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Dedication

To Eastern Christians,

who suffer greatly,

live dangerously,

and survive precariously,

in the original heartland

of Christianity
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Prologue

A Tale of Two Visions

If Christ did not rise for us, then he did not rise at all, since he had no need of it just for himself. In him the world arose, in him heaven arose, in him the earth arose. For there will be a new heaven and a new earth.

ST. AMBROSE OF MILAN, On the Death of His Brother Satyrus, 2.102 (379)

Resurrecting Easter is a debate about ideas and images or, better, a debate about ideas presented in and by images. It is a tour through thought and theology, an expedition across geographical space and historical time, and, finally, a passage from religious tradition to human evolution. It concerns a struggle between two visions of Christ’s Resurrection, studies a conflict between two images of Easter’s icon, and asks what is here at stake both inside and outside Christianity. This is how the problem unfolds.

The major events in Christ’s life and therefore the major feasts in the church’s liturgy—from the Annunciation to the Ascension—are described in Gospel stories and so can be depicted in any medium. Biblical artists illustrate visually and creatively what they read verbally and traditionally. That is why, despite brilliance in artistic imagination and genius in technical invention, those images remain easily recognizable across the centuries by those who know either the Gospel story or art history.

We just mentioned “Annunciation to Ascension,” but there is one exception in that overall sequence, one event in the life of Christ that is never described in any Gospel story. Furthermore, this is not some minor happening, but the most important and climactic one of them all. This is the moment of Christ’s Resurrection as it is actually happening. This—unlike all other Gospel events—is never described in itself. But if it is never described in the text, how can it ever be depicted in an image?

Maybe, you say, the Resurrection is simply too mysterious, too far above human comprehension for any possible description. But there are many other mysterious events in Christ’s life—the Transfiguration, for instance—and they all get quite adequate descriptions. Is the Resurrection any more mysterious than the Ascension? No, yet the latter is described twice, in Luke 24:50–51 and Acts 1:9–11. So why is there no description of the Resurrection, and then how do you depict something that isn’t described anywhere?

[image: image]

A distinction is crucial here between direct and indirect portrayals of an event. You can either describe and depict an event directly in itself, for example, the Crucifixion in all its explicit details; or you can describe and depict it only indirectly in its effects, for example, the Pietà, which shows Mary holding the executed Christ on her lap. The choice is always there: directly describe and depict the event or indirectly describe and depict the effect, the result, the consequence, of that event.

Of Christ’s Resurrection there are so many indirect descriptions that their sheer exuberance masks—deliberately or not—the absolute absence of any direct report of the event itself as it was actually happening. The description of so many consequences obscures the fact that there is no description of the event itself. These multiple aftereffects fall into two major trajectories of post-Resurrection Gospel stories.

One is the empty-tomb tradition, in which female or male disciples discover the vacant tomb on Easter Sunday morning. This involves one (John 20:1–2), two (Matt. 28:1), three (Mark 16:1), or more women (Luke 24:10). It can also involve males in some competition with one another (Luke 24:12; John 20:3–10).

The other is the risen-vision tradition, in which female or male disciples see the risen Christ. This can involve one woman (John 20:11–18), two women (Matt. 28:9–10), or a married couple (Luke 24:13–32). Locations can be in Jerusalem, in a room (Luke 24:36–49; John 20:19–29) or on a hill (Luke 24:50–53; Acts 1:12); in Galilee, on a mountain (Matt. 28:16–20); or by the lake (John 21:14).

These two traditions are—and ever remain—powerful but indirect solutions to the Gospel’s lack of any direct Resurrection story. Still, the question presses. From the Nativity through the Crucifixion, we have the events in Christ’s life presented directly as they happened. How can the Resurrection, the most important event of them all, be the only one lacking a direct presentation? It is comparatively inconsistent and thus clearly unacceptable that Easter alone be depicted indirectly, even if profusely so.

It is not surprising, therefore, and was probably inevitable, that Christian imagination eventually created a direct image of Christ’s Resurrection—just like all those other direct depictions of events in Christ’s life. But it is certainly surprising that it created two different images, two stunningly divergent images. No such duality, and certainly no such competing duality, ever happens for any other event in the life of Christ or in the sequence of major church feasts.

The first direct image of the Resurrection appeared by the year 400. We consider it part of the individual resurrection tradition, because it focuses on Christ alone. It imagines Christ rising in splendid, triumphant, and transcendent majesty, but also in splendid, triumphant, and transcendent isolation. This first Easter image is derived from the story of the guarded tomb found only in Matthew’s Gospel (27:62–66; 28:2–4, 11–15). How, why, and where this happens is a first major theme in Resurrecting Easter.

The second direct Resurrection image was created by the year 700. We term it part of the universal resurrection tradition because, instead of arising alone, Christ raises all of humanity with him. He reaches out toward Adam and Eve, the biblical parents and symbols for humanity itself, raises them up, and leads them out of Hades, the prison of death. This second Easter image is not derived from the story of the emptied tombs found only in Matthew’s Gospel (27:51b–54). How, why, and where this happens is a second major theme in Resurrecting Easter.

Think for a moment about those two images and about the different theological visions behind them. Reread what Ambrose, the sainted archbishop of Milan, wrote in the epigraph to this chapter: “In him the world arose, in him heaven arose, in him the earth arose.” He wrote it about the same time that the image belonging to individual resurrection tradition appeared, and yet it seems a far better description of the universal resurrection tradition’s depiction.

What happens between those two traditions across the millennia of Christianity? Will one, the other, or some combination of both ever become the single, official, and traditional Easter icon? If both remain, how will that dualism endure within the same religion? Those issues are a third major theme in Resurrecting Easter.
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We have, in summary, two major traditions each for both the indirect and the direct depictions of Christ’s Resurrection across the millennia of Christianity’s existence (Fig. 0.1). Our focus in this book, however, is not spread evenly across those four categories. We may mention now and again those indirect traditions of “empty tomb” and “risen vision” (in 1 Corinthians 15:5–8, by the way, Paul has only the latter tradition), but we will concentrate on the direct traditions. Further, although we will spend time with both of the direct traditions, we are primarily concerned with the universal rather than the individual resurrection tradition. There are two reasons for this emphasis.

One is that the individual version becomes, by the second millennium, the official Easter icon of Western Christianity. As such, it is the one we know best as Westerners, and we may even presume, mistaking part for whole, that it is the only one present throughout Christian history. In this book, therefore, the emphasis is on universal over individual iconography for Christ’s Resurrection as remedial education for Western Christians. During the last fifteen years, it has been precisely that for us.
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Figure 0.1

Another—and much more important—reason for emphasizing the universal resurrection tradition is based on these two final questions as the fourth and fifth themes of Resurrecting Easter. We emphasize them here and now, and we ask you to keep them in mind throughout the book, but we will only answer them at the very end of the book.

First, is the individual or universal vision in closer continuity with the New Testament’s understanding of “Resurrection” and in better conformity with the Gospels’ conception of Easter? For example, when Paul speaks of Christ’s Resurrection, is he imagining it as individual or universal? Or, again, when 1 Corinthians 15:20 and Matthew 27:52 refer, using the same Greek term, to the resurrection of “those who have fallen asleep,” who exactly are those sleepers?

Second, whether you understand Christ’s Resurrection as a historical event or a theological interpretation; whether you accept it as myth or parable, symbol or metaphor; and whether you accept it religiously or reject it absolutely, what does it claim and what does that mean? How can someone or something that happens once at a certain time and in a specific place influence or change the whole human race—not just forward to the end of time, but backward to its start?

We can at least imagine a certain catastrophe, a certain group, or even a certain individual affecting the future—or lack of future—for the whole human race. (Hollywood depicts such events regularly.) But how can anyone or anything influence the human past of our entire species, somehow change the past all the way back to “Adam and Eve” as personifications of our primordial origins? What does it mean, whether or not it is credible, to depict Christ’s Resurrection as humanity’s liberation from death—all humanity, past, present, and future?
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Resurrecting Easter derives from twenty research trips, spanning fifteen years, to the museums and libraries, the monasteries and churches—the past glories and the present hopes of Eastern Christianity. We went to these places above the Mediterranean: Spain, France, Germany, Italy, Serbia, Greece, Romania, Turkey, and Russia; in the Mediterranean: Sicily, Cyprus, and Crete; and around the Mediterranean: Syria, Israel, Egypt, and Tunisia.

The result is not texts illustrated with images, but images discussed by texts. In other words, imagery and iconography rule the presentation. These images are quite simply visual theology, and they challenge verbal theology to explain them—if it can. Learned scholars once justified Christian imagery as the “Bible of the illiterate,” as if imagery were a secondhand substitute for literacy, an inferior form of script for those unable to read. Such condescension does not explain why the Greeks had illustrated copies of Homer, the Romans had illustrated copies of Virgil, Christian monks had illustrated—copiously illustrated—copies of the Psalter (which we will see in Chapters 7 and 8), and Christian bishops had illustrated—magnificently illustrated—copies of the Easter Vigil Exultet scrolls (see Chapters 9 and 10).

As an antidote to any presumed ascendancy of text over image, we recall the very opposite claim: “A most excellent rule of the wisest ones is that material images are stronger, more faithful, and mightier by far than verbal arguments and biblical quotes.” This is from the Hodegos, or Guide for the Way, by St. Anastasios of Mt. Sinai in the 680s or 690s. Anastasios, by the way, comes from anastasis, the Greek word for “resurrection.”

Our species evolved through sight and sound, through the visual and the verbal, before we ever graduated to image and text. If you had to lose sight or sound, which would you—even if regretfully—choose to abandon? Or again, when TV pharmaceutical commercials verbally describe the horrible potential side effects of a drug but visually depict users frolicking happily in the park or on the beach, does sight or sound, image or text, rule the process?

Be that as it may, this book’s dialectic of image and text is the result of Sarah’s on-site camera and visual-image work and Dominic’s travel log and verbal text, yet we always work in tandem and always present as “we”—think of us as SarDom. Also, if and when, even after Sarah’s digital therapy, our own images were inferior to ones commercially or freely available, we often chose the latter. We want you, our readers—better, you, our viewers—to see details as clearly as possible. (Full details on the images are given in Sources of Figures.)
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First, gratitude and appreciation. We emphasize our deep appreciation to HarperOne—Publisher Mark Tauber, Executive Editor Mickey Maudlin, Assistant Editor Anna Paustenbach, Production Manager Lisa Zuniga, and copyeditor Ann Moru—for its willingness to accept the proposal and produce a book with color images closely linked to textual comments about them rather than all grouped together as a color insert.

We are also extremely grateful to all those who helped us penetrate locked churches, enter closed archives, and locate difficult items. We also owe special gratitude to the Benedictine authorities at Monte Cassino Abbey (see Chapter 9) and Farfa Abbey in Italy for courtesy and hospitality beyond ordinary academic consideration.

On Friday, August 29, 2014, for example, we were at Farfa Abbey in the Sabine Hills about forty miles north of Rome. Our objective was a small reliquary casket fashioned by Christian artists at Amalfi from African ivory supplied by Muslim traders in the middle of the eleventh century. Waiting in the monastic courtyard as the secretary went for the prior, we expected at best permission to view the ivory casket under glass in the monastery’s treasury or museum.

Fifteen minutes later, however, the prior himself crossed the courtyard, and in his hands was the casket covered by tissue paper. He placed it on a desk in his office, apologized for having to leave us, told us to take all the time and photographs we needed, and left us to study the lovely casket in peace and quiet. On the front, its scenes include the Annunciation, the Visitation, and the Nativity above, with the Crucifixion and the Ascension below. In between them, is a universal resurrection image of Christ and his cross liberating from death all of humanity, personified as Adam and Eve (Fig. 0.2 and the Prologue image).

That was one of our success stories, but there were disappointments as well. However, as you can see in the number of images presented in our book, discovery far outweighs failure or disappointment. And most of the disappointments were quite minor—a church sealed for repairs or closed on our one day there. There was, however, one case that was but a minor and transient frustration for us, but that later morphed into an ongoing tragedy for many others.
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Figure 0.2

Annually from 2000 to 2014, a tetrarchy of four friends composed of Marianne Borg, an Episcopal priest; her husband, the biblical scholar Marcus Borg; and the two of us led a pilgrimage of forty people “In Search of Paul” around Turkey.

The last week of April 2010, we were staying in a lovely Ottoman mansion turned hotel in Damascus’s Old City to make special arrangements for our annual Borg-Crossan pilgrimage in May 2011. Our brilliant idea was to include, for the first time, both Syria and Turkey in our forty-person journey called “Paul: From Damascus to Ephesus.” At the end of March 2011, however, we realized that we were heading into a civil war and, overnight, the journey became “Paul: From Anatolia to the Aegean.”

Still, back in 2010, we headed, on Wednesday, April 28, about fifty miles north of Damascus to Deir Mar Musa al-Habashi, in the eastern foothills of the Anti-Lebanon Mountains. There, the Syriac Catholic Monastery of St. Moses the Abyssinian was founded in the sixth century and then abandoned, founded again in the eleventh century and abandoned, and finally refounded in the twentieth century and . . .

Our visit had two purposes. One was to meet the charismatic Jesuit priest Paolo Dall’Oglio, who, beginning in the 1980s, built Mar Musa—financially and architecturally, spiritually and ecumenically—into a sacred site for peace and reconciliation between secular and sacred, Catholic and Orthodox, Christian and Muslim. We asked his permission to bring our forty pilgrims to Mar Musa for Mass the following May, and the request was readily granted.
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Figure 0.3

The other purpose was to study the monastery’s eleventh- and twelfth-century frescoes and see, for this book, if Christ’s Resurrection is depicted among them and, if so, whether it is in the individual or universal tradition. Neither representation, however, is present among the extant imagery. Indeed, instead of any vision of humanity’s universal salvation, the restored iconography of the tiny chapel is dominated by the west wall’s full-scale rendition of the Final Judgment (Fig. 0.3).

That was, of course, but a small disappointment for our own personal research and totally minimized that day by general awe at Mar Musa, special reverence for Father Paolo, and plans to return with forty pilgrims in May 2011. Then came tragedy. In June 2012 Father Paolo was expelled from Assad’s Syria, but slipped back on a peace mission in July 2013. He was abducted by ISIS in its apocalyptic capital at Raqqa and executed, according to reliable but unconfirmed reports.

Resurrecting Easter focuses on the universal resurrection as the image of God’s Peace and Reconciliation Commission with humanity, with our species Homo sapiens, in Christ. It is fitting, therefore, to include in this Prologue a special mention of Father Paolo Dall’Oglio, SJ, who certainly lived for, and possibly died for, peace and reconciliation in the religious and political spheres. “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God” (Matt. 5.9).

A final thought, but still about peace and reconciliation. In the first Christian millennium, both the individual and the universal tradition were prevalent; either could have become the Easter vision for all of Christianity. Not so in its inimical second millennium; the West chose individual imagery and the East retained universal iconography. What, then, might we hope for in Christianity’s just-starting third millennium?

Look at the opening image of Chapter 12. It belongs to a Russian tradition—from as early as the 1500s—that created a combined universal and individual vision in a single icon. Even if that never becomes the official Easter iconography for the breadth of the Christian church, should it not be the dominant Easter theology for the depth of the Christian imagination?
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1

Travels in the Realms of Gold

The translation of [the Greek word] Anastasis as Resurrection is correct. But any designation of the subject matter of this iconography as the Descent or Harrowing of Hell misrepresents and distorts the message of the chosen label Anastasis. The title and subject matter of this image refer not to the Descent of Christ into Hell, Hades, Limbo, or Inferno, but to the raising of Christ and his raising of the dead. . . . In the image of the Anastasis, Adam stands for Everyone. . . . “Anastasis” refers simultaneously to the Resurrection of Christ, Adam, and mankind.

ANNA D. KARTSONIS, Anastasis: The Making of an Image*

WE LEAVE Orlando, Florida, the evening of Sunday, April 22, 2012, and, with plane changes at Frankfurt and Athens, arrive at Larnaca in the Greek portion of the divided island of Cyprus late the next evening. Tired to exhaustion, we are relieved to see our driver standing at the exit with “Crossan” on her upraised sign. Our weeklong home is the Forest Park Hotel in the tiny village of Pano Platres high in the Troodos Mountains. We start the four-thousand-foot climb from the coast in a 1998 white Mercedes beautifully preserved and extremely comfortable despite 150,000 miles on the odometer.

That forty-three-mile trip takes an hour and a half, giving us lots of time to become acquainted with our driver, Sharon Ioannou, an Englishwoman married to John, a Greek Cypriot, who restores and races antique cars. We tell her about our research project in the mountain villages around Platres, where small but fully frescoed churches span four hundred years, from the twelfth to the sixteenth century. Ten of them form, as UNESCO’s World Heritage report says, “one of the largest groups of churches and monasteries of the former Byzantine Empire.”

Sharon drops us at the hotel around midnight and, standing at the entrance door, we show her the daily itinerary for our visit. She agrees to be our driver for the entire week, and we stagger upstairs to bed. We soon discover that Sharon is not just a driver, but a necessary facilitator. She phones ahead each day to get visiting hours and, in several cases, finds church key holders who open the buildings for us as the only visitors. By the end of the week, Sharon and John are our friends within the ancient protocols of Mediterranean hospitality.

Each day we head out in a different direction from our Platres base with diary for details and camera for pictures. As the week progresses, Sharon notices how we focus in every church on the life-of-Christ frescoes and especially on the ones representing the Resurrection. It is, by the way, only two weeks after Easter, and neon “Kalo Pascha” signs across the main road into several of the mountain villages greet us as we enter.

One day, in the car on the way home, Sharon announces that she has a question for us. “I see your interest in researching Easter traditions,” she says, “but here is my problem with Easter. When my Mum comes over for the holidays, we always go to the Easter Vigil service in Platres. After the new fire is blessed outside, the fully robed priest goes to the closed door of the church and attempts to push it open. But the oldest man in the village stands inside and pushes against him. That seems so unfair. Why choose the oldest man in the village to withstand that much younger and stronger priest?”

Why indeed? Ten years earlier we would have shaken our heads and said that we had no idea how to explain the ceremony. But now, in response, we explain in detail why Easter’s symbolism can involve a Stronger One pushing in the door against an Older One. In the Easter Vigil this symbolizes the Risen Christ, a personification of Life, struggling successfully against Hades, personification of Death. In fact, this book is simply that moment’s explanation writ large—and with pictures! We are able to explain that Easter Vigil action to Sharon because by April 2012 we are already deeply involved in a project that began a decade earlier in the eastern Anatolian plateau, about 275 miles north of the pine-clad mountains of Cyprus.

[image: image]

Our fascinating historical detective story begins around 4:00 P.M. on Wednesday, September 18, 2002. The “tetrarchy” waits in the arrivals hall of Esenboğa International Airport in Turkey’s capital city of Ankara as our group clears customs. We leave immediately for the hotel, and on Thursday morning our bus heads south toward Pauline territory in Tarsus and Antioch.

Our first stop, however, is in Cappadocia, where twin volcanoes have created a landscape encrusted with volcanic tuff; where erosion has molded volcanic outcrops into spires of rock and pillars of stone; where valley sides in Göreme, Zelve, and Peristrema hide fully frescoed Byzantine churches inside their rock-cut faces. We have three days in Cappadocia, but our major focus is on Göreme’s churches from the tenth and eleventh centuries—before Byzantine Christianity lost Cappadocia and most of Anatolia to Selçuk Islam in 1071.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1

That afternoon, our group visits six or seven rock churches in Göreme’s open-air museum, but in two of them something sparks for us without our recognizing, at that time, that anything had happened.

The archaeological park’s circular space can hold lots of visitors, but narrow stairs, entrances, and interiors cause bottlenecks before each of those rock-cut chapels. We have to wait outside, for example, to enter the Dark Church, or Karanlik Kilise, a magnificent miniature Byzantine cathedral from around 1050.

The church’s design is a cross inside a square. Frescoes cover its columns, vaults, and domes. Those images, protected by centuries of darkness—hence the name—are completely restored and are now the best preserved in all of Cappadocia (Fig. 1.1; note the Anastasis, or Universal Resurrection, at the extreme right).

As we wait our turn to enter the church—more or less patiently—we read the explanatory sign given in Turkish, English, French, and German (Fig. 1.2, red-color emphasis added). The English version records the fifteen scenes of the life-of-Christ frescoes inside: “Annunciation, Journey to Bethlehem, Nativity, Adoration of the Magi, Baptism, Raising of Lazarus, Transfiguration, Entry into Jerusalem, Last Supper, Betrayal of Judas, Crucifixion, Anastasis, Women at the Tomb, Blessing and Mission of the Apostles, Ascension.”

We notice that in the English section the Resurrection is called the Anastasis. Ana-stasis is a Greek word that literally means “up-rising.” “Interesting,” we think. “The Resurrection as an uprising . . . but by whom and with whom, for what and against what?”

Still waiting, we look at how the other three languages name the inside fresco called the Anastasis in English. In Turkish it is “Jesus’s Descent to Gehenna,” in French, “The Descent to Hell,” and in German, “Jesus’s Travel to the Kingdom of the Dead.” We discuss two questions there and then—but vaguely and fleetingly, in idleness, as we await entrance into this glorious church in a cave.
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Figure 1.2
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Figure 1.3

First, why use the Greek term “Anastasis” rather than the English word “Resurrection” in an otherwise English-language sign? Second, since Anastasis/Resurrection is about ascending upward, why do the other three languages describe a descending downward? Still, although those questions come up there, they are just idle curiosity at this stage.

Once inside, facing forward under the central minidome, we find the expected series of frescoes showing the Annunciation to the Ascension in a glorious swirl all around us. They are not depicted as a continuous narrative series, however, but as individual celebrations, as monumental icons of the great annual feast days. Life-of-Christ history appears here as life-of-Christ liturgy—and we are standing inside it.

In the right side aisle is an easily recognizable Crucifixion scene, but immediately to its left is another one recognizable to us not by its content, but only by its name. It says HANACTACIC, in capital Greek letters, and that is where the outside sign got “Anastasis” as its word for “Resurrection” (Fig. 1.3). Yet it does not look like any Resurrection scene we have ever seen.

The central and tallest figure in the painting is “Jesus Christ,” identified by his cruciform halo, his name in the traditional two-letter Greek abbreviations IC XC, and a long ceremonial cross in his left hand. He strides forcefully to viewer right, but looks backward as his right hand firmly grasps the right wrist of a white-haired, white-bearded man identified in Greek as “Adam.” Behind Adam is a woman identified as “Eve,” and both are being pulled from their sepulchers. Behind them the barest tops of six other heads are visible, identified as “Prophets.”

To viewer right are two figures, both crowned, one older and bearded, the other younger and beardless. They are identified as “David” and his son “Solomon.” Behind them are two unidentified top-of-heads-only individuals. All of the figures on both sides of Christ have halos. What appears beneath Christ, however, is the most striking element in the entire fresco.

Christ is emerging from a dark semicircular area below the ground (note the trees above the dark area), and he is standing atop, or trampling down, a full-bearded prostrate figure whose feet and hands are chained. This figure looks up with frightened eyes at Christ, whose long cross seems to hold his head down. What is striking is that the image is not of Satan, the opponent of God, but of Hades, the custodian of the dead. He lacks both halo and name, but he is most certainly Hades, the gatekeeper and personification of the “Kingdom of the Dead,” as we read in German on the sign outside. Beside Hades are scattered locks, bolts, and bars from a pair of narrow doors, flattened on the ground, but carefully arranged in a cruciform pattern.

Christ’s halo with cross, his long ecclesiastical cross, and those crossed narrow doors form three deliberate connections between the Crucifixion and the Anastasis. The fresco depicts the crucified Christ breaking forcibly into the place Hades, scattering its bolts and locks all around, forming its gates into a cross, chaining the Hades persona, and liberating from the prison of death the whole human race, personified by Adam and Eve. This is the universal resurrection of humanity, but called the Greek word Anastasis.
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We leave the enclosed area of the archaeological park, but there is one more very important cave church to visit—probably the most important and certainly the largest and earliest of them all. In retrospect, we should have stopped here first, before entering rather than after exiting the park’s enclosure, because by now we are all hot, dusty, tired, and hungry.

As usual, we wait outside the Buckle Church, or Tokali Kilise, for our turn to enter, but this time we read the usual four-language sign with a deliberate focus. Again, the term “Anastasis” appears in the English-language column with the same (mis)translations in the Turkish, French, and German columns—again, ascent in the first column becomes decent in the other three. Also, since the Buckle Church actually consists of two churches, an “old church” from the early tenth century, which is now the entrance to the “new church” at its east end from the later tenth century, there are two Anastasis images in two separate life-of-Christ series of frescoes, one in each church.

[image: image]

Figure 1.4

First, the life-of-Christ cycle in the “old church,” dated 913 to 920, flows as a continuous narrative in three rows across the top half of the south wall and then across the top half of the north wall. On the north wall (Fig. 1.4), we recognize the Flight into Egypt (top), the Multiplication of Loaves and Fishes (middle), and the Crucifixion (bottom). The final scenes on the bottom row move from the Angel and Two Women at the Empty Tomb, on the left, to the Anastasis, on the right (outlined in white on Fig. 1.4).

The restored frescoes are not as brilliant as those in the Dark Church, but are still very good (Fig. 1.5 and the Chapter 1 image). At the left, the two women (Matt. 28:1) approach the tomb with the ointments (Mark 16:1). The angel sits on the stone/door (Matt. 28:2) beside the black space of the empty sepulcher—the Greek inscription names it “The Tomb”—with a piece of body wrapping left inside (John 20:5–7). This is, of course, the empty-tomb tradition as an indirect portrayal of the Resurrection, which we mentioned in the Prologue.

The empty-tomb scene connects visually with the one directly to its right. It is entitled with a badly abraded “HA[nas]TASIS” to the right of the tomb. The two kings are poised above the tomb and almost seem a part of its imagery. “David,” crowned and bearded, is to the right; “Solomon,” crowned and beardless, is to the left.

In the center, a cross-haloed Christ strides forcibly to viewer right, trampling down a very large and bound figure of Hades. His right hand grasps that of “Adam,” and once again “Eve” is behind Adam with hands raised in greeting and supplication. We recognize immediately that there are striking differences between the Anastasis in the Dark Church and the one in the Old Buckle Church—especially in the depiction of Christ.

Next, we enter the “new church,” with frescoes from 950 dominated by a Crucifixion image in its central apse, but we cannot find the second Anastasis anywhere. Luckily we take several photos and later find it on one of them after we get home (Fig. 1.6). Beneath that Crucifixion image is, to the left, the fragmentary top of a Deposition from the Cross scene and, to the right, the fragmentary top of the second Anastasis.

In the left of this Anastasis are the crowned heads and abbreviated names “Da[vi]d” and “Solom[on].” In the center is the head of Christ and above it an inscription of Psalm 82:8a: “Rise up (anasta), O God, judge the earth.” To Christ’s immediate right is the head—and earliest extant Anastasis inclusion—of “John the Forerunner.” Below, but lost forever, are—at least—Adam and Eve and, presumably, a bound and prostrate Hades beneath the feet of Christ. But all of that we learn from our photos after we get home.
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Figure 1.5
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Figure 1.6
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Our safety procedure for travel photos is to download the Sony camera’s pictures daily onto both our Macs—and a backup disk as well. In the hotel that evening we download from camera to computers and take a moment to compare those two Anastasis images (Figs. 1.3, 1.5). Even at this stage we can see striking differences.

First, in the Old Buckle Church (Fig. 1.5), Christ is totally enveloped in an aureole of heavenly light, or mandorla, that designates him as a divine being. (Because of its oval shape, it is called a mandorla, the Italian word for “almond.”) Yet in the Dark Church (Fig. 1.3) there is no such heavenly light.

Next, in the Old Buckle Church (Fig. 1.5), Christ does not carry the slim patriarchal cross in his left hand as in the Dark Church (Fig. 1.3). Instead, he gestures in greeting toward Adam and Eve—both are named—and they gesture toward him in response.

Further, in the Old Buckle Church (Fig. 1.5), Christ is facing Adam and Eve in a gesture of “raising up.” But in the Dark Church (Fig. 1.3) he is moving away with Adam and Eve in a gesture of “leading out.” In the Old Buckle Church it is an arrival scene; in the Dark Church it is a departure scene. Although we could describe that image of “raising up” (Fig. 1.5) as Christ’s Descent into Hell, it is surely incorrect to use that name for the “leading out” scene in the Dark Church (Fig. 1.3). This is Departure from Hades, not just Descent into Hades.

[image: image]

Figure 1.7

During the next two days in Cappadocia we do not see any more Anastasis images and by Sunday, as we are heading south to Adana, that imagery recedes rather far into the background of our minds. At this point, we have absolutely no idea what those Anastasis images entail. It is partly that, in a place like Göreme, out-of-this-world theology meets out-of-this-world geography, and you can observe but easily ignore unusual images in such an exotic locale. But that serene ignorance does not last very long and is cured completely before we leave Turkey two weeks later.

[image: image]

After Tarsus and Antioch, our tour drives west through Konya and Aphrodisias to Ephesus on the Aegean coast. From there we travel through Pergamon and Bursa, around the lovely lake of Nicea/Iznik, by bus ferry across the eastern corner of the Sea of Marmara, and finally into Istanbul. Our travel log recalls the next day, Tuesday, October 1, 2002, as “rainy, overcast, fairly heavy rain in the morning, cool,” very different weather from Cappadocia’s “beautiful blue skies, warm and breezy.”

The first visit is to a fifth-century church that became a mosque in the sixteenth (Kariye Camii) and a museum in the twentieth (Kariye Müzesi). It is called the Church of the Holy Savior “in Chora” (Greek, “in the Countryside”), because it was originally built outside the walls of Constantine’s new capital city. When the later Theodosian walls enveloped it within the city, the church retained its “in Chora” designation through a rather beautiful pun. A mosaic above the door from the outer to inner vestibule names Christ as “The Chora of the Living.”

Between 1315 and 1321, Theodore Metochites of Constantinople, second only to the Byzantine emperor in wealth and power, endowed the Chora Church (Fig. 1.7) with magnificent mosaics and splendid frescoes. He also added a second vestibule (narthex) to the west and a burial side chapel (parecclesion) to the south (at the left in Fig. 1.7).

In time and place, Metochites’s life was remarkably similar to Constantinople’s fate. He rose under one emperor, but was exiled under the next and ended his days a monk in the Chora monastery. Thereafter, every time he entered the main chapel (naos) from the interior vestibule, he saw above the door his former splendidly robed image offering the restored Chora Church to the enthroned Christ. So also in the early 1300s Constantinople was in glorious renaissance; its Latin Christian conquerors were gone by 1261, and its Ottoman Muslim conquerors would not arrive until 1453.

At Chora Church, we see the full life-of-Mary and life-of-Christ mosaics in the vestibules, visit the main chapel, negotiate the bookstore, and then, when we think we are finished—and our necks cannot look up much more—we finally enter the parecclesion, or side chapel for funeral and burial rituals. It is the climax and grand finale of our Chora visit. (Once again, we should have started there.)

On the ceiling of the parecclesion is a Last Judgment with the traditional river of red fire for those condemned to Hell. But the Anastasis—maybe the greatest one ever depicted—dominates the entire chapel from its position at the end, high in the half dome of the apse (Fig. 1.8). In the center Christ stands firmly on the shattered narrow gates of Hell with locks and bolts strewn around his feet. He is trampling down a well-trussed Hades, guardian and personification of death, who is lying prone beneath the feet of Christ (Fig. 1.8, note the Greek HANACTACIC title).

Christ is outlined by a star-studded mandorla into which he yanks Adam with his right hand and Eve with his left. To viewer left, from right to left, are John the Baptist (rough-clad), Solomon (crown, no beard), and David (crown, beard). Behind them are several other unidentified figures. To viewer right is Abel, identified by his youth and shepherd’s staff. Behind him is another unidentified group.
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Figure 1.8

On Thursday, October 3, we fly home—Istanbul, Munich, Chicago, Orlando. But what is primarily on our minds is not Jesus, but Paul, not Christ’s Anastasis, but Christ’s Apostolos. The reason is that we are already in agreement on a Borg-Crossan pilgrimage to Pauline Turkey every year for the future. (We are also pondering the process of extracting Paul from the sixteenth century and its Reformation problems and returning him to the first century and its Roman problems.)

At home, as the dust of travel settles, we start to review and organize about nine gigabytes of travel photos. Projecting them from Mac to TV allows detailed side-by-side comparison of the Anastasis in the Dark, Buckle, and Chora Churches, from Cappadocia to Istanbul, across a span of four hundred years. Comparing the Resurrection iconography is still only a mild curiosity and a secondary interest—but even that is more than enough at this point.

[image: image]

Where are we now, and what comes next? We were beginning to glimpse, even if still but faintly in 2002, an artistic and theological chasm opening up between the standard Western Resurrection and the standard Eastern Anastasis as disparate visions of Christ’s Resurrection. We distinguished them as the West’s individual resurrection tradition, in which Christ arises alone, and the East’s universal
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