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2) "that he was raised on the third day according to the Scrip
tures." The statement in verse 4b concerning His raising signifies that 
God has acted upon Jesus in raising Him. The word "raise" is a 
metaphor to express something of which we do not have direct ex
perience. From the analogy of sleeping and awakening, the closest 
representation of the Resurrection would be that of a revivification of 
the corpse. But the early Church did not understand this metaphor 
in the sense of a simple return to the life of this world.66 It signified the 
passage of the whole reality of Jesus of Nazareth into the life and 
condition of existence of God. 

Both the meaning and the origin of the expression "on the third 
day" are disputed.6' Those who deny the dependability of the Gospel 
tradition concerning the discovery of the empty tomb on the third day 
see in the phrase merely a theological and scriptural interpretation of 
the Resurrection, perhaps in the light of Hos 6:2.68 Others would 
agree with Delling: "the term On the third day' is evidently associated 
from the first with the announcement of the fact of the resurrection. 
The discovery of the empty tomb is firmly associated with the third 
day according to the synoptic tradition, and this is the basis of the 
catechetical statement 'raised on the third day.'"69 They would argue 
that "it can hardly have been taken from Scripture alone. For there 
is scarcely a text which of itself had to be understood in this sense.'"0 

Seidensticker, however, has suggested that we should give up seek
ing an individual text in the Old Testament to which the phrase re
fers. He points out that the expression "the third day" is frequently 
used in the Old Testament, not as an exact determination of time, but 
in a symbolic-theological meaning.'1 It is used at decisive points in 

a shaky foundation on which to build the eschatology of Paul. Moreover, there is reason 
to believe that "the heavenly dwelling is the glorious body of Christ considered as the 
'first fruits' of the new creation, i.e., inasmuch as virtually including the glorious body 
of all Christians" (Feuillet, op. cit., pp. 377-78; cf. pp. 378-402; also cf. J. A. T. Robinson, 
The Body [London, 1953] pp. 75-78). Therefore, while Grass and Brandie have perhaps 
shown that the position defended here concerning the presuppositions of Paul about 
the body of Jesus is not incontestable, the position defended here appears to be more 
probable than that proposed by Grass and Brandie. Cf. Campenhausen, op. cit., pp. 
20-21 and the literature cited. 

66 Kremer, "La resurrección de Cristo en I Cor 15,3-8," p. 210; Pannenberg, 
Grundzüge, pp. 70-71. 

67 Wilckens, op. cit., p. 58; Campenhausen, op. cit., p. 11. 
68 Cf. Grass, op. cit., pp. 136 f. 
69 Delling, op. cit., p. 80; also Hahn, op. cit., pp. 204 ff. 
70 Campenhausen, op. cit., p. 11. 
71 Gn 22:3; Gn 22:1-19; Gn 42:18 ff.; Ex 19:11-16; 2 S 1:1-16; 1 Κ 12:12; Est 

5:1-8, 17; 1 Mac 11:18; Hos 6:1; etc. 
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salvation history to indicate a turning point that separates the old from 
the new, brings punishment to the blasphemer but justice, health, and 
life to God's faithful.72 This would be the theological background of 
the phrase in verse 4b: "on the third day according to the Scriptures." 

Seidensticker's further suggestion that this phrase meant nothing 
more than this originally and had no chronological reference is less 
probable in the light of the conclusions we will come to later concern
ing the Gospel tradition of the discovery of the empty tomb. He is 
correct in suggesting that the foundation for the use of the phrase is 
probably to be found in Jesus Himself. Jesus in His lifetime probably 
predicted that His death, though inevitable, would mean a national 
revival in the near future, i.e., He probably used the phrase "on the 
third day" or "after three days" in the sense of "a little while" similar 
to Hos 6:2 etc.73 But B. Lindars is more correct in concluding that it 
was the actual Resurrection "on the third day" (i.e., its discovery) 
which caused the literal interpretation of the phrase. The apostles 
realized that the mysterious "little while" was literally fulfilled. "A 
prophecy of speedy renewal on the lips of Jesus spoken in terms o f 
the Old Testament "was adopted by the Church as a triumphant ex
ample of literal fulfillment, and then used conveniently as a theologou-
menon of the Resurrection."'4 

3) "that he appeared to Peter, etc." Paul here lists the witnesses 
to whom Jesus appeared. He clearly understands these appearances to 
witnesses as a confirmation of the fact that Jesus has been raised.75 

a) "He appeared." Hahn has rightly criticized Grass'6 for too hastily 
concluding that from the repeated use of the word "He appeared" 
(ôphthé) nothing could be concluded concerning the nature of the 
appearances.77 This word belonged to the biblical terminology for the 
revelatory event, and guarantees the objectivity of the event. In the 
use of this word there is question in particular of a coming forth from 
invisibility, especially from the world of God, of a becoming visible 
that does not depend upon the one seeing.78 Further, it is also clear 
in the context of the Resurrection appearances that ôphthê does not 
merely mean to reveal oneself as present without sensible perception 
playing a role,79 but "to be manifested as visibly present."80 This is 

72 Seidensticker, op. cit., p. 302. 
73 Cf. the predictions of the Passion and Lk 13:32; see B. Lindars, New Testament 

Apologetic (Philadelphia, 1961) pp. 60-63. 
74 Lindars, op. cit., p. 66; cf. pp. 71-72. 75 Delling, op. cit., pp. 86-87. 
76 Grass, op. cit., pp. 181 ff. 77 Hahn, op. cit., p. 207 and n. 3. 78 Ibid. 
79 So W. Michaelis, "oraô," TWNT 5, 355 f., 359. 
80 Delling, op. cit., p. 84. 
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confirmed by Paul's exclamation "I have seen the Lord" (1 Cor 9:1). 
On the other hand, it must be conceded that the "seeing" because of 
its object should only be called a "seeing" in an analogous sense.01 

Because of its character as mystery, the world of God breaking into 
visibility must have effected a "seeing" of an extraordinary kind and 
was not a reality visible to everybody. This is especially clear in view 
of the Damascus event (cf. Acts 9).82 But the word öphthe was very 
well suited to express that experience of reality which the disciples 
had in their meeting with the risen Christ. It makes clear that they 
were conscious of standing in the face of reality. It emphasizes the ac
tion of the one revealing himself, the real becoming visible, and also 
the possibility of perceiving him.83 

6) The witnesses (verses 5-8). On the basis of this early (Jerusalem) 
tradition and the proximity of Paul to the witnesses and to the events, 
the assumption that appearances of the risen one were really experi
enced by a number of the members of the primitive Christian com
munity possesses good historical foundation. Verse 8 is certainly an 
addition of Paul and verse 6b is generally held to be a Pauline addi
tion with an apologetic purpose to emphasize the reality of the appear
ances of Jesus. For the rest we can say with Hahn: "However it may 
be with the appearances of w. 6a and 7, whether they belonged to 
the formula from the beginning, or were subsequently added, whether 
it is a question of a truly chronological series, or of 'rivaling' enumera
tions of the first Resurrection-witnesses, whether the combination with 
the old formula was already completed before Paul or first by him, it 
can be said with certitude that v. 5 still belongs to the old formula."84 

However, even though it is possible that w. 6 and 7 were later addi
tions to the early confessional formula, there is no reason for holding 
this data to be less dependable or even legendary. Paul knew not only 
Peter but also James personally, and at the beginning of his Christian 
activity had visited Jerusalem (Gal 1:18). Paul therefore was informed 
at first hand about that which he now passed on.85 

This enumeration of the various witnesses of the Resurrection has as 
its purpose to show that the Resurrection was a real event and was 
assured by credible witnesses. It was on the basis of the testimony of 

81 A. Kolping, "Auferstehung," Handbuch theologischer Grundbegriffe 1 (Munich, 
1962) 142. 

*¿ Pannenberg, Grundzüge, p. 90. 83 Hahn, op. cit., p. 207. 
84 Ibid., pp. 197-98. Seidensticker (op. cit., pp. 311-12) has made an effort to prove 

that the original confessional formula closed with v. 6a and that v. 5 was added later. But 
the argumentation is not convincing. 

85 Campenhausen, op. cit., p. 10. 
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immediate eyewitnesses that the early Church believed in the real 
Resurrection. Note that Paul says that we attain salvation only by 
persevering in this formula (logos). 

The Empty Tomb 

As we have seen, the earliest record does not speak specifically of 
the empty tomb. We have indicated that Paul probably assumed a 
real transformation of the dead body of Jesus and thus the fact of the 
tomb becoming empty. It is possible that he knew of the stories of 
the empty tomb, but this is not ascertainable. But Pannenberg is 
correct in affirming that the fact that Paul nowhere mentions the 
empty tomb need not shake the dependability of the reports in the 
Gospels.06 The primary basis for the Resurrection faith was the testi
mony of the official eyewitnesses of the risen Jesus. This was the theme 
exploited in the proclamation to nonbelievers. Women had no official 
status as witnesses in Jewish law. 

J. A. T. Robinson would go further and hold that though the empty 
tomb may not receive specific mention in the most primitive evidence, 
it is almost certainly implicit in the pre-Gospel tradition insofar as 
this can be reconstructed from the Pauline letters and the speeches in 
Acts.87 1 Cor 15:4 (buried—raised), Acts 13:29-30 (laid in the t o m b -
God raised Him), Acts 2:31 (He did not see corruption88) all imply the 
belief in a bodily resurrection from the tomb. 

However, for what occurred in Jerusalem, we must depend almost 
exclusively on the Gospel tradition. In its present form this is later 
than Paul and possesses far less favorable indices of historical trust
worthiness than the text of Paul. "Legendary, apologetic, in part also 
cultic-liturgical and polemical-ecclesiastical political tendencies make 
themselves especially noticeable here."89 They are narrations written 
down in close connection with preaching. They are stamped by faith, 
and "corresponding to the understanding of history at that time are 
not free also from legendary touches and midrashic embellishments."90 

Among all the narratives we possess, no two agree with one another. 
However, as Campenhausen points out, the unfavorable impression is 
considerably decreased if we once decide to set aside the provably 
later accounts and follow the Marcan tradition, which is used and de-

86 Pannenberg, Grundzüge, p. 97. 8' Robinson, op. cit., pp. 45-46. 
88 Lindars affirms: "There can be no doubt that the argument is primitive" (op. cit., 

p. 42). 
89 Campenhausen, op. cit., p. 21. 
90 A. Vögtle, in W. Joest et al., Was heisst Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift (1966) 

p. 63. 
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veloped in all the later Gospels. It is true that Mark is not simply the 
report of an eyewitness. Here too the stories betray the contradictions 
of different traditions, additions, and legendary traits, But as a whole 
the account is in no way fantastic. Manifestly ancient reports often lie 
at its basis, and the presentation is in large part so sober and objective 
that it is not permitted to reject a priori what it contains as incredible. 
All the data must be tested step by step.91 

The Burial: Mk 15:42-47 

The narrative of the burial is credible and trustworthy. "The tradi
tion that he was given burial in a tomb with its circumstantial ex
planation in all the gospel accounts (Mk 15:42-47; Mt 27:57-61; Lk 
23:50-56; Jn 19:38-42) must be accepted as one of the most firmly 
grounded facts of Jesus' life."92 Bultmann concedes that "abstraction 
made frojn verses 44-45, 47, the historical notice does not give the 
impression of legend. It would be difficult to show that it was intro
duced afterwards in view of the story of Easter."93 In particular, there 
is no reason to doubt the notice concerning the role of Joseph of 
Arimathea. Benoit insists that he is certainly historical. 

They knew his function, his village If the Christians had afterwards 
imagined the burial of Jesus by the hands of friends, they would have at
tributed it to Peter or to James or to some other personage of the Gospels. 
Where except in real life did they find this Joseph of Arimathea who is named 
nowhere else? This personage is a precious historical datum, which imposed 
itself on all the Evangelists and which by itself guarantees the burial of Jesus.94 

The Discovery of the Tomb: Mk 16:1-8 

This narrative possesses a very different character from the preced
ing one. We find here a "young man," i.e., an angel, who interprets 
the meaning of the empty tomb and gives a command to the women to 

91 Campenhausen, op. cit., p. 21. 
92 Robinson» op. cit., p. 45. Others, while agreeing that the arguments for the re

liability of the account of the burial possess real force, feel that "scholarly opinion haé 
been a little inclined to underestimate some of the difficulties" (D. £. Nineham, Saint 
Mark [Baltimore, 1963] p. 433. Cf. Grass, op. cit., pp. 173-82, 184). But the judgment of 
Campenhausen appears very sound: "Grass... would like to at least hold open the 
possibility that all accounts concerning the burial are later legend»—which would natu
rally facilitate the explanation of the 'empty tomb' as legend. But he cannot produce 
convincing reasons for this'* (op. cit., p. 23, n. 81). 

9a Bultmann, Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (3rd ed.; Göttingen, 1957) p. 
296. 

94 P. Benoit, Passion et résurrection du Seigneur (Paris, 1966) pp. 260-61. Cf. Campen
hausen, op. cit., pp. 22-23, 42; Nineham, op. cit., p. 434. 
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tell Peter and the disciples about it. A further peculiarity is the fact 
that the women do not carry out the command for' which they have 
been given a special revelation. "They said nothing to anyone, for 
they were afraid" (Mk 16:8). From a historiographical point of view 
this is incredible. 

However, the "strange" character of this pericope disappears when 
we realize that it has been literarily developed from a historical kernel 
for didactic purposes (Gutwenger, Vogtle, Benoit, Wilckens, Campen
hausen, etc.). The oldest preliterary form spoke of women coming to 
the tomb, of their astonishment at finding it empty, and of their flight. 
This form knew nothing of the silence of the women, nor of their en
counter with the angel. Gutwenger would find the original kernel re
flected in verses 2, 4, 5a, and 8a.95 He holds that verse 1 was a later 
addition when the question was raised why the women came to the 
tomb so early. Verses 5b-7, the scene with the angel, were added once 
the kerygmatically orientated tradition felt the need of uniting to the 
story of the ambivalent empty tomb the message of the Resurrection 
as its interpretation, and a pointer to the later appearance which ac
cording to the oldest tradition occurred first in Galilee. How could 
this be done? In the sphere of biblical conceptions, an angel, a mes
senger of God, presented itself as the natural and traditional form. 
Notice that in the proclamation of the Resurrection placed on the 
mouth of the angel, the knowledge of the Resurrection is grounded 
in the revealing action of God. The pointer to the empty tomb ("see 
where they have laid Him") is added subsequently as a confirmation of 
the message.96 

95 E. Gutwenger, "Zur Geschichtlichkeit der Auferstehung Jesu," Zeitschrift für 
katholische Theologie 88 (1966) 273-74. 

96Vögtle, "Literarische Gattungen und Formen," Anzeiger 74 (1965) 3. Cf. J. 
Schmitt, "Auferstehung Jesu Π," Sacramentum mundi 1 (Freiburg, 1967) 410. M. Goguel 
(La foi a la résurrection de Jésus dans le christianisme primitif [Paris, 1933]) also pro
posed that the "angelophany" (w. 5-7) was introduced subsequently and that the origi
nal narrative (w. 1-4, 8) only told of the discovery of the empty grave and the flight of 
the women. E. Lohmeyer (Das Evangelium des Markus [17th ed.; Göttingen, 1967] p. 
357) and V. Taylor (77ie Gospel according to Mark [London, 1959] p. 609) find this con
jecture questionable, because the mere discovery of the empty tomb would not explain 
the quaking (Taylor) and the terror of the women (Lohmeyer) in verse 8. Grass (op. cit., 
pp. 182-83) also argues that the terror of the women is clearly connected with the ap
pearance of the angel as a characteristic trait common to many biblical narratives of 
legendary character which speak of the appearance of the divine. However, this would 
only mean that the reference to terror (tromos) in verse 8 was added as a connecting link 
with the inserted "angelophany" (w. 5-7), while the ekstasis reflects the original 
astonishment and confusion of the women at their discovery. Note that the expression 
tromos hai ekstasis is an unusual combination, since tromos is "mostly combined with 
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. Verse 8b, the silence of the women, is a later intensification of the 
astonishment of the women. Vogtle proposes that the silence of the 
women was an apologetic addition intended to underline the historical 
fact that the Resurrection faith of the official witnesses was not a con
clusion from the discovery of the empty tomb, did not rest on the word 
of women, whose word as witnesses was considered worthless in Jewish 
law, but was grounded exclusively in the appearances of the risen 
Lord.97 

Under the presupposition that the verses concerning the angel (5b-7) 
were understood by the tradition itself as a biblical element of style, 
it becomes still more understandable that the oldest Easter preaching 
available to us does not explicitly appeal to the discovery of the empty 
tomb. Above all, it would explain why Matthew and Luke, inde
pendently of one another, do not scruple to transform the circumstances 
and message of the scene involving the angel. They realized that its 
purpose was kerygmatic and not historical. 

Wilckens affirms that the body of this narrative "is not merely pre-
Marcan, but goes back to a very early stage in the history of the tradi-
tion. 

There was a story by the women about their discovery of the empty tomb, 
which was known at the time the primitive community was constituted in 
Jerusalem. In the course of the elaboration of the tradition of the passion it 
became the narrative framework of the preaching of the resurrection, in that 
the "meaning" of the discovery by the women of the empty tomb—ás the 
earthly evidence that Jesus' resurrection had taken place—was stylized in the 
form of the proclamation by the angel." 

Benoit concludes: "The tradition of the finding of the empty tomb 
is of great value; it is not a suspect and late invention; it is a primitive 

phobos" (W. Arndt and F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexikon of the New Testa
ment [Chicago, 1957] p. 834). Ekstasis means "properly distraction or disturbance of 
mind caused by a shock" (A. Souter, A Pocket Lexicon to the Greek New Testament 
[Oxford, 1949] p. 77). 

97 Vögtle, ibid. Cf. also "Growth and Nature of the Gospels," in L. Klein (ed.), The 
Bible in a New Age (New York, 1965) pp. 92 ff. 

98 Wilckens, op. cit., p. 71. 
"Ibid., p. 73; cf. Delling, op. cit., p. 92; Pannenberg, op. cit., pp. 99-100; H. Walden-

fels, "Ostern und wir Christen heute," Geist und Leben 40 (1967) 31-33. Although 
Seidensticker retains a numinous experience of the women at the tomb (p. 87), he con
cedes that, critically considered, it remains uncertain what the women experienced. "Only 
that the grave was empty is the univocal statement of all the narratives concerning 
Easter morning" (Die Auferstehung Jesu in der Botschaft der Evangelisten [Stuttgart, 
1968] p. 81). 
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datum which can really, with the subsequent apparitions, justify and 
ground the Christian faith."10" 

This conclusion, obtained from a literary analysis of the tradition, 
is strengthened by general historical considerations.Ioi First of all, the 
disciples of Jesus would not have been able to preach His resurrection 
if they could be refuted by the presence of the tomb of Jesus in which 
His body was present. This is especially true in view of the popular 
Pharisaic notion of resurrection. The Resurrection kerygma "could not 
have continued in Jerusalem one day, one hour, if the emptiness of 
the grave was not firmly established as a fact for all involved."102 

A second consideration strengthens the dependability of the narrative 
of the discovery of the empty tomb. It is a fact that the early Jewish 
polemic against the Christian message of the Resurrection, which has 
left traces in the Gospels themselves, gave various explanations for the 
emptiness of the tomb.103 They first said the disciples stole the body 
(Mt). They later said the gardener had taken it (Jn). But they never 
objected that the grave of Jesus was intact. Jewish polemic would have 
had every interest in emphasizing such an objection if it could have 
been maintained. On the contrary, they shared with their Christian 
opponents the conviction that the grave of Jesus was empty and 
never hinted at the contrary. They contented themselves with ex
plaining the emptiness of the tomb in a way other than resurrection. 

A third consideration is also important. The story in its essentials is 
difficult to explain as a late fabrication by Christians to answer the 
demands of apologetic or to express their understanding of the Resur
rection. If these were the circumstances in which it originated, why 
did it come to be framed almost exclusively in terms of women wit
nesses, who were invalid witnesses according to the Jewish principles 
of evidence. "The later and the more fictitious the story, the harder it is 
to explain why the apostles are not brought to the forefront" as the 
discoverers of the empty tomb.104 

Pannenberg insists that the weight of the general historical consid
erations would still stand even if the narratives of the finding of the 

109 Benoit, op. cit., p. 295. 
101 For what follows cf. Pannenberg, op. cit., pp. 97-99. 
102 P. Althaus, Die Wahrheit des kirchlichen Osterglaubens (1940) p. 25. Brandie 

and others object that the earliest preaching could not have avoided speaking explicitly 
of the empty tomb if it were a known fact. It would have to be proven by the early 
preachers. This objection is unjustified for the simple reason that everyone in Jerusalem 
knew of the empty tomb. It could be presupposed. Cf. W. Bulst, "Auferstehung Jesu 
III," Sacramentum mundi 1, 414-15. 

103 Campenhausen, op. cit., pp. 31 ff. 
104 Moule, op. cit., p. 9. 



RESURRECTION FAITH TODAY 415 

empty tomb should be proven to be late legends first conceived in the 
Hellenistic communities. He rightly maintains that only if one one-
sidedly limits oneself to the analysis of the text tradition for the ground
ing of the historical judgment, as Grass has done, can one come to a 
negative result in the question of the empty tomb of Jesus.100 

Furthermore, Grass believes that the state of the tradition by itself 
provides no argument which would be unconditionally convincing for 
the historicity of the empty tomb.106 Still, in debate with Campen
hausen even Grass concedes "that the gap in the historical argumenta
tion for the empty tomb is very small," even though he does not pose 
the question in the light of the situation of the Easter kerygma in 
Jerusalem, but limits himself to the analysis of the tradition of the 
text. Pannenberg maintains that if one proceeds from the historical 
consideration of the situation of the Resurrection kerygma in the first 
Jerusalem community, then the state of the tradition confirms what is 
already to be presupposed from elsewhere as historically more probable: 
in Jerusalem it was known that the grave was empty. 'Only if the state 
of the text forced one to an opposite judgment could the weight of the 
historical argument from the relation between the Resurrection preach
ing in Jerusalem and the therein presupposed emptiness of the grave of 
Jesus be met."1 0 ' As a matter of fact, however, the traditions, even 
though exhibiting strongly legendary additions, point in the direction 
which a priori was to be expected historically as the presupposition 
for the Resurrection kerygma of the Jerusalem community. "In Jewish 
as well as Christian circles, the fact of the empty grave was well 
known."108 

We have every reason, therefore, to conclude with Campenhausen 
that when we have investigated what can be investigated, we cannot 
avoid allowing to stand the report of the empty tomb itself and of its 
early discovery. Much speaks for it and nothing decisive and definite 
against it. In the language of the historian, it is therefore probably 
historical. "The discovery of the empty tomb is one of the two data 
which emerge from the traditional material as essential and depend
able."109 

It is hardly accurate to say concerning the discussion of the empty 
tomb that "both sides have good arguments."110 At least they are not 
equally good. Ebert admits that the main argument against the his
toricity of the empty-tomb narratives is that the grave narratives are 
secondary and of late origin. Unquestionably, the stories of the empty 

105 Pannenberg, op. cit., p. 99. 
106 Grass, op. cit., p. 183. Ιυτ Pannenberg, op. cit., p. 89. 
10SIbid., p. 101. l 0 9 Campenhausen, op. cit., p. 42. 
110 H. Ebert, "Die Krise des Osterglaubens," Hochland 60 (1968) 324. 
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tomb as we have them are more recent in the literary sense. But this 
does not mean that the tradition of the empty tomb is late and sec
ondary. "It is one thing to point out the lateness of the story of the 
women at the tomb and the embellishments it has undergone. It is 
something else to jump to the conclusion that the tomb was not empty 
and that Jesus' body remained in it."111 The literary lateness of the 
story of the women at the tomb is explained by the fact that in the early 
proclamation only the visions of the official witnesses, the decisive 
ground of the Easter faith, would have been exploited. Women had no 
official status as witnesses in Jewish law. "Only when there was an at
tempt at a continuous narrative such as we now find in the Gospels 
would it have been necessary to supply the connective between the 
burial story and that of the first appearance."112 

THEOLOGICAL OBJECTION AND CONCLUSION 

Some theologians make use of a theological argument to bolster their 
scepticism concerning the empty tomb, the historical arguments against 
which they admit to be inconclusive.113 As theologians, they repel any 
inference that the character of Christ's resurrection is different from 
that which belongs to those who are in Christ (whose bodies un
doubtedly decay and are destroyed).114 

To this must be opposed the theological argument that the trans
formation of the material body of Christ is theologically very meaning
ful as the revelation, guarantee, and first fruits of the future transfor
mation not only of persons but of the entire cosmos. Further, it can be 
shown that the resurrection of Christ's material body does not make 
His resurrection totally different from that which belongs to those who 
are in Christ. Moule would suggest that the total matter of this time-
space existence is destined by the Creator not to be "scrapped" but to 
be used up into some other existence. 

If so, is it inconceivable that in just the area of the body of Jesus, which alone 
had been surrendered to death in total absolute obedience to the will of God, 
this transformation and using up was anticipated; while with the rest of man
kind their "material" returns to the collective reservoir of the totality of mat
ter one way or another, by decomposition slow or sudden, until this totality of 
things is ultimately used as the material of a new existence, in which they, by 

111 R. E. Brown, "The Resurrection and Biblical Criticism," Commonweal 87 (1967) 
235. Cf. Wilckens, op. cit., p. 235. 

112 Brown, art. cit., p. 235. 
113 G. Lampe and D. MacKinnon, The Resurrection: A Dialogue (Philadelphia, 1966) 

p. 58; E. Brunner, Dogmatics 2 (Philadelphia, 1952) 371. 
114 Lampe, op. cit., pp. 58-60; Brunner, op. cit., pp. 371-72. 
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the grace of God, will share? If this were true, then the difference between 
Christ and believers... would be only that Jesus anticipates their ultimate 
destiny.115 

Finally, it is not true to say that the character of Christ's resurrec
tion must be the same as our resurrection. The resurrection of Christ is 
a unique event. His is pre-eminent rather than typical. "It is by defini
tion the resurrection of the Messiah."116 Its character will depend on 
the significance He possesses in the history of salvation. 

Many of the objections against the idea of the corpse of Christ being 
transformed and disappearing from the tomb stem from the modern 
understanding of self and the world. We are more aware today of the 
"preunderstanding" that conditions all men's statements concerning self 
and the world. We are therefore aware also that a time-conditioned 
"preunderstanding" conditioned the early Church's formulation of its 
faith, and therefore of its Easter faith. For the primitive community 
this "preunderstanding" was, at least in part, that of Jewish apocalyp
tic, one of whose elements was the conception of the material body 
rising from the grave at the last day.11' Today this "preunderstanding" 
is not ours. And Ebert affirms: "For us today the empty tomb is not 
a help for our faith as it was for the primitive community, but for many 
it is rather a hindrance."118 Just as the early Church interpreted its 
Easter faith in time-conditioned thought forms and conceptions, so 
today we must "deapocalypticize" their expression of the Easter faith 
and reinterpret it in a manner compatible with the modern understand
ing of man and existence. 

Ebert is aware that this does not mean that the apocalyptic thought 
schemes can be simply stripped from the content of the Easter faith 
in a mechanical manner and replaced by others, as though we could 
peel away the linguistic formulation, grasp the thought content in its 
pure form, and then reclothe it again with a new linguistic formulation. 
But he urges that precisely in order to remain true to the Resurrection 
faith, we must attempt to translate it into forms in keeping with our 
understanding of the world and of existence.119 

In the climate produced by Vatican II, no one will disagree in principle 
with the necessity of such retranslation of the meaning of our faith for 
today. But we are also aware that this process of translation is a very 
delicate operation. Extreme care must be taken that translation does 
not result in dissipation. And here the question is: Is the element of 
the transformation of the corpse of Christ, the empty tomb, a time-

115 Moule, op. cit., p. 10. 116 Robinson, op. cit., pp. 43-44. 
117 Ebert, op. cit., pp. 315-18. li8 Ibid., p. 325. 119 Ibid., pp. 326-27. 
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conditioned expression of the Easter faith and an element of no sig
nificance? What we have seen thus far does not lead us to assume so. 
It may not be easy for the nonbeliever and "modern man" to grasp. 
But neither is the Incarnation of the Son of God. In an attempt to make 
this latter point of faith comprehensible to modern man, Bultmann has 
effectively eliminated it. Elimination of the empty tomb would not 
necessarily eliminate the Resurrection as a "real event," the point 
upon which the German bishops insisted. But it would certainly change 
the meaning of that event as the Church has until now understood it. 
And there does not appear to be sufficient reason for doing this. We do 
not "hang on to" the empty tomb because we mistakenly believe that 
the empty tomb can prove the Easter faith historically, as Brandie 
charges.120 But we insist on the empty tomb because there is reason 
for thinking that the sources of our faith insist on it, not as a time-condi
tioned interpretation of the Resurrection, but as the historical context 
of the divine event of the Resurrection itself. "The resurrection ac
counts indicate that the divine occurrence is revealed in empirical 
events . . . . The occurrence of Jesus' resurrection, which is not itself 
accessible to historical control... is linked with facts at least theo
retically provable within the historical framework—the resurrection ap
pearances and the empty tomb."121 

Furthermore, both these facts are important for the correct inter
pretation of the Resurrection and for its meaning for modern man. In 
the last four pages of his article, Ebert sketches an outline of a new 
interpretation of the Easter faith for our time. The remarkable thing 
about the sketch is that it is equally valid if the event of the Resur
rection included a transformation of Jesus' corpse from the tomb. In 
fact, the sketch is heavily dependent upon Karl Rahner's theology of 
the Resurrection, which was certainly elaborated under the presup
position of the empty tomb. 

It is true that our faith is not directed primarily toward individual 
historical facts but to the mystery of God in Christ. And our Easter 
faith is not directed primarily to the empty tomb but to the mystery 
of the definitive and total self-communication of God to the total 
reality of Jesus of Nazareth as the revelation and initiation of the 
definitive self-communication of God to the world as its salvation.122 

But precisely therein lies the deepest reason for believing that the 
120 Brandie, "Did Jesus* Tomb Have to Be Empty?" Theology Digest 16 (1968) 18. 
121 O. Cullmann, Salvation As History (New York, 1967) p. 143. 
122 K. Rahner, "Auferstehung Christi, IV," Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche 1 

(Freiburg, 1957) 1038. 
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resurrection of Jesus was a bodily resurrection from the tomb. Because 
Jesus' bodily humanity was a part of the one world with one dynamic 
tendency, the resurrection of this bodily humanity, and therefore of 
this body, "is objectively the beginning of the transfiguration of the 
world as an ontologically unified event, because in this event the fate 
of the world has been fundamentally decided and already begun."123 

Rahner insists that there is a real ontological unity of the material 
universe, a basic oneness of the world by which all things in the world 
are related and communicate anteriorly to any mutual influence upon 
each other.124 By the Incarnation the Logos has united to Himself 
once and for all a portion of this world, and indeed, a portion of its 
material reality. In view of the unity of the material universe, it is 
important that the body of Jesus, a portion of the material reality of 
this one world, should have been glorified. It is in this way that the 
world as a whole, the totality of this material cosmos, is actually in 
process of reaching in and through the risen Jesus that final state in 
which God will be all in all.125 

According to Teilhard de Chardin, modern man's most pressing psy
chological need is an assurance that some successful outcome exists for 
the world and for that progress on earth for which he knows himself to 
be responsible. The risen body of Christ, that part of the material 
universe in which the successful outcome already exists, is this assur
ance and is at the same time the physical center for mankind and the 
whole material world,126 drawing the remainder of its unity toward 
the totally successful outcome. The whole concept of the cosmos being 
restored in and by Jesus Christ, the theme of Col 1:15-20, is involved 
in the Resurrection as a bodily resurrection from the tomb. 

123 Ibid., col. 1040. 
124 K. Rahner, On the Theology of Death (London, 1961) p. 27. 
125 K. Rahner, Theological Investigations 1 (London, 1960) 165. 
126 Cf. C. Mooney, "The Body of Christ in the Writings of Teilhard de Chardin," 

THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 25 (1964) 576-78. 




