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      “These were ideas intensely debated by seminarians after the disclosures of the Dead Sea Scrolls. . . . As this book demonstrates, many passages in the Holy Scriptures are incomprehensible as anything but blatant descriptions of the Christian cult of the dead traceable back to the earliest religious rites of prehistory and prevalent throughout antiquity and medieval Catholicism.”

      CARL A. P. RUCK, PROFESSOR OF CLASSICAL STUDIES, 
BOSTON UNIVERSITY, AND AUTHOR OF 
MUSHROOMS, MYTHS, AND MITHRAS

      “After this learned exploration of how necrophilia, hallucinogens, body fluids, human sacrifice, and ancestor worship powerfully influenced the major religions like Judaism and Christianity, it will be hard to view those venerable faiths and institutions in the standard, conventional way.

      “During his stunning intellectual romp, Lee also provides fascinating, even ‘heretical,’ insights into such personages, places, and practices as the Roman catacombs, Last Supper, and Eucharist; Neolithic, Hebrew, Greek, and Egyptian burial rites; Horus, Prometheus, the Virgin Mary, Moses, Jesus, the Dominicans, and the Knights Templar; veneration of saintly relics and the Holy Grail, Minoan mead-making, corpse-painting, psychedelic mushroom-growing, anointing, witch-hunting, and goddess worship.”

      SANFORD BERMAN, AWARD-WINNING LIBRARIAN 
AND AUTHOR OF PREJUDICES AND ANTIPATHIES
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        Perhaps the most paradoxical in this respect was Pedro Algorta. He did not come from a ranching family like the others—he was a sensitive socialist intellectual—and it was he who had justified eating those first slivers of human flesh by comparing what they were doing to eating the body and blood of Christ in the Holy Eucharist.
      

      PIERS PAUL READ, 
ALIVE: THE STORY OF THE ANDES SURVIVORS

    

  
    
      
        The great enemy of the truth is very often not the lie—
      

      
        the deliberate, contrived and dishonest—
      

      
        but the myth, persistent, persuasive, and unrealistic.
      

      
        Belief in myths allows the comfort of opinion
      

      
        without the discomfort of thought.
      

      JOHN F. KENNEDY
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      INTRODUCTION

      
        A Eucharist of Flesh
      

      For the past thirty years I have been researching material that many people would consider gruesome: the preparation of corpses, the use of bodily fluids from the dead, the torture of gods, and the mystical experiences of saints. It isn’t just that I like horror stories, which I do; my research has led me to some startling conclusions about our contemporary religious practices. As I became more and more familiar with ancient religious rites, I saw the parallels to our own practices more clearly. Certainly cannibalism in any form is not part of the typical Western Sunday worship, but cannibalism lies at the root of much of our religious language and many of our stylized religious gestures. Even more important, it has everything to do with what Christian religions believe about death and divine revelation. This book will take you on the journey I took, slowly bringing the parallels to light.

      I believe that, long before the beginnings of civilization, humans have been sacrificed and their skins and flesh used in religious rites. This is part of our history. The use of human fat in making sacred oils is well documented and generally accepted by archaeologists and historians.*1 Even more disturbing, however, is the fact that human flesh has been made into sacred foods. The process of harvesting the flesh from human bodies to create sacred foods is not as well understood, but it was a common practice throughout the Near East and also in many parts of Europe. I will document these practices, beginning in ancient Crete, and I will show how these religious rites spread to southern Europe and influenced the development of Western religion into the medieval era. Even as the ritual use of sacred food and oils was being suppressed within the Christian Church, from the fourth century on, the collection and display of human cadavers was becoming increasingly popular, especially during the Dark Ages, with a religious movement that historians call “the cult of the saints.”

      Sacred food and oils were once quite commonly used in religious rituals. It was not until the thirteenth century that such rites finally came to an end with the destruction of the Cathar Christians in southern France. Yet even after this, the use of human flesh continued for hundreds of years as part of necromantic rites among witches and some so-called heretical Christian groups, such as the Knights Templar.

      In this book we will see that the practice of ritual cannibalism has been an essential part of Western religion for thousands of years. When I speak of ritual cannibalism, however, I mean not the eating of human flesh, raw or cooked. Rather, I am referring to specific religious rites using corpses, which include the ancient Minoan practice of rending human cadavers in order to harvest their flesh and the Egyptian practice of draining bodily fluids from decayed corpses so that they may be added to sacred foods, oils, salves, and unguents. I call these various religious practices necromantic, because they use human cadavers:

      
        	to maintain an intimate (and often gastronomic) connection to the dead

        	to communicate with the spirits of the dead

        	to gain visions of the Spirit world, usually called heaven

      

      A great deal has already been written about ordinary cannibalism, and eating human flesh is an interesting topic for college students enrolled in abnormal psychology or criminal justice studies or, perhaps, for students at the (I hope, imaginary) Hannibal Lecter School for the Culinary Arts. It’s really only ritual cannibalism, however—cannibalism as part of religious rites—that concerns us here. Further, I am not interested in debating the modern theology of the Eucharist or examining the Christian concept of Transubstantiation—meaning the supernatural transformation of bread and wine so that they become the body and blood of Christ.*2 Even though this theological idea had its origins, historically, in the ancient practice of ritual cannibalism, the religious concept of Transubstantiation is a fairly recent innovation. My main interest in writing this book is to explore how human bodies were used to create sacred food and sacred oils and to explore the role these rites played in the origins of the Christian Church.

      The evidence I have uncovered shows that Christianity began not as an offshoot of Judaism but through an attempt by a group of hardcore traditionalists to restore the old religious rites established by Moses. As a religious leader Jesus never intended to create a completely new religion. What he really wanted to do was restore the sacred rites of Moses but in the context of a more populist religion that was freed from the oppressive control of the Jerusalem Temple. Restoring these ancient rites included bringing back the use of sacred oils and sacred food, which were necessary for the Marzeah, the all-important feast for the dead.

      According to Catholic scholars, the Marzeah was the source and model for both the Last Supper and the Agape Feast (described by the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:18–34).

      The Catholic Encyclopedia is clear about the nature of the Agape Feast.

      This, at its origin, is clearly marked as funerary in its intention, a fact attested by the most ancient testimonies that have come down to us. Our Lord, in instituting the Eucharist, used these words: “As often as you shall eat this Bread and drink this chalice, you shall show forth the Lord’s Death.” Nothing could be clearer. Our Lord chose the means generally used in His time, namely: the funeral banquet, to bind together those who remained faithful to the memory of Him who had gone. (Leclercq 1907)

      As described in the gospels, the original Last Supper was held at the time of Passover. The Agape Feast, however—which included the eating of Christ’s flesh and the drinking of his blood—was essentially a funeral rite that was not limited to Easter but could be held at any time. At the Agape Feast the Eucharist was consumed as a way of memorializing Jesus Christ and all those who had died in Christ, or, as the Catholic Encyclopedia states of the Agape Feast, “the Eucharistic supper was fundamentally a funerary memorial.” There is no escaping the fact that early Christians organized their most sacred ceremony of fellowship, the popular Agape Feast, along lines drawn primarily from the ancient Feast for the Dead, the Hebrew Marzeah.*3

      As Christianity slowly emerged from the shadows to become the dominant religion of the Roman Empire, the funerary nature of the Christian religion grew and then came into full flower in the fourth century with what is often called “the cult of the saints.” Those not familiar with the cult of the saints will be surprised by the Catholic Church’s preoccupation or, dare I say, their obsession with the bodies of the dead. Christian churches preserved and displayed the bones of saints (which they believed held the power to cure diseases and perform miracles), and they held ceremonies and festivals in cemeteries—often at the tombs of martyrs, saints, and bishops. Christian saints played much the same role in the fourth century as that played earlier by “the blessed dead” in rites of the first Christians (Davies 1999, p. 81). The blessed dead were, essentially, all those who had already died in Christ.

      The purpose of this book is to lay the foundation for understanding how the ancient cult of the dead—in its Semitic, Egyptian, and Greek forms—contributed to the beginnings of the Christian religion. Even more important, we will explore why the prehistoric cult of the dead has held such power over Western civilization—so much so that its echoes are still heard today in our literature, film, and other arts.

      This book encompasses much more than the secrets of the Christian Church. It also examines evidence from several other religious traditions in Europe and the Americas. We will briefly examine the sacred (or cursed) corpses of these cultures and their many icons and religious symbols. In ancient Crete, for example, the Minoans venerated the skin of Prometheus as it was stretched out and pierced with nails on a mountaintop. In Egypt priests worshipped before the image of Osiris, with the goddess Isis in the form of a falcon standing on his corpse. The goddess/falcon was portrayed as procreating with the corpse of Osiris in order to conceive from his dead body his only begotten son, Horus. This was a powerful symbol for the Egyptians in their elaborate cult of the dead. Remarkably, many of these ancient symbols have persisted, and some have been carried over into modern literature and art and, especially, into horror films. Today we have the living dead corpses of Dracula, Frankenstein, the Mummy, and many other undead ghouls and zombies. And perhaps we can see in the distance, beyond these strange horrors, the seabirds whirling in a cloud over the form of the deathless white whale, Moby Dick, impaled and scarred with iron harpoons and bound with hemp ropes like the biblical Leviathan.

      This book is, in some ways, a new approach to old problems. For example, scholars have had great difficulty understanding the origins and purpose of the Egyptian burial rites set forth in the Egyptian Book of the Dead. I believe that I have found an explanation for why the ancient Egyptians performed such complex burial rites. A century ago the great British Egyptologist Sir E. A. Wallis Budge expressed some astonishment at the bizarre funeral rites of the Egyptians, especially their use of bodily fluids—taken from corpses—in their most holy rituals. At the same time Budge was certain that the Egyptians must have had a good reason for using the putrefying fluids, even if he could not logically make out what it was. He had faith in the basic rationality of the Egyptians, and we should approach this topic with the same kind of faith in our distant ancestors.

      Ultimately I hope that this book provides a clear explanation, albeit an unusual one, for the complex burial rites of the Egyptians, Greeks, earliest Hebrews, and early Christians, and also for the heretical Christian sects of the medieval era.

      The title of this book may seem cryptic, but it reflects the complexity of the subject. I propose to cover a body of material that can’t be covered easily in a single book. I doubt that it can be covered well in a dozen books. My hope here is to lay a trail of crumbs for others to follow. This work is essentially a prologue to many other lines of inquiry. It’s only the first examination of this topic, and I believe it will serve as a guide for future scholars.

      At the beginning of his book Greek Myths and Christian Mystery, the great Jesuit scholar Hugo Rahner quotes from the early church leader Clement of Alexandria: “Come, I will show you the Word and the mysteries of the Word, and I will give you understanding of them by means of images familiar to you” (Protrepticus XII).

      I can think of no better words to introduce this work, because I intend to display the lost mysteries of Christianity that were once quite familiar to Clement and his followers at the beginning of the Christian era.

    

  
    
      
        PART ONE
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          Unveiling the Corpse of Jesus
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          Artists of the early and mid-Victorian period were not great respecters of persons. In their quest for knowledge of anatomy, a group of artists including Gibson robbed graves. They came across, recorded Gibson, a very beautiful girl, about sixteen; her face was full and round. How sweet and innocent she looked in death! She was shrouded in white linen and sprinkled over with bits of red wool, like flowers.
        

        RONALD PEARSALL, 
THE WORM IN THE BUD
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      Surviving Remnants of the Cult of the Dead

      Four thousand years ago ritual cannibalism and other necromantic rites were quite common in many parts of the ancient world. Although most of these rites have vanished from the scene, distinct echoes continue to reverberate to the present day. To discover any remaining traces of cannibalistic rites is a challenging task. Often, it means keeping an eye open for the unusual event or the unexplained detail.

      For example, we can refer to the strange funeral of a Catholic priest, Father François Bérenger Saunière: On January 17, 1917, in Rennes-le-Château, a small village in southern France, the local priest suffered a serious stroke. As his condition slowly worsened, his approaching death became a painful ordeal. Father Saunière was in terrible agony as he lay on his deathbed. From a neighboring parish another priest rushed to his bedside to perform last rites—but, after listening to Saunière’s confession, this priest arose and walked out of the bedroom. Apparently disturbed by the confession, the neighboring priest refused to give Extreme Unction to the dying man, and he abruptly left Father Saunière’s deathbed to return to his own parish.*4 A few days later, on January 22, 1917, Father Saunèire finally died (Baigent et al. 1982, p. 9).

      For a Catholic priest to refuse last rites to a brother of the cloth is exceptional, but what followed the next morning after Father Saunière’s death was even more unusual. The local villagers, following Father Saunière’s written instructions, held a strange funeral service for the dead priest—a very revealing service, indeed. According to Holy Blood, Holy Grail, “his body was placed upright in an armchair. . . . [Saunière was] clad in an ornate robe adorned with scarlet tassels. One by one certain unidentified mourners filed past, many of them plucking tassels of remembrance from the dead man’s garment” (Baigent et al. 1982, p. 10).

      According to the authors of Holy Blood, Holy Grail, the unusual rite performed at Father Saunière’s funeral was similar to the burial rites that had been used several centuries earlier by a Christian sect called the Cathars. Although the Cathars were once the most influential Christian sect in this part of France, they had been branded as heretics and eventually were wiped out as part of a crusade organized by the Catholic Church in 1208. So why, at the beginning of the twentieth century, would a Roman Catholic priest want to be buried according to what was apparently an old Cathar rite, taken from a creed that had died out more than five hundred years before? Further, why would the mourners agree to participate in this rite?

      As stated, in the twelfth century, the Cathars were the dominant Christian sect in the south of France. Unlike the Catholic priests who had a reputation for sexual abuses and corruption, the Cathar “good men” and “good women” were known for their piety and charity (Rahn 2006, p. 91). They defied the authority of Rome and enjoyed the full support of both the nobility and the peasants in the region. The rulers of this part of southern France, called Languedoc, were sympathetic to Catharism, and they strongly opposed efforts by the Catholic Church to punish the Cathars. Because of this blatant resistance to the Church of Rome, in the year 1208 Pope Innocent III ordered a crusade against the Cathars, and he denounced them and all their supporters as heretics. Some historians call this invasion of southern France the Albigensian Crusade after the city of Albi, which had strong Cathar connections.

      The pope had no trouble finding plenty of volunteers for the war, mainly because the Catholic knights, by going on this French crusade, received all the political and financial advantages of crusaders, without having to travel very far from home. Compared to the poorer lands in the north of France, the lands of southern France were quite wealthy; and the promise of gold, jewels, and rich estates inspired many French nobles to join the crusade. These Catholic invaders plundered the treasures of southern France with the blessing of both the pope and the French king.

      During the war, however, an odd event took place. Several leaders of the Cathar church approached the enemy camp and asked to speak with Simon de Montfort, the leader of the Catholic army. These heretic Cathars offered to show de Montfort the body of Christ in the flesh so that he could see with his own eyes that the Cathars were the true Christians and that the Catholic Church was false. Historians are not sure what, exactly, the evidence was that the Cathars wanted to show him, but de Montfort apparently believed that they wanted him to witness their version of the Eucharist.*5

      Simon de Montfort was, no doubt, aware that the Cathars had often criticized the Catholic Eucharist as false and being no better than plain bread, compared to the Cathar’s own true Eucharist. The historian A. E. Waite was sufficiently puzzled by this event to write, “It would look as if there were strange claims about concerning the Eucharist as practiced by some or other of the sects in Southern France, where the Albigensian Crusade was raging” (1993, p. 406).

      Unfortunately for the Cathars, Simon de Montfort flatly refused their offer and brusquely sent them away.

      With most of Europe now turned against the Cathars, their heresy couldn’t last much longer. In the twenty years from 1209 to 1229, an army of thirty thousand crusader knights easily occupied and conquered the former Cathar territories, and the pope made sure that new pro-Catholic rulers were installed there. The few Cathar priests who survived the war were later hunted down by the Inquisition and burned at the stake. A new religious order, the Dominicans, was established in 1220 specifically to root out what was left of the Cathar heresy. After the Cathar territories were conquered, former Cathars who survived the war—both nobles and peasants—were forced to wear white armbands or yellow stars on their clothes so that they could be watched by the authorities. Between 1290 and 1329, the remnants of the Cathar church were finally crushed, and the Cathars’ heretical beliefs and rituals came to an end—at least that is the official story.

      In Holy Blood, Holy Grail, Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, and Henry Lincoln present evidence that Father Saunière had discovered several remarkable secret documents in the late 1880s while renovating an ancient church in the small town of Rennes-le-Château. Furthermore, they allege that these documents proved that the Cathars’ religious beliefs and rituals developed directly from those of the earliest Christians. Their book also suggests that these beliefs represent a purer strain of Christianity than that of the Roman Catholic Church. They claim, too, that Father Saunière had become a closet Cathar, and this was why the Catholic priest who heard his deathbed confession refused to give him last rites.

      Here is a peculiar aside to the story of Father Saunière: while he was renovating his small church in Rennes-le-Château, the priest added stained-glass windows representing the Stations of the Cross—the fourteen episodes of Christ’s Passion, the time from his arrest to his burial. Many Catholic churches display the Stations of the Cross either in sculpture or in stained glass, but there are some odd details in the stained glass of Father Saunière’s church. According to Holy Blood, Holy Grail, the glass for Station 14 depicts Christ’s body being placed in the tomb under a dark sky. Because it’s well known that Jesus was buried before sundown according to Jewish law, the suggestion that the authors make is that the stained-glass image shows Christ’s body being taken out of the tomb (Baigent et al. 1982, p. 9). This idea is, of course, wholly inconsistent with orthodox Christianity, but this window—and several others—suggest that Father Saunière held some rather peculiar religious ideas.*6

      The authors of Holy Blood, Holy Grail suggest that it was through Father Saunière’s research into the history of the Cathar church that he discovered the Cathars’ ancient funeral rites. They have no explanation for why he did this, but Saunière, for some reason, chose to have his funeral service completed in accordance with these heretical Christian rituals.†7 According to a contemporary account, the priest’s corpse was placed upright in a chair, and the mourners walked past, “plucking tassels of remembrance from the dead man’s garment.” To this day no one has been able to explain the symbolism of removing reddish-colored tassels from the corpse.

      As mysterious as all of this may seem, it’s certainly not the only or even the most peculiar part of this story. Father Saunière’s funeral may very well have been performed according to the ancient Cathar ceremony, but if it’s a Cathar rite, where did this ceremony originate? Is it truly an early Christian rite, or is it something far older?

      This funeral rite may in fact be older than the Cathars and much older, even, than the Christian Church itself. Indeed, this funeral rite is probably far older than the pyramids of Egypt. I have found references to similar funeral rites dating back to early Neolithic times (see, for example, Vulliamy). Father Saunière’s funeral rite imitated the ancient funeral rites of the prehistoric cults of the dead: religious rites that were based on ritual cannibalism.

      The act of removing red tassels from Father Saunière’s corpse in 1917 reflects a rite that is at least seven thousand and perhaps more than twenty thousand years old. There is, however, a significant difference in the rites. As part of Father Saunière’s funeral the mourners walked past the body, and each one removed a red tassel or pom-pom from the corpse, but in the ancient ceremonies there were no red tassels. Instead, worshippers removed reddish-colored mushrooms from the corpse, and the corpse was not nearly as fresh as Father Saunière’s.*8
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      Sacred Oils, Sacred Foods

      
        SACRED OILS

        I am constantly amazed by how little people know about Jesus Christ. There seems to be a complete disconnect between the average Christian and the information that has been unearthed over the past century by historians and archaeologists. It’s not as if this information is hidden away in dusty journals in a darkly lit corner of a private archive. Most of it’s easily available in public libraries and on the Internet. Yet it seems that many people would rather read the latest sentimental bio-novel about Jesus, such as Anne Rice’s Christ the Lord, or watch a violent fantasy, such as The Passion of the Christ, rather than be bothered with information about who Jesus was and what he taught.

        For example, the word christ is not Jesus’s last name. It’s not even a Hebrew word. The English word christ is based on the Greek word khristós, meaning “a christened one,” or “an anointed one.” The authors of the Christian scriptures used Christus as a translation for the Hebrew Messiah (M[image: image]šîah), which means, literally, “an anointed one [of Yahweh].” Thus when the first Christians wrote about Jesus the Christ, they meant quite literally Jesus the Anointed [of the Lord] or Jesus the Messiah. This fact is widely accepted by Bible translators. For example, depending on which English translation you happen to use, when you read Matthew 16:16 the translators describe Jesus as either Christ or Messiah—depending on the translator’s preference for one word or the other in the context. Similarly, the apostle Paul frequently wrote about Jesus Christ, meaning Jesus [the] Christ, but he never wrote “Christ the Messiah,” because he understood enough Greek and Hebrew to know that this would be redundant (Barnstone 639). It would be similar to writing King the Lord or Dad the Father.

        This is hardly new information, however. In his popular book The Golden Bough, which was first published in 1890, Sir James Frazer explains that the word messiah was originally used as a title for the one who was anointed. Frazer states that for a person who was anointed, “the application of the holy oil to his head was believed to impart to him directly a portion of the divine spirit. Hence he bore the title of Messiah, which with its Greek equivalent Christ, means no more than ‘the Anointed One’” (1961, 1:21).

        If modern historians and Bible translators are familiar with the origin and meaning of the word christ—and they’ve known it for more than a century—why do so few people today make the connection among anointing, christening, and Christ? Even more difficult to understand: Why has the rite of anointing been downplayed or abandoned by so many modern Christian churches—including almost all of the churches that claim to be “Bible-based”?

        The act of anointing religious and political leaders was a common practice in many parts of the Near East, which includes ancient Palestine. In the Hebrew scriptures we read that Moses’s brother Aaron was anointed, as were many priests and all of the kings, and, because they were anointed, they were also called messiahs (Butz 2010, p. 187). Hebrew priests are often described as being anointed in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. According to Hebrew tradition the priests and kings were called God’s anointed, and because of this anointing they had a special religious status. For example, to do physical violence to one of God’s anointed was considered to be an attack on God—and thus equal to blasphemy. Psalms 105:15 states: “Do not touch My anointed ones, And do My prophets no harm” (New American Standard Bible). The Darby Bible (1890) translation is even more emphatic: “Put not your hand on those who have been marked with my holy oil. . . .” Being anointed was a kind of first-century union card for anyone who wanted to be taken seriously as a religious leader. It was also important to be anointed by a highly respected religious figure so that no one could question the authority of the anointed to preach, as some of Jesus’s enemies tried to do (John 8:13).

        According to the gospels Jesus was anointed early on in his career by an unnamed woman, probably according to a Nazarene rite (Luke 7:36–38):

        Now one of the Pharisees was requesting Him to dine with him, and He entered the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. And there was a woman in the city who was a sinner; and when she learned that He was reclining at the table in the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster vial of perfume, and standing behind Him at His feet, weeping, she began to wet His feet with her tears, and kept wiping them with the hair of her head, and kissing His feet and anointing them with the perfume.

        Some scholars have wondered: How was she “a sinner”? Most people assume that her sin was sexual in nature.*9 More recently some scholars suggest that it was her religious beliefs that were not respectable, and thus sinful from the point of view of the Jewish majority. Why Jesus would accept her anointing is still a mystery, at least to most scholars.

        Although the gospels do not record it, Jesus was probably also anointed by John the Baptist, because an anointing with sacred oils often followed the rite of baptism. In several religious traditions converts are spiritually cleansed by baptism and then sealed by being anointed with sacred oils. There is evidence for this in the Didache and in the writings of St. Ignatius (Logan 2006, p. 79). Later, shortly before his death, Jesus was anointed by Mary of Bethany, who applied “a pint of pure nard” to his feet and dried his feet with her hair (John 12). Some people suggest that Mary was the unnamed woman with the alabaster jar who anointed him earlier in Luke and in Matthew 26:6–13 and Mark 14:3–9. Each of the gospels includes an anointing story, and each time, Jesus is anointed by a woman.

        Apparently the importance of the anointing rites was not limited to the living. After his death, Jesus was taken to the tomb, and a surprisingly large amount of ointment—perhaps as much as seventy-five to one hundred pounds of myrrh and aloe—was used to prepare his corpse.*10 After his corpse was entombed, the Gospel of Mark describes a group of women going to his tomb in order to anoint him with still more ointment, and this was how they came to discover “the mystery of the empty tomb” (Mark 16:1–8).

        Jesus’s followers believed in the importance of anointing, just as Jesus did. He is often identified as one of God’s anointed—a messiah. Jesus himself explained the importance of being anointed. In Luke 4:18 he says, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight for the blind, to set free those who are oppressed.” This passage in Luke is similar to Matthew 12:18 and John 3:34, and all three passages appear to point to Isaiah 61:1, in which the prophet says: “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the afflicted; He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to captives and freedom to prisoners.”

        In both Luke and Isaiah heavy emphasis is placed on the act of anointing as the means by which God’s spirit was bestowed on humans. Being anointed was what made a person a messiah. As one of the anointed, Jesus was now possessed by the divine spirit, “for the consecration of the anointing oil of his God is on him” (Leviticus 21:12).

        Being anointed also held wide-ranging religious implications. Because he had been anointed, no one was permitted to lay hands on Jesus or harm him in any way, according to Hebrew tradition (1 Chronicles 16:22). His criticism of the Temple and his claim that he was the Son of Man and the Messiah were serious enough to provoke his enemies, yet the priests and their agents didn’t risk attacking him physically. They might hurl verbal abuse and perhaps even quietly encourage the crowd to stone Jesus, but they didn’t dare throw the first stone for fear of committing a crime against one of God’s anointed (John 8:7).

        Furthermore, that Jesus was baptized (and very likely anointed) by John the Baptist probably gave him extra credibility among the common people so that physically attacking him might also provoke a violent reaction from John’s followers. Many people still remembered John the Baptist, and John’s martyrdom at the hands of Herod was, no doubt, still fresh in their memory. During the time of Jesus’s ministry many of John’s followers likely felt a connection to Jesus as a righteous man who had been baptized (and perhaps anointed) by their teacher. The author of Acts implies that some of John’s supporters became Christians after John was beheaded and Jesus was crucified (Acts 18:24–19:6).

        Mainly because of all the biblical references, we know that Jesus was an anointed one, a messiah. Indeed, many of Jesus’s followers believed that he was, in fact, the long-awaited Messiah described in Hebrew scripture. The Messiah was a religious leader who would unite the people, like Moses. However, most Jews believed that this promised Messiah would also be a military leader, much like Joshua, who would liberate Palestine from foreign control, as was promised in 2 Samuel 7:12–16 and Isaiah 9:6–7.

        For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us;

        And the government will rest on His shoulders;

        And His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

        Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.

        There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace,

        On the throne of David and over his kingdom,

        To establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness

        From then on and forevermore.

        The zeal of the LORD of hosts will accomplish this.

        Some Jews thought that the Messiah would be the famous military leader Joshua himself, who would return from the dead and free the Jews from Roman oppression. Others thought that the Messiah would be someone filled with the spirit of Joshua, and he would defeat the Romans. Jesus’s claim to be a messiah and perhaps even the Messiah seems to play into these ideas, in part because the names Joshua and Jesus are almost identical—Yehoshua and Yeshua in Hebrew are like William and Will in English. In first-century Palestine many families named their boys Yeshua (for the same reason that Jesus is a popular name in many Hispanic communities today). It’s no wonder that people thought Jesus might somehow be the great Hebrew leader Joshua, son of Nun, whose military exploits are described in the Hebrew scriptures of Exodus, Numbers, and Joshua.

        As Jesus began his ministry there was confusion, even among some of his followers, over whether he was really the powerful Messiah promised in the Hebrew scriptures. For many of his fellow Jews this question was settled when Jesus was arrested and crucified by the Romans. His death proved to them that Jesus was not the military leader who would defeat Rome; but at least for some of his followers, his arrest and execution did not end the speculation about who Jesus really was.

        The disappearance of his corpse and the other events following his death caused his closest followers to begin to ask: If Jesus was the true Messiah, could he really die? Some likely believed, based on the promise of Psalms 16:10, that Jesus could not remain dead. Yahweh would not permit the Messiah’s corpse to rot in the earth, just as Yahweh would not permit the author of Psalms to remain dead. The author of Psalms states: “For You will not abandon my soul to Sheol; Nor will You allow Your Holy One to undergo decay.” This idea is later affirmed in Acts 2:25–31, in which the exact words from Psalms are directly applied to the corpse of Jesus (Komarnitsky 2009, p. 115). This idea is repeated by the apostle Paul in his speech recorded in Acts 13:35–36. At least some of Christ’s followers believed—perhaps even from the time of his death—that his body could not see corruption and that Jesus would soon return from Sheol, the land of the dead.

        In the weeks after Christ was crucified there was among his followers the idea that this was not the end. Jesus would return from the dead—at least this is how the author of Acts puts it: “But God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power” (Acts 2:24).

        Fifty days after his crucifixion his apostles gathered to eat a meal for the Jewish festival of Shavuot. During this meal it’s said that they experienced something remarkable. They had been anointed in accordance with the holiday season (as in 1 Samuel 10:1) before they sat down to eat. Then the Holy Spirit descended upon the apostles as each one was enveloped in a supernatural fire.

        When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly there came from heaven a noise like a violent rushing wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them tongues as of fire distributing themselves, and they rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit was giving them utterance. (Acts 2:1–4)

        This supernatural experience we call the Pentecost event (pentecost is the Greek word for Shavuot, meaning “fifty days”). As a result of this event, the apostles came to believe that Jesus had, in fact, been the true Messiah and that his violent death had ushered in the kingdom of God. This experience at the feast of Pentecost was the beginning of Christianity, and this meal became the model of the Agape Feast: Christians came together for a meal that memorialized the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. At these meals they ate the flesh and drank the blood of Jesus, as he had commanded, and they also anointed each other with sacred oils, according to the Jewish tradition (Logan 2006, p. 78). During these feasts people often experienced a state called theolepsy, or “being possessed by God.” From this experience many people received gifts of the Spirit, which included prophecy, discernment, tongues, healing, and other spiritual endowments. This much, at least, is clear from various historical studies of the early Christian Church, but it’s unclear how they came to experience these spiritual gifts.

        After the first Pentecost the title of Messiah no longer focused on Jesus’s role as the one who was anointed. Now he was the anointing one. His followers believed that Jesus was much more than the expected and all-too-human military Messiah for whom the Jews had been waiting. Instead, the name Jesus the Anointed One came to define his role as the direct source of God’s anointing. It was through the power of the anointing that the Holy Spirit entered the physical body, and the initiate could receive spiritual gifts and be in Christ. Many of his followers believed that with this powerful anointing all of humanity could one day be spiritually transformed (Romans 6).

        The importance of anointing with holy oils cannot be overstated, for the oils are given high praise in both the Hebrew and in early Christian traditions.

        Take also for yourself the finest of spices: of flowing myrrh five hundred shekels, and of fragrant cinnamon half as much, two hundred and fifty, and of fragrant cane two hundred and fifty, and of cassia five hundred, according to the shekel of the sanctuary, and of olive oil a hin. You shall make of these a holy anointing oil, a perfume mixture, the work of a perfumer; it shall be a holy anointing oil. (Exodus 30:23–5)

        The Chrism is superior to baptism, for it is from the word “Chrism” that we have been called “Christians,” certainly not because of the word “baptism.” And it is because of the Chrism that “the Christ” has his name. For the Father anointed the Son, and the Son anointed the apostles, and the apostles anointed us. He who has been anointed possesses everything. He possesses the resurrection, the light, the cross, the Holy Spirit. (Gospel of Philip 74:12–21; Robinson 1988, p. 153)

        The act of anointing was the central rite of the early Christian Church. Why is it, then, that today so little emphasis is given to anointing and so much emphasis is placed on other rites, such as baptism?

        During the years after his crucifixion, Jesus very quickly evolved into the true and only source of the power of God’s anointing, and it was through the supernatural power of the anointing that Jesus’s followers came to be in Christ. Once they were anointed, they saw themselves as part of the body of Christ, the Corpus Christi.*11 Based on this new conception of who and what Jesus was, Jesus came to be called, by both John and Paul, “the firstborn from the dead,” or “the first-begotten of the dead” (Revelation 1:5; Colossians 1:18). In their eyes Jesus was the foundation stone of a new race of men and women who were both living and dead (Romans 6:13). Paul examines this idea more fully in 1 Corinthians 15:20, in which he says, “But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.”

        Just as the Anabaptists were named for their practice of rebaptism, or second baptism (the baptism of adults who had already been baptized as infants), it’s obvious that the followers of Jesus were named for their distinctive practice of christening their initiates. This, at least, is the claim that was made by Bishop Eusebius (263–339 CE) in his Ecclesiastical History (chapter 4) and by Theophilus of Antioch, who wrote in a letter to a pagan scholar:

        And about your laughing at me and calling me Christian, you know not what you are saying. First, because that which is anointed is sweet and serviceable, and far from contemptible. For what ship can be serviceable and seaworthy, unless it be first anointed? Or what castle or house is beautiful and serviceable when it has not been anointed? And what man, when he enters into this life or into the gymnasium, is not anointed with oil? And what work has either ornament or beauty unless it be anointed and burnished? Then the air and all that is under heaven is in a certain sort anointed by light and spirit; and are you unwilling to be anointed with the oil of God? Wherefore we are called Christians on this account, because we are anointed with the oil of God. (Theophilus, To Autolycus, 1:12)

        In time, the name Christian was given to anyone who had been ritually anointed and had thus become one with Jesus Christ (Acts 11:26, 26:28; and 1 Peter 4:16). Yet this idea of becoming one with Jesus through a rite of christening was the same process that had already been going on for thousands of years in Egypt with the followers of Horus. They too were anointed and thus became one with their god, and with this
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