
I have an agenda in this essay which is best to confess at the out-
set. Books on theology and the Bible are often recommended be-
cause they are new, innovative, revolutionary and promise to
develop an understanding of the faith that is relevant to our ut-
terly unique, contemporary situation. For example, Bishop John
Spong entitles a book Must Christianity Change or Die?1 Here we
are promised a revision of the historic faith that has some hope of
speaking to our contemporary context. The implication is that if
we want a theology that is relevant, we need to look for the latest
thing. When buying religious books, the more recent the publica-
tion date the better. My agenda is this: I want to push back against
the idea that we are somehow facing unprecedented challenges to
orthodox Christian belief. I want to suggest that the challenges we
face are just recent variations of old and familiar problems which
have been given due consideration and thoughtful response in
earlier generations. With regard to teaching about the resurrec-
tion, Anglicans have an embarrassment of riches in, to name just
a few places, the theology of Richard Hooker, the sermons of
Lancelot Andrewes, the poetry of John Donne and George Her-
bert, the profound spiritual theology of R.M. Benson, the founder
of the Cowley Fathers, and in a whole genealogy of New Testa-
ment scholars, including the two bishops I will be looking at
today, B.F. Westcott and A. M. Ramsey. One hope I have for this
essay is that you will become, if you are not already, a reader of
old books and come to believe, as I do, that the most up to date
authors are not necessarily the most recently published.  

A word about John Spong. Bishop John Spong, formerly from
the Diocese of Newark, has been a prolific and outspoken author.
He is at the moment famous (some would say infamous) for the
12 theses that he published on the internet and which deny virtu-
ally every assertion of traditional, catholic, credal, Christian-
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says, a “personal, external, supernatural and potentially invasive
being.” This God Spong describes contemptuously as the “exter-
nal, super parent in the sky.”3 Spong particularly objects to the
idea that God is distinct from the world  and can intervene in his-
tory. He seems to think that any intervention by an independent
God into the affairs of humanity would be by definition arbitrary
and capricious. As an alternative to the God of Theism, Spong de-
velops the ideas of the late Paul Tillich. God is the innermost
depth of things, the Ground of Being. God is not the highest per-
son imaginable but that dynamic at the heart of all things which
calls us forth into personhood. God is that which calls us into life
and love. The right question about God is not, “who is God?”
which Spong thinks a dangerous question because it leads auto-
matically to anthropomorphism, but, “what is God?” God is the
source of that ineffable experience of presence to which all the
great mystics attest. This presence at the heart of things is the
source of life, love and personhood. According to Bishop Spong,
we can never achieve more than an imperfect knowledge of God,
but we can honor this spiritual dimension of reality by being “all
that we can be” and by helping others be all they can be. 

Bishop Spong quite rightly sees the connection between tradi-
tional theism, the notion that the ultimate reality, God, is personal
and has the personal attributes of will and intention and miracles.
Miracles, including the ultimate miracle of the resurrection, are
expressions of God’s will and intention to make himself known.
Spong understands that if you accept the popular understanding
of scientific, secular materialism as a complete and totally ade-
quate understanding of reality, it makes no sense to speak of a
personal God who is distinct from the world and who reveals him-
self in miraculous deeds in history. Given this premise, the resur-
rection as the definitive revelation of a personal God of love in
history makes no sense. Another way of looking at these things
must be found, and Spong attempts a reinterpretation of the res-
urrection as a manifestation in the experience of the disciples of
the “God presence” that was in Jesus. Spong starts from the same
premises of much contemporary theology. He is more consistent
and fearless than many about drawing the logical conclusions of
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ity.2 A more extended argument for his theses can be found in
the book to which I have already referred. I have chosen Bishop
Spong as a dialog partner for these two classical Anglican teach-
ers in part because his name is well known and immediately sug-
gests one way of dealing with contemporary challenges to the
faith: the way of a revision that is so thorough-going that it seems
a shocking apostasy to many committed Christians. I have also
chosen Bishop Spong because he is so clear about his premises
and so consistent in his conclusions. He shows us very clearly
what really must become of the resurrection faith if we try to fit it
into the secular, materialist worldview that has arisen in the West
in the 19th and 20th centuries. He does us a favor by bringing to
light the inherent conflict between the premises of secular materi-
alism, premises which Bishop Spong largely accepts uncritically,
and the premises of the faith of the apostles.

Three of Spong’s theses are particularly involved in a discus-
sion of the resurrection. They are numbers 1, 5, and 7. Thesis
number 1 is, “Theism as a way of defining God is dead.” Thesis
number 5 is, “The miracle stories of the New Testament can no
longer be interpreted in a post-Newtonian world as supernatural
events performed by an incarnate deity.” Thesis number 7 is,
“Resurrection is an action of God. Jesus was raised into the mean-
ing of God and therefore the resurrection cannot be a physical re-
suscitation occurring inside history.”  

Theism is the belief that there is a God who is distinct from
and not dependent on the cosmos. Christian Theism is the belief
that this God has revealed himself in creation and history and per-
fectly in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ who has
taught us to call this God “Our Father.” 

Spong believes that the God described by traditional theism is
the product of a prescientific, primitive, patriarchal culture and
that, as a completely culturally determined by-product of a passé
worldview, should be and is rejected by contemporary people. In
the world of Newton and Einstein and Darwin it is impossible to
believe in the God described both in traditional theology and in
the western philosophical tradition. The God of Theism is, Spong
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an anti-supernatural, anti-miraculous starting point.  Bishop
Spong neatly describes the consequences for biblical faith of ac-
cepting the premise that reality is completely and comprehen-
sively described by ironclad laws of nature, which in principle
explain completely all that has ever happened and predict with
total dependability all that ever could happen. Belief in ironclad
laws of nature is one dimension of a popular contemporary world-
view. It is, however, a worldview that shows signs of fragility, and
it is based on an understanding of science that many of the best
scientists do not share. The human heart also rebels against a
world from which the reality of the unseen and the miraculous
has been excluded, witness the rise of the New Age spiritualities.
But this secular materialism is still the dogma of many people
and is deeply woven into the life of our culture and in particular
the life of our educational institutions, including many seminar-
ies and graduate programs in theology. As Spong rightly con-
cludes, these premises, if accepted uncritically, represent a
profound challenge to traditional faith but not a challenge which
has not been previously encountered and given careful and
thoughtful response.

The challenge to orthodox Christian teaching which comes
from a materialistic worldview inspired by a misapplication of the
critical method is nothing new. In some ways the 19th century
was the heyday of such challenges. Two World Wars had yet to ap-
pear to challenge the limits of scientism as an adequate source of
meaning and morality. Auguste Comte (1798-1857), the French po-
litical philosopher and pioneering sociologist, tried to discover so-
cial laws that paralleled the positive laws of physics and the hard
sciences. Humanity was evolving from a religious, to a philosoph-
ical, to a scientific level. Soon humanity would understand the in-
variant laws that governed not only the physical world but the
moral and political world as well. Comte attempted to develop a
new religion with this materialist worldview or positivism as the
starting point. He hoped that his religion would help humankind
replace egoism with altruism. The transcendent supernatural God
was replaced by Comte with humanity itself as the “Great Being.”
His religion was complete with positivist churches, clergy and rit-
ual. His books were bestsellers and hit a responsive chord in Eng-
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land where the ground had been prepared by generations of
Deism. When Bishop Westcott published his great book on The
Gospel of The Resurrection in 1866, he thought it important to add
an appendix on Comte.4

Brooke Foss Westcott (1825-1901) was one of the great lights of
19th century Anglicanism. He was Regius Professor of Divinity at
Cambridge and later Bishop of Durham. At Cambridge he was
one of a triumvirate of scholars including F.J.A. Hort and J.B.
Lightfoot who became known for the “Cambridge Theology.”  In
the face of the threat to traditional theology occasioned by the rise
of Darwinian thought and the application of historical-critical
methods to biblical interpretation, these writers offered an alter-
native to the confessionalism of evangelicals and the Tractarians
and to the revision amounting to capitulation of the rising Liberal
Theology. Westcott and his colleagues accepted the conclusions of
science within its proper sphere and the appropriate, even neces-
sary use of the historical-critical method. Indeed Westcott and
Hort were pioneers in textual criticism, and until well into the
20th century their critical text of the New Testament was the stan-
dard.5 Westcott’s theology was open to the best thought of his
age, critically engaged with the culture but determinedly ortho-
dox. He was and is the very model of a theologian of and for the
church.

Westcott was able – perhaps because he was a scholar deeply
engaged in the reconstruction of ancient texts, or perhaps because
he had a kind of rigorous philosophical training rare in our day, or
perhaps because he was such a close student of Origen who pre-
sented Christian thinking as thinking that started from a new
arche, a new starting point – to recognize the fundamental prem-
ises that undergird any argument and which cannot be estab-
lished on any other ground. He saw that belief in miracles rests
upon belief in a personal God and upon belief in the reality of the
freedom of the individual human will. It also depended on what
he called the “fundamental axiom” of religion, i.e. that there is a
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seen and an unseen world and that religion has to do with the re-
lationship between these two worlds. Westcott was quite clear that
all arguments rest on premises which cannot be otherwise
demonstrated. He was clear about his own premises and clearly
identified the undemonstrable premises of critics like Comte,
masquerading as science.

Westcott helps us first by questioning the notion of inviolable
laws of nature, by affirming science but putting it in its place. He
then shows how the miraculous in general and the resurrection
in particular are not arbitrary interruptions but the kind of revela-
tion that flow naturally from the love of God. 

John Spong thinks that reports of miracles are simply the sto-
ries of benighted 1st century people trying to express their Jesus
experience in categories that are familiar to them. The reports of
the resurrection are a special example of this general process. For
Spong, Jesus was an extremely intense locus of the “God pres-
ence.” Jesus was a “spirit person” who intensely manifested the
spirit present at the heart of life. When his life was ended, people
realized that the spirit, “the God presence” could not be killed and
this presence could now be found in them. They used language of
resurrection for this because it was near to hand. It was the best
way they had to express the unquenchable vitality of the “Jesus ex-
perience.” According to Spong, the reports of the empty tomb and
appearances of the risen Lord are later elaborations of the experi-
ence of the discovery by the disciples that after the resurrection
the spirit that was in Jesus was in them.  

What Westcott helps us see is that miracle is a form of revela-
tion, of God making known something which was not previously
known, of unveiling something that was previously veiled. Revela-
tion and miracle both imply a theistic God, a personal will and in-
tention. A miracle is a special instance of God’s self-revelation. It
is of necessity an act of the divine will. Spong does not want the
Ground of Being to have personal characteristics such as will. A
definitive self-revelation, especially a miraculous revelation is ex-
cluded from the beginning. In Spong’s system, miracles cannot
exist. This is not the conclusion of an argument but an axiom, a
starting point. It is a starting point that ironically is out of sympa-
thy with the spirit of science with its ethos of open minded and
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unprejudiced investigation. It is not scientific to rule out some
conclusion before the evidence is weighed, but this is exactly
Spong’s approach to miracles and the resurrection.

To the conviction of Spong that Newtonian “laws” of nature
make belief in miracles impossible, Westcott replies that the so-
called laws of nature are summary and retrospective. The so-
called “laws” tell us that based on our observation to date there are
forces in the universe that work in the same manner under the
same conditions. They do not tell us beforehand (Westcott uses
the term antecedently) what may happen when either the force
applied or the circumstances change. Westcott says,  

There is then nothing absolute in laws of nature. They are 
relative to man, and do not explain either the origin or the 
preservation of things. It is quite possible for us to conceive 
that the unknown power through which phenomena are pro-
duced according to an observed way might have caused them 
to have been produced in another way wholly different. The 
belief in the immutability of the observed law springs wholly 
from ourselves and is simply a special expression of the axiom 
that the same power will produce the same results under the 
same circumstances. But we have no right to assume that the 
circumstances will always be the same.6

Spong does not have an adequate understanding of the nature
of scientific law. It is not the laws of nature which cause Spong to
reject miracles but his rejection of a personal God, as we have
noted before. If there is no God who is separate from the creation,
there is no intervention by God and no revelation from God, in-
cluding no miracles a priori. This is just an axiom of Spong’s sys-
tem, not any kind of necessary conclusion from science. Spong’s
denial of special revelation and miracles finally makes his whole
system incoherent, as Westcott recognized of similar criticisms of
miracle being made in the heyday of 19th century scientism. A
God who cannot intervene in history and nature cannot be shown
to affect humanity in any way. 
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To affirm that miracles are unnatural is to constitute general 
laws of observation into a fate superior to God, or to deny His 
personal action. And it must be observed that the denial of 
His personal action in the physical world involves the denial 
of His action on the hearts of men; for there is not the least 
reason to suppose that what is seen is less immediately de-
pendent upon Him than what is unseen, or that it can be af-
firmed beforehand that He is more likely to act on one part of 
that which He has created than on another. In other words, if 
miracles are unnatural, [Spong’s arbitrary interventions], then 
we are hopelessly enclosed within the barriers of material 
laws and absolutely shut off from all intercourse with the Infi-
nite. But this is against the fundamental axiom of religion...7

[by fundamental axiom Westcott means that the purpose of 
religion is religere, to bind together the finite and the infinite, 
the seen and the unseen.]

Westcott moves on from a general consideration of the nature
of revelation to the place of miracles in the continuous revelation
of a loving God. Westcott argues that miracles are not arbitrary
manifestations of the divine power but are divinely fitted to the
conditions of humankind at each stage of its development. The
resurrection as the ultimate miraculous revelation of God is not
dropped into human history arbitrarily but comes in the fullness
of time after long preparation. This preparation includes the ex-
pectation of Israel for a Christ who will usher in a new age with
the possibility of a new life between God and humanity and the
quest in the Gentile world for a transcendent source of meaning
and peace. Greek philosophy could ask the fundamental ques-
tions of meaning but could not answer them. The most profound
thought of humanity could bring to an intense consciousness the
problem of life after death but could not provide an equally pro-
found answer. The Roman Empire could raise the possibility of a
new unity between peoples and the possibility of a universal jus-
tice but could not sustain it. The resurrection, according to West-
cott, is prepared by all the preceding history of both Israel and the
pagan world, and from the resurrection all history proceeds in a
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different direction. Westcott insists on the resurrection as an his-
torical fact, as the fact of history. He seriously considers alterna-
tives being presented in the 19th century that are similar to the
theory of Spong that the resurrection is not about something that
happened in history but something that happened in the con-
sciousness of the apostles. These Westcott rejects as inadequate to
the textual evidence and to the vitality of the apostolic witness.
They are also inadequate to the depth of the human hope and in-
stinct that personality has eternal significance. Martyrs do not die
to give witness to the transcendent “Ground of Being.” We cannot
really be sustained by the hope that “somehow” the spirit is
stronger than death. This kind of talk is a pale parody of the apos-
tolic faith which sprang from the fact of the resurrection, from a
new, mighty and miraculous deed of God in history. Westcott
sums up his argument,

It has been shown that the Resurrection is not an isolated 
event in history, but at once the end and beginning of vast de-
velopments of life and thought; that it is the climax of a long 
series of Divine dispensations which find in it their comple-
ment and explanation; that it has formed the starting-point of 
all progressive modern societies, ever presenting itself in new 
lights according to the immediate wants of the age. It has 
been shown that in the character of the fact there is nothing 
which can appear incredible or, in such a connection, even 
improbable to any one who believes in a Personal God. It has 
been shown that the direct evidence for the event is exactly of 
the same kind which we have for the other events in the Life 
of Christ; that St. Paul appeals to his own experience and to 
the experience of the Apostles for the certainty of its literal ac-
complishment; that it is incontestable that the Apostles acted 
from the first as if they believed it and that their sincerity can
not be doubted; that the nature of the outward proof alleged 
seems to render it impossible that they could have been vic-
tims of a delusion; that the substance of their belief was 
something wholly novel, removed equally from the belief in a 
fantastic vision, and from the belief in a restoration to a cor-
ruptible life; that the effects of it upon themselves were such 
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that the conviction must (so to speak) have been forced upon 
them by overwhelming power, capable of changing their per-
sonal character, of transforming their hereditary faith, of in-
spiring them with new thoughts and hopes; that the Chris-
tian Church was founded upon the belief, and embodied it in 
rites coeval with its foundation.8

Indeed, taking all the evidence together, it is not too much to 
say that there is no single historic incident better or more 
variously supported than the Resurrection of Christ. Nothing 
but the antecedent assumption that it must be false could 
have suggested the idea of deficiency in the proof of it. And it 
has been shown that when it is considered in its relation to 
the whole revelation of which it is a part, and to the conditions 
of the Divine action, which we have assumed, this miraculous 
event requires a proof in no way differing in essence from 
that on which the other facts with which it is associated are re-
ceived as true. In a word, the circumstances under which 
God is said to have given a revelation to men in the Resurrec-
tion of the Lord Jesus were such as to make the special mani-
festation of power likely or even natural; and the evidence by 
which the special Revelation is supported is such as would in 
any ordinary matter of life be amply sufficient to determine 
our action and belief.9

I have focused on Westcott’s defense of the plausibility, even
the naturalness of miracle and on his insistence of the resurrec-
tion as a fact, even the fact, of history. There is not time here to go
into his deeply moving and enlightening teaching on the signifi-
cance of the resurrection for the individual, for the church, for hu-
manity as a whole and for the whole creation. His great teaching
is that the resurrection is the ultimate revelation of a loving God.10

It reveals the nature of the relationship between humanity and
God now in this life and the destiny of humanity and the whole
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creation in the life of the world to come. Bishop Westcott’s
prophetic voice challenges all contemporary commentators who
unwittingly rob the resurrection of its profound significance by
denying it as miraculous fact.

The Resurrection explains, as nothing else can explain, the 
acts and words of Christ before it, and of His Apostles after it;  
it gives a sufficient reason for the spiritual power and insight 
of the first Christians, which is different in kind from all that 
went before; it explains the life of Christendom, for it is not a 
past event only, but a fact attested by its present efficacy, by 
the signs of an actual union of believers with the Son of Man 
operative in life. If, now, we give fair weight to all these con-
siderations, upon the assumptions which have been laid down 
– to the personal attestation of the fact by the Apostles, to the 
circumstances under which St. Paul was led to proclaim it, to 
its relation to Christ’s whole work, to the transformation 
which it effected in the opinions and conduct of the first disci-
ples, to its continuous efficiency in life, to its consilience with 
instinct, to its harmony with what we can see of the divine dis-
cipline of the world – I find no reason to modify what I have 
said elsewhere, that, “taking all the evidence together, there is 
no single historical incident better or more variously sup-
ported than the Resurrection of Christ.

Let any one who thinks otherwise endeavour to frame for 
himself evidence for the whole fact – for the fact, that is as be-
longing to two orders, the seen and the unseen, and uniting 
them – which he thinks would have been more satisfactory 
than that which we possess, and then candidly determine how 
far the modifications which he has introduced would have re-
moved his difficulties, and how far they would have detracted 
from the significance of the fact as a “sign,” a Divine Revela-
tion.11

This last point of Westcott is most telling. If the resurrection
is to be a revelation and to convey a new reality, something really
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new in our knowledge of God and humanity, then it is the apos-
tolic faith which does so. For it tells us that the ultimate unseen
reality is unalterably committed to us and to our world.  It tells us
something about who God really is and who Jesus really is and
who we really are and what our destiny really is. It is truly a
gospel, a revelation, good news. The revision of Spong and other
similar non-miraculous interpretations of the resurrection do not,
cannot by their own logic reveal the reality and purposes of God;
they leave us trapped in our own devices. To work the logic back-
ward: no miracles, no revelation, no meaningful contact between
God and the world. In fact, the term “God” has become evacuated
of meaning.  

Bishop Spong rejects the traditional doctrine of the resurrec-
tion as a part of his general rejection of miracles and of a definite
revelation of God in Christ. As we have seen, he proposes in place
of the traditional teaching that, “Jesus was raised into the mean-
ing of God. It therefore cannot be a physical resuscitation occur-
ring within history.”  In order to deal further with the relationship
between the resurrection and history and with the nature of the
body of the risen Lord, I will invoke the assistance of a 20th cen-
tury Archbishop of Canterbury who was a close student of West-
cott’s, Archbishop A. Michael Ramsey (1904-1988). Ramsey was
sometime Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at Oxford and later
Bishop of Durham, York and then Canterbury. He was a scholar
of the New Testament and early Christianity and a profound
writer on prayer and spirituality with a reputation for personal ho-
liness. Ramsey perceived the relevance of Westcott’s contribution
to the challenge presented in this century by an increasingly mili-
tant skepticism on the part of biblical scholars pushing the histor-
ical-critical method to its limits and beyond.

When John Spong says that the resurrection consisted of
Jesus being “raised into the meaning of God,” he is echoing the
teaching of Rudolph Bultmann (1884-1976). Bultmann believed
that the resurrection tradition could not survive rigorous investi-
gation by historical-critical methods. But no matter, the signifi-
cance of the resurrection, according to Bultmann, is not in the
objective, observable world of facts but in the inner world of be-
liefs and values. For Bultmann the action of God in the resurrec-
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tion is directed to the world of belief and conviction. Blinded by
an a priori prejudice against the miraculous, he missed Westcott’s
point that a God who does not act in history is in no position to af-
fect human will. It is not prima facie easier for God to affect
human wills than human bodies and we may even question
whether human being can be so convincingly dissected into mate-
rial and spiritual, body and soul.  

This Bultmannian solution to the resurrection was considered
by many biblical scholars to go hand in hand with a modern, criti-
cal approach to the text. Inspired in part by Bishop Westcott,
Michael Ramsey was not so quick to give up the ground of critical
historical investigation of the resurrection narratives. Many bibli-
cal scholars doubted the story of the empty tomb and saw it as an
apologetic added by the gospel writers. Ramsey was able to see, as
Westcott had before him, how much that conclusion rested on
critical investigation of the text and how much it rested on unex-
amined premises.  

In 1945, Ramsey published The Resurrection of Christ: An Essay
in Biblical Theology.12 Bishop Ramsey wanted to challenge the then
reigning paradigm of biblical studies. On the basis of a naïve un-
derstanding of the nature of scientific inquiry, it was thought that
the text of the Scripture could be investigated by historical or sci-
entific methods and this scholarship would produce the facts
which the theologian would then have to interpret. Historical-criti-
cal investigation was thought to be an a-theological, value-free en-
deavor that would produce objective facts such as the unreliability
of the empty tomb. Ramsey protested that the theology of the in-
vestigation influences the results of the investigation. He believed
that the pseudoscientific model of New Testament scholarship
was not appropriate to the material.   

For if the most important evidence for the resurrection is the 
existence and religious experience of the Apostolic church, 
then the study of that religious experience and of the faith 
connected with it is a part of the study of the evidence.13
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The first thing Ramsey bids us notice is the centrality of the
resurrection in the New Testament. Therefore,

It is a desperate procedure to try and build a Christian Gospel 
upon the words of Jesus in Galilee apart from the climax of 
Calvary, Easter and Pentecost.14

It is therefore, both historically and theologically necessary to 
“begin with the Resurrection.” For from it, in direct order of 
historical fact, there came Christian preaching, Christian wor-
ship, Christian belief.15

But, according to Bishop Ramsey something else must be
seen about the centrality of the resurrection to the New Testament
witness. The resurrection must not be separated from the life and
passion but understood as the new fact which allows the whole
life, death and resurrection and gift of the Spirit to be taken as a
whole.

So it is that the centre of Apostolic Christianity is Crucifixion-
Resurrection; not Crucifixion alone nor Resurrection alone, 
nor even Crucifixion as the prelude and Resurrection as the fi-
nale, but the blending of the two in a way that is as real to the 
Gospel as it is defiant to the World. . . . to say that this theme 
is the centre of the Gospel is not to belittle the Life and Words 
of Jesus that preceded it nor the work of the Paraclete that fol-
lowed it. For Life-through-Death is the principle of Jesus’ 
whole life; it is the inward essence of the life of Christians; it 
is the unveiling of the glory of the eternal God. So utterly new 
and foreign to the expectations of men was this doctrine, that 
it seems hard to doubt that only historical events could have 
created it.16

Just as the resurrection ought not to be considered in isolation
from the life and passion of Jesus, so the resurrection has to be
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seen in connection with biblical witness and with the revelation to
Israel. Here Ramsey is indebted to Westcott’s teaching that the
resurrection is not an arbitrary wonder but the culmination of the
history of the mighty deeds of God.

For the message, “now hath Christ been raised from the dead” 
demands that he who would understand it must think Bibli-
cally about Christ and about Death and about Resurrection.  
The word Christ was more than a surname. It meant the 
anointed Messiah of God, and its background was the view of 
history which runs through the Bible. God chose Israel to 
be, in a unique way, His people. He set her free: He revealed 
Himself to her by His own mighty acts, of which the climax 
was the coming of the Messiah to vindicate His Kingdom and 
draw mankind within its embrace. The word Death meant in 
the Bible a destiny that was specially connected with sin and 
with separation from God and the word, Resurrection when 
applied to the Messiah meant inevitably an act of divine vic-
tory over both Sin and Death as the means of the coming 
reign of God. Thus the Resurrection of Christ was no isolated 
wonder. It was inseparable from the messianic deliverance of 
mankind into the Kingdom of God.17

One of the aims of Ramsey in this book on the resurrection is
to reclaim for theology a proper role in biblical interpretation. He
does not wish in any way to discount historical investigation as a
valid enterprise. Questions such as, “What sort of event is this?”
“What in fact happened?”18 are entirely legitimate questions.
Rather than follow Bultmann’s strategy of begging questions of
fact by taking refuge in an overdrawn distinction between mean-
ing and fact, Ramsey turns to an investigation of what he consid-
ers a substantial historical record regarding the resurrection. The
historian must look at the existence of the church, the experience
of the earliest Christians, the record of the appearances and the
record of the empty tomb. According to Ramsey, the investiga-
tions of the historian, qua historian, if they are not predetermined
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by an anti-supernatural, anti-miraculous a priori, points to the in-
adequacies of revisionist interpretations of the resurrection such
as Bishop Spong’s. For Ramsey, the chief fact which must be con-
sidered is the existence of the church herself. What could have
happened to change this small, dispirited band of disciples to a vi-
brant, missionary band who turned the ancient world upside
down? 

This is a question the historian cannot avoid. If he advances 
the hypothesis that the disciples were led to imagine a great 
event by the projection of their own hopes and preconcep-
tions, he will be met by the evidence that the belief in the Res-
urrection stretched the disciples far beyond their own presup-
positions and turned these presuppositions upside down. If 
he advances the hypothesis that the personality of Jesus had 
so gripped them and His teaching had so influenced them 
that they were unable to think of Him as dead and gone and 
were convinced that He lived on, he will be met by the evi-
dence that the centre of their preaching was not the personal-
ity and teaching of Jesus but the Cross and the Resurrection.  
It must not be forgotten that the teaching and ministry of 
Jesus did not provide the disciples with a Gospel, and led 
them from puzzle to paradox until the Resurrection gave 
them a key. The whole claim of Jesus to proclaim and to em-
body the Reign of God breaks down in deceit or in failure if 
Calvary is the end. Without the Resurrection the historian has
the problem of Jesus, no less than the problem of the Church, 
to explain.19

When the method of theological investigation is corrected as
Ramsey suggests by being more alert to the inevitable role of the-
ological premises in investigation, it becomes clear that the rejec-
tion of the empty tomb tradition is not the product of a value-free
historical criticism but the conclusion demanded by an uncriti-
cally held a priori. Ramsey surveys a long list of 19th century inter-
pretations which prefigure 20th century attempts to have a non-
miraculous Christianity. The resurrection was thought to be a
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“new consciousness” in the apostles or a “telegram from heaven.”
In the 19th century as in much contemporary writing about the
historical Jesus (translate the “real” Jesus), the effort and ingenu-
ity of attempts to fit the faith of the apostles into a secular and ma-
terialist framework falter under their own weight. Ramsey says
about the history of this investigation:

It is a story full of achievement, of devotion to Jesus, of zeal 
for truth. But it is also a story full of the blinding effects of 
the presuppositions sometimes held by historians who are 
convinced that they are working without any presuppositions 
at all.20

In Ramsey’s day, the strongest treatment of the historical
problem of the resurrection had been published by Dr. Kirsop
Lake in a book entitled, The Historical Evidence For The Resurrec-
tion Of Jesus Christ (1907). Lake rejected the historicity of the
empty tomb but admitted, “The historical evidence is such that it
can be fairly interpreted consistently with either of the two doctri-
nal positions”21 (Lake is talking about a “spiritual vs. a bodily res-
urrection”). Of this crucial admission by one of the most
“scientific” exegetes of his day, Ramsey says, 

These words of Lake are of the utmost significance. The au-
thor of the most scientific treatment of the historical problem 
that has been written, in this and perhaps in any language, ad-
mits in the end that a decision cannot be made without re-
course to religious presupposition.22 

One can only wish that skeptical exegetes in our own time had
such candor, intellectual honesty and humility. Ramsey argues for
the reliability of the tradition of the empty tomb on the grounds
that there is not a convincing case against it apart from an anti-
miraculous prejudice and that the tomb being empty is consistent
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with the other compelling historical evidence in the proclamation
of the gospel and the origin of the church.  

In the place of a skeptical approach to the resurrection, Ram-
sey proposes an approach that is rigorous and scholarly, willing to
use historical-critical tools in their place but which is guided by
theological presuppositions which are rooted in the apostolic
faith.

The present writer would ask sympathy for two very modest 
presuppositions. The one is that the biblical belief in the liv-
ing God, creator, redeemer, transcendent, is true. The other is 
that the events must be such as account for the Gospel which 
the Apostles preached and by which the first Christians lived.  
We would not use these presuppositions for the pressing of 
historical conclusions; but we would so bear them in mind as 
to avoid a sort of inhibition if the converging lines of evidence 
seem to point to a supernatural event as the climax of the 
story of Christ. Thus if the evidence is pointing us toward a 
Resurrection of an utterly unique sort we will not be incredu-
lous, for Christ is Himself a unique and transcendent fact in 
history. If the evidence is pointing us towards a miracle we 
will not be troubled, for the miracle will mean not only a 
breach of the laws that have been perceived in this world but a 
manifestation of the purpose of the creator of a new world 
and the redeemer of our own. And if the evidence is pointing 
us towards an act wherein spirit and body are strangely 
blended and exalted, our minds will have no terrors; for the 
message of the New Testament is pervaded through and 
through by the belief that the spiritual and the material are in-
terwoven in the purpose of the Word-made-Flesh. Why is it 
judged incredible with you, if God should raise the dead?23

Ramsey shows convincingly that the problem with the tradi-
tional doctrine of the resurrection of the body is not primarily an
exegetical or historical problem but a problem of presuppositions.
The rejection of the doctrine in the modern era has been due to
the materialist presuppositions, often uncritically held, of skepti-
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cal biblical scholars. The problem is not history or textual criti-
cism but an impoverished theological imagination. But how are
the dead raised? In an important chapter Ramsey, indebted to
Westcott, recovers classical Pauline and Patristic teaching about
the nature of the body and its resurrection.24 Ramsey admits that
sometimes, particularly in the heat of controversy with a spiritual-
izing influence, the doctrine of the resurrection of the body has
been taught in an overly crude way and has led Christians to
imagine the resurrection as the reassembly of the particles and
matter of the present body. This crude view of reanimated corpses
seems to be the view that Spong has in mind. Only slight reflec-
tion on the appearances of the Risen Lord show that his risen
body is both like and unlike his earthly body. What has happened
to the Lord is not like what happened to Lazarus but something
utterly new. He is not quite the same; he shows them his hands
and his side and – entirely different – he appears, he disappears.
He has a strangeness and otherworldliness about him that pro-
duce awe and worship. Likewise St. Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians
that the risen body is both like and unlike the physical body: sown
an earthly body, raised a spiritual body. So how can justice be
done to both the continuity and discontinuity of the resurrection
body, to both the appearances and to the empty tomb? For this
principle above all must be maintained that it is not a part of Jesus
that survives but that all of him is transformed, the entire human-
ity entirely transformed and raised by God. Here Ramsey, taking
his cue from Westcott, turns to Origen. 

. . .  This brings us to the great teachers who insisted that the 
body in its true meaning cannot be understood in terms of its 
contemporary component particles.

The greatest teacher of this kind was Origen, the Alexandrine 
scholar of the third century. He held that the matter by which 
bodies exist is characterized by constant mutation. Wood is 
turned into fire, fire into smoke, smoke into air; a human 
body is like a river, for as the water departs and the river re-
mains, so the particles composing a body depart and the body 
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those good things will be fashioned not only from what is new 
but also from what is old. Nature will not be discarded, in 
order that men’s souls alone may be salvaged and saved. The 
life of nature here and the life of the body which links us to 
nature will not be as a ladder, wheron we may climb to heaven 
and fling it aside when the ascent is finished. Rather will all 
that God has made have its place and its counterpart in the 
new heaven and the new earth. “Immortality” will be put on;  
but “this mortal” will find there its clothing and its home.26

We need have no shame in saying that the resurrection is a
fact of history and that the doctrine of the resurrection of the body
is a reasonable, rational and biblically faithful exposition of this
great fact. There are many reasons why I am able to affirm the
faith of the creeds and to say, “I believe in the resurrection of the
body,” but I am helped in no small way by keeping company with
these two great Anglican teachers, Westcott and Ramsey. My hope
and prayer is that by keeping company with them with me in this
quick review, your own faith is quickened and your confidence
strengthened, so that you may live in faith, hope and love.  
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remains. In the Resurrection there will not be the solidity of 
the flesh, the liquid blood, the sinews, the structure of the 
limbs:  yet the body will be there. Here we see with eyes, hear 
with ears and act with our hands. There [this is Ramsey quot-
ing Origen] “we shall be all sight, all hearing and all activity.”  
“A certain principle lies within the body, from which, since it 
perishes not, the body is raised up in incorruption.”25

Far from being an unscientific teaching, this understanding
of the resurrection of the body is quite consistent with the way in
which contemporary physics looks at matter as the organization
of energy in particular forms. It turns out that some of the oldest
and most classical teaching that we have on the resurrection of
the body is most congruent with the latest way of looking at the
physical universe and may be of the greatest help to us as we try
to grasp imaginatively the great promises of Scripture and the an-
cient creeds that God has acted in history to raise up Christ bodily
and that as he is so we shall be.

The Resurrection of the body is something which the mind of 
man cannot conceive, just as the mind of man cannot con-
ceive a purely spiritual immortality. But whereas a bodiless 
immortality is inconceivable because it seems to make the fu-
ture life maimed and meaningless, the Resurrection of the 
body is inconceivable because it suggests a richness of life, in 
the blending of old and new, that defies human thought. The 
insight of a Paul, an Origen or a Westcott may assist our be-
lief, and the analogies that lie near at hand may shew the ra-
tionality of the belief; but the point is soon reached when the 
Apostolic words confront us, “Behold I tell you a mystery. . . 
Death is swallowed up in victory.”  

But the mystery springs from the infinite love of God, the cre-
ator and redeemer of mankind and of the world. Because His 
love is infinite it hath not entered into the heart of man to 
conceive the good things that He has prepared for them that 
love Him. But, because He is creator as well as redeemer, 
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