details about what parts of the stories were from the oral tradition and what parts were not, and to what extent the oral tradition contributed to the resulting Gospel stories, are unknown.

    The challenge of employing the Jewish oral tradition to fortify the reliability of the Gospels is that Jesus was thought to be a radical new teacher by the majority of Jews and they would have rejected claims that he was the messiah. It was Jews who rejected Jesus and called for his execution, after all. It would be peculiar that a set of stories about a radical preacher would have been incorporated so quickly and preserved in a conservative tradition used for preserving the most time-honored elaborations on the Jewish law. And we know that a great deal of the information about Jesus spreading among early Christians was not being repeated within this tradition—it was being spread by ordinary word of mouth among converts. We will consider several issues concerning the fidelity of verbal transmission later in chapters 4 and 5.

    Paul's letter that became First Corinthians is thought to have been written between 50 and 60 CE. In it, he makes a brief mention of the resurrection of Jesus. Paul does not clearly claim to be, nor is he widely thought to be, an eyewitness to the event (which would have occurred at least twenty years earlier), so we can assume that he also acquired his information about the resurrection through an unknown number of verbal sources with an unknown level of reliability. But some have argued that the best way to understand some of Paul's comments is to interpret them as though he is claiming to have seen the resurrected Jesus himself.

    It is relevant to note that none of the original Gospels or other New Testament documents has survived. That is, we cannot actually consult any of the first written sources themselves. Bart Ehrman says:

    In fact we do not have the original copies of any of the books of the New Testament or of any of the other Christian writings…. Nor do we have copies made directly from the originals, copies made from the copies of the originals, or copies made from the copies of the first copies. Our earliest manuscripts (i.e., handwritten copies) of Paul's letters date from around 200 C.E., that is, nearly 150 years after he wrote them. The earliest full manuscripts of the Gospels come from about the same time, although we have some fragments of manuscripts that date earlier. One credit-card-sized fragment of John discovered in a trash heap in Egypt is usually dated to the first half of the second century. Even our relatively full manuscripts from around the year 200 are not preserved intact, however. Pages and entire books were lost from them before they were discovered in modern times. Indeed, it is not until the fourth century, nearly 300 years after the New Testament was written, that we begin to find complete manuscripts of all of its books.2

    So to determine what is reasonable to believe about Jesus, we have a fragmented collection of copies of copies of hearsay reports dating from the second and third centuries and later, not the original writings from thirty to ninety years after Jesus’ death. As we will see, these details add to our doubts about the reliability of the resurrection stories.

    After the fourth or fifth century, the number of copies of these documents and other Christian writings exploded. We have several thousand copies of these early collected works. The proliferation of copies has led some to remark that the New Testament is the best attested book of all ancient documents, and more reliable as a source of truth as a result. This is a mistake, however. What we have that is closest to the source is a tiny handful of fragments—they would all fit in a shoebox—that are copies of copies of copies of documents from one hundred to three hundred years after their sources were originally written. Then we begin to find more copies in a greater state of completion in the next few centuries until the number of surviving, complete manuscripts of the New Testament explodes into the thousands. But any connection to the originals is built upon the slender bottleneck of just a few of the earlier manuscript fragments. So we should not think the preponderance of copies validates the content any more than making millions of copies of a Sherlock Holmes book proves he was a real person, or that multiple copies of a document after it is written somehow improves the accuracy of the original contents. The copies are only as reliable as the few originals upon which they were based. And those originals are only as reliable as the sources from which they were derived. Ehrman says, “even if scholars have by and large succeeded in reconstructing the New Testament, this, in itself, has no bearing on the truthfulness of its message. It simply means that we can be reasonably certain of what the NT authors actually said…. Whether or not any of these ancient authors said anything that was true is another question, one that we cannot answer simply by appealing to the number of surviving manuscripts that preserve their writings.”3

    The Gospels and the other books that would eventually become the New Testament were not the only Christian writings circulating and being copied in the early centuries. Early followers produced a large number of other manuscripts, letters, and documents as the movement grew. As alternating waves of persecutions and surges in popularity of Christianity swept through the region, churches would make copies of the works they considered spiritually important to share with their neighboring churches, or people would burn or destroy all their copies of some works. Manuscripts proliferated freely as they were copied and transported, and a complicated organic growth pattern unfolded. By the third and fourth centuries, many believers had begun to settle on a rough canonical collection of works that would eventually become the New Testament. Groups began to make a deliberate effort to sift through and organize the writings, separating the ones they found acceptable from the ones they did not. A variety of criteria drove this separation. Some writings were looked on favorably on ideological grounds; some were deemed heretical. Long forgotten political, social, and religious disputes also led to the propagation of some and the suppression of others. So it is significant to our discussion that the canonical New Testament, which is the cornerstone of modern Christianity, is the product of a long, contingent series of historical developments. The twenty-seven books, including the Gospels, we now have were just a few among hundreds or thousands of Christian documents that circulated among the early followers (and enemies) of Jesus. Many of these sources are now lost or destroyed. Some survive, and many offer surprisingly different accounts of the early Christian movements. In 367 CE, Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria, was one of the first to draw a hard line between these various sources. He listed the now-familiar list of twenty-seven works as the complete teachings that should not be added to or taken from. Eventually, this list became the canonized set of sources with other early Christian works excluded as heretical, false, forgeries, or otherwise irrelevant. This means that for more than three hundred years after Jesus, a multitude of alternate Christian sources containing different accounts and doctrines circulated until one group of them was carved out of the noise and sanctioned. That these other sources existed and that they differed from the canonical group will prove relevant to our assessment of the virtues of the subset we are considering about Jesus’ resurrection. We will see how, more specifically, in the next two chapters.

    During the period before the New Testament was canonized, many liberties were taken with the manuscripts.

    Until the beginning of the fourth century the text of the NT developed freely. It was a “living text,” unlike the text of the Hebrew Old Testament, which was subject to strict controls because (in the oriental tradition) the consonantal text was holy. And the NT text continued to be a “living text” as long as it remained a manuscript tradition, even when the Byzantine church molded it to the procrustean bed of an ecclesiastically standardized and officially prescribed text. Even for later scribes, for example, the parallel passages of the Gospels were so familiar that they would adapt the text of one Gospel to that of another. They also felt themselves free to make corrections in the text, improving it by their own standards of correctness, whether grammatically, stylistically, or more substantively. This was all the more true of the early period, when the text had not yet attained canonical status, especially in the earliest period when Christians considered themselves filled with the Spirit.4

    The liberality involved in the reproduction and distribution of new manuscripts in early Christian writings must be considered in our assessment of the reliability of the sources. And it must be considered in our evaluation of the extent to which the Jewish oral tradition would have accurately preserved the details of the Jesus stories.

    We can divide the history of the information about Jesus into periods where there are different reliability concerns. From Jesus' alleged death and resurrection until the Gospels were written, the stories appear to have been transmitted verbally from person to person until they were written down by the Gospel authors thirty to one hundred years later. These manuscripts and many more were copied and began to spread among Christian groups, and, no doubt, people continued to talk and share accounts verbally. Many copy generations and hundreds of years later, some copies of the Gospels would be made that would find their way through history, in varying states of decay, to us in the twenty-first century. Along the way, Christians would settle on a New Testament of accepted books while rejecting other books. Eventually, copies of this New Testament would proliferate and come to dominate the Christian religion and doctrine. More alterations and errors would be introduced during this labyrinthine path through the centuries. A great deal of detective work has been done on the copies of these texts:

    What is striking is that when we do [compare the 5,400 copies of the early New Testament], we find that no two of these copies (except the smallest fragments) agree in all of their wording. There can be only one reason for this: the scribes who copied the texts changed them. Nobody knows for certain how often they changed them, because no one has yet been able to count all of the differences between the surviving manuscripts.5

    The revisions, many of which have been identified in the manuscripts, include changes in spelling; rearrangements of words; and additions of notes from the margins into the text itself. There are accidental changes in punctuation, spaces, and paragraphs. Some changes appear to be deliberate ideological and interpretative changes. Many changes are ecumenical and theological.

    One of the most common kinds of intentional changes involved the “harmonization” of one text to another, that is, changing one passage in one book to make it conform to a similar passage in another. This kind of change is particularly common in the Synoptic Gospels, since these three books tell so many of the same stories in slightly (or significantly) different ways.6

    So, between us and the alleged resurrection, we can consider five groups of people through whom the information passed: the alleged witnesses, the people who repeated the story until the authors recorded it, the authors of the Gospels, the people who copied the Gospels, and the people who canonized the modern New Testament from a background of thousands of other documents. For the remainder of this chapter, and several of those that follow, we will consider specific problems introduced at each of these stages of transmission that undermine the reliability of the information we now have.

    A SUMMARY OF THE HISTORY OF THE INFORMATION WE HAVE ABOUT JESUS

    So if we are being careful about what we know and what we don't, here is a short version of what we have specifically concerning the resurrection of Jesus. Allowing that there was a person known as Jesus who was executed between 30 and 35 CE, there were some events surrounding his death. Some people are alleged to have seen some of those events. These people repeated stories about those events to an unknown number of other people who also repeated the stories over the course of several decades. Then, around 65 CE, the author of the book that is now known as the Gospel of Mark wrote down an account of those events that he heard from an unknown source (or sources). Some other unknown authors in the following decades wrote Matthew and Luke, copying their stories from Mark and another source (or sources). Some years later, another work was written that was later attributed to John. During the second century, the ending of the Gospel of Mark, containing stories about the resurrected Jesus, was added by an unknown author (or authors). Possibly as early as twenty years after Jesus’ death, Paul was also writing letters to early Christians in which he described the events he had heard about from an unknown number of other sources who were removed from the actual events by an unknown number of steps.
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