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DRAFT 4a 23/5/96 (correct Holmes ref.) Revised with Bishops Geoffrey Rowell and Lindsay Urwin from Drafts 3 & 2 which were based on the second part of old Star talk 1 which had its 1st Lay Review by Diana Page, Clerical Review by Fr. Donald Easton & 2nd Lay Review by Diana Page. Changes in light of Star Mini-Conference 9/8/95 & comments received made.  Further revisions after 2nd Round Star talks.


<< Note to Course-Giver  This is a shorter talk than usual, to allow plenty of time for discussion in the Small Groups.  It would be possible to present it as the conclusion of a two week trial.  On the other hand (of course) there are dangers in forcing people to declare a decision.  Advice on how best to handle the structure will be much appreciated.>>


1—Summary to date


In the first talk, we looked at the reasons why we can be sure that Jesus lived and that he made some wholly outrageous-sounding claims about himself, amounting to a claim to be the Son of God.  We saw that there are three possibilities:


 i) He made these claims and knew they were untrue - ie he was an evil and wicked impostor.


ii) He made these claims and was deluded.


iii) The claims are true.


—We looked at some of the evidence against which we can examine these possibilities.


—In the second talk, we looked at Jesus’ death.  This was, for many of his day, the final conclusive proof that his claims were false.  How could God die, let alone die as a criminal�?  We explored how Christians understand Jesus’ death and why it has such significance.


—Now we come to look at the resurrection.  In the end, that is at the heart of the earliest preaching, it was at the heart of the Good News – Easter was everything! But what is the evidence that this really happened?


2—Evidence about the Resurrection


What are the undisputed facts�?


2.1—Something extraordinary happened at Easter.


Jesus was executed and his followers dispersed, cowering in an upper room in fear of their lives.  Yet within a few weeks, an irresistible force was unleashed on the world which has totally transformed history.


2.2—The authorities could not find Jesus’ body


The authorities would have loved to have got evidence that the Resurrection was a put up job.  If they could have produced the body, they would have done.  Neither the Jewish nor the Roman authorities, both of whom had excellent intelligence networks and strong reasons to try to discredit the Christian faith, ever produced Jesus’ body.


2.3—They never produced anyone involved in removing it.


So, according to the Gospels, they said that the disciples stole the body while the guards that were meant to be guarding the grave slept (Matthew 28:13-15� XE "Matthew 28\:13-15" �).  There is of course a problem here – if the guards were asleep, how do they know who took the body?   But suppose for one moment that the disciples, or indeed someone else, did steal the body.  When the stories of the Resurrection came out, and the authorities were trying to suppress the cult, anyone who had confessed to faking it would have been richly rewarded and would certainly have saved his life and been trooped around the place and an antidote.  Saul� XE "Saul" �, the great persecutor of the Church before his conversion, would certainly have known about it, and yet he is the earliest writer in the New Testament�.


2.4—The disciples really believed in the resurrection.


Listen to St Paul, writing in AD47 to the Corinthians:


Now I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I preached you the gospel…that Christ died for our sins…that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day…and that he appeared to [Peter], then to the twelve.  Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive…But if there is no resurrection of the dead then Christ has not been raised; if Christ has not been raised then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.   We [would even be] found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified of God that He raised Christ. (1 Corinthians 15:1-15).


Listen to St John’s account of how he came to realise that Jesus had risen:


They both ran, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first; and stooping to look in, he saw the linen cloths lying there, but he did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb; he saw the linen cloths lying, and the napkin, which had been on his head, not lying with the linen cloths but rolled up in a place by itself.  Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed. (John 20:3-8� XE "John 20\:3-8" �)


And let’s remember, many of them died for this belief.


2.5—The Gospels offer slightly confused records of eye-witness accounts


All the gospels have accounts of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  But particularly with the resurrection accounts, if they were made-up stories they did a very bad job.  Jesus appears initially to women, who were not regarded under Jewish law as reliable witnesses.  People don’t recognise him.  Of course eye-witness accounts tend to be like this, a bit fragmented and confused.


…different witnesses observing from different viewpoints, perhaps arriving at different times, … concentrate their attention on different happenings or different aspects of the same happenings and see different things.�


Can it be a surprise that they are confused, when people are grasping with something totally new�?  Yet they are clear that these are eyewitness accounts.  Listen to St John’s Gospel.


Since it was the day of Preparation, in order to prevent the bodies from remaining on the cross on the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was a high day) the Jews asked Pilate that their legs might be broken and that they might be taken away.  So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first, and of the other who had been crucified with him; but when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs.  But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water.  He who saw it has borne witness – his testimony is true and he knows that he tells the truth. (John 19:31-35� XE "John 19\:31-35" �).


3.—So what really happened?


3.1—Possibilities


Clearly there are only three possibilities.


The resurrection happened or 


It did not happen but the disciples thought it did or


It did not happen and the disciples knew it did not.  They made it up.


We can rule out the third.  No religious Jew would rob a grave.  No-one would give their life for a lie they had deliberately falsified.


—What about the second.  Again, there are two possibilities:


They thought they saw Jesus after the crucifixion but they were mistaken or


They did see Jesus, but he had not died on the Cross.


3.2—Was Jesus really dead?


Indeed how do we know that Jesus really was dead?  The definitive account of the medical aspects of Jesus’ death was published in the Journal of the American Medical Association� XE "American Medical Association" � in March 1986.  The summary states:


Jesus of Nazareth underwent Jewish and Roman trials, was flogged, and was sentenced to death by crucifixion.  The scourging produced deep stripelike lacerations and appreciable blood loss, and it probably set the stage for hypovolmeic shock, as evidenced by the fact that Jesus was too weakened to carry the crossbar (patibulum) to Golgotha.  At the site of the crucifixion, his wrists were nailed to the patibulum and, after the patibulum was lifted onto the upright posts (stipes) his feet were nailed to the stipes.  The major pathophysiologic effect of crucifixion was an interference with normal respiration.  Accordingly, death resulted primarily from hypovolmeic shock and exhaustion asphyxia.  Jesus’ death was ensured by the  thrust of a soldier’s spear into his side.  Modern medical interpretation of the historical evidence indicates that Jesus was dead when taken down from the cross�.


And suppose for a moment that Jesus had just revived.  Would he have allowed his disciples to live a lie?  His transparent integrity shines out from every page of the Gospels.  Could the greatest moral teacher the world has ever seen be a con-artist?�


3.3—Did they really see Jesus?


People claim that they have seen Elvis.  People claim to have been abducted by aliens.  There are some people who say that the disciples were so traumatised by what happened – they had lost their leader – that they lost all grip on reality�. But let’s listen to what the Gospels say happened:


And suddenly, coming to meet them, was Jesus. “Greetings” he said.  And the women came up to him and clasping his feet, they did him homage.  Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid’ (Matthew 28:9-10� XE "Matthew 28\:9-10" �).


Jesus himself came up and walked by their side, but their eyes were prevented from recognising him.  He said to them, ‘What are all these things that you are discussing as you walk along?’  [They told him of the reports of the empty tomb and] he said to them ‘you foolish men! So slow to believe all that the prophets have said!  Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer before entering into his glory?  Then…he explained to them the passages throughout the scriptures that were about himself.… so he went in to stay with them.  Now while he was with them at table, he took the bread and said the blessing; then he broke it and handed it to them.  And their eyes were opened and they recognised him, but he had vanished from their sight. (Luke 24:15-31).


[Jesus] himself stood among [the apostles] and said to them, “Peace be with you!” In a state of alarm and fright, they thought they were seeing a ghost.  But he said, “Why are you so agitated, and why are these doubts stirring in your hearts?  See by my hands and my feet that it is I myself.  Touch me and see for yourselves; a ghost has no flesh and bones as you can see I have.’  And as he said this he showed them his hands and his feet.  Their joy was so great that they still could not believe it, they were dumbfounded; so he said to them, have you anything here to eat?  And they offered him a piece of grilled fish, which he ate before their eyes. (Luke 24:36-43� XE "Luke 24\:36-43" �).


St John’s Gospel tells us that one of the apostles, Thomas� XE "Thomas" �, was not there and said:


“Unless I can see the holes that the nails made in his hands and can put my finger into the holes they made, and unless I can put my hand into his side, I refuse to believe.’  Eight days later  the disciples were in the house again and Thomas was with them.  The doors were closed, but Jesus came in and stood among them.  ‘Peace be with you,’ he said.  Then he spoke to Thomas, ‘put your finger here, look here are my hands.  Give me your hand, put it into my side.  Do not be unbelieving any more, but believe.’  Thomas replied, “my Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him:  ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.’ (John 20:24-29� XE "John 20\:24-29" �)


John’s gospel also tells of another occasion on which Jesus cooked breakfast for the disciples after the resurrection (John 21� XE "John 21" �).  These are not shadowy hallucinations.  Professional fishermen know when they have eaten breakfast�.


3.4—Christian experience


Sherlock Holmes� XE "Holmes, Sherlock" � once said: When you have eliminated all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth�.


—Something happened at the first Easter.  


—Maybe it’s not surprising that the accounts are confused.  We all know how difficult it is to put things into words.  I have trouble enough trying to explain why I love a person!  There are inconsistencies in the gospel accounts but let’s look at what is essentially the same.  The tomb is found empty, they experienced Jesus in bodily form – he cooked breakfast, his wounds were visible and could be touched, people walked on the road with him, and yet it is also clear that he had changed.  He was hard to recognise at least immediately, and sometimes most intriguingly when at the meal table.  He was not constrained by time and space as you and I are, and as he was before.  St Paul is so overwhelmed by his experience of the risen Jesus that his whole life changed direction and he calls it nothing less than a new creation.  As significant, more significant than the Big Bang� XE "Big Bang" �; as profound as that, changing our whole view of things.  Changing our life expectancy – changing the whole world and its history.


—So who is Jesus?


—The tantalising fact is, over nearly 2000 years, countless millions of Christians have claimed to have a living relationship with Jesus Christ.  You can’t have a living relationship with a dead person though he could be your hero.  You cant talk with a dead person, though you might think him a good teacher.  It doesn’t make sense to base your life on a man and his memory.  Life is for today and Jesus is about today.  That’s the faith.  But it demands a leap, a trust.  Ultimately, it is only by living as if it’s true that one comes to understand the truth of it.  You don’t know the water’s lovely until you jump in�.  


—Throughout the centuries Christians have experienced the risen Lord Jesus in our lives.  A con-trick by the disciples?  A con-trick by Jesus?  Who is this man?  Who is Jesus?


4—So who is Jesus?


This is such an important question, because if his claims are true, they turn the whole world upside down. If they are true, history really can be divided into BC and AD.  And everyone has to make up their own mind on their own answer to Jesus’ question: ‘And you, who do you say I am?’ (Matthew 16:15� XE "Matthew 16\:15" �).  When it comes down to it, I think there are only two possible answers, and they are the answers that have come down in a direct living tradition from his contemporaries.  The answer of the Talmud� XE "Talmud" �: ‘A sorcerer who led Israel astray’. Or the answer of the New Testament: ‘The Christ, Son of the Living God’.
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�	And if a man has committed  crime punishable by death and he is put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his body shall not remain all night upon the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is accursed by God. (Deuteronomy 21:22-23� XE "Deuteronomy 21\:22-23" �).


� How you assess the strength of the evidence is to some extent dependent on your pre-suppositions.  If I had a telephone call from a woman, I would need a lot more evidence that she was Princess Diana� XE "Diana, Princess" � than that she was my neighbour Rachel who is a very talented actress and mimic.  I would need even more evidence that she was Queen Victoria.


—Of course, if God does not exist or if Jesus is not the Son of God then the resurrection, as Christians understand it, is impossible.  By contrast, if Jesus is the Son of God, then the resurrection is almost inevitable.  Whatever our pre-suppositions, let us be rational and try to look at the evidence objectively.  


� We also know from Pliny that under Roman Law people accused of being Christians were given two opportunities to deny it, and could go free if they did.  A few lapsed but most did not.


� His Honour Judge Devlin (now Lord Devlin) in The establishment of guilt in Trial by Jury  Proc. Royal Institution Vol. 63 p225.


� Although not all Jews believed in the resurrection of the dead, those that did believed that it would happen at the end of time.  Jesus himself clearly belonged with those who believed in the resurrection (refs.  ).


� JAMA 1986;255 1455-1463.  This article provoked a great many letters to the Editor, mostly from people protesting at the religious and allegedly anti-Semitic implications, refuted by the authors (JAMA Vol. 255 pp2752-2760)  A few years later Margaret and Trevor Lloyd Davies published an article in the Journal of the Royal College of Physicians of London (Vol. 25 p167-170) called Resurrection or resuscitation which tried to argue for the following “Hypothesis …At his crucifixion, Jesus was in shock and hypotensive, and lost consciousness because of diminished blood supply to the brain.  His ashen skin and immobility were mistaken for death and there is no doubt that the bystanders believed that he was dead…Oxygen supply to the brain remained minimal, but above a critical level, until the circulation was restored when he was taken down from the Cross and laid on the ground.  Chill during the eclipse of the sun helped to maintain the blood pressure.  As Jesus showed signs of life he was not placed in the tomb (which may have been the intention to avoid burial rites on the Sabbath) but taken away and tended.”  They argue on flimsy linguistic grounds that the spear in the side incident ‘almost certainly did not take place’.  But Roman Soldiers knew perfectly well how to kill someone with a spear, and crucifixions were commonplace enough for them to know that people would faint before they died.  Since the penalty for allowing a condemned criminal to escape was that you would be put to death, you can be sure that the soldiers indeed made sure Jesus was dead.  And if he had revived when they took him down, would they have tended him?!  In the words of the Duke of Wellington, when accosted in the street with a “Mr Smith, I believe” – “Sir, if you believe that, you’ll believe anything.”


� Many more questions remain – how could the Roman and Jewish authorities not have heard about this?  What happened to his body when he did die?


� Maybe the disciples, in the words of a recent sceptical article Resurrection or resuscitation? op cit. p168 “underwent a transmarginal inhibition, a state of activity of the brain in which hysterical suggestibility (or alternatively counter-suggestibility) frequently occurs.”  Well this might just be an explanation for people saying that they had seen Jesus, or even ‘perceived’ him (the article makes the astonishing claim that according to the Gospels, “no-one actually saw Jesus”)..But the Gospel accounts relate far more than that.


� The reference these authors give is to W Sargant The Mind Possessed London 1973.  It would be interesting to know whether current research in this area still uses the concept.


� The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier in The Case-book of Sherlock Holmes.  He continues: “It may well be that several explanations remain, in which case one tries test after test until one or other of them has a convincing amount of support.”


� The more scientifically minded might add: you can’t tell whether a scientific theory fits the facts without working within it.  You can’t really tell whether a new computer will work without switching it on.








