Resurrection as Memory

Here are some ideas for an alternative Christian theology, presented to encourage thinking and debate about the place of memory within faith.  

In seeking to understand theology from first principles, I have found it helpful to consider God as revealed in the ecological ground of reality, and to interpret the Biblical doctrine of resurrection through the framework of memory as a way to bring together the ecological and metaphysical perspectives.  The premise that humanity must engage with our ecological context to achieve our true potential is compatible with the teaching of Christ that our universe is a divine context giving shape and purpose and meaning to our lives.  To my reading, Christ believed that our active engagement with the cosmic God is grounded in our moral memory of cultural heritage, and that this cultural memory provides the real meaning for the resurrection of the saints. 

Christ taught that the main problem of the world is the drift of human values away from our true purpose, which is to love God and neighbour, and that we can only flourish when we stay connected to our divine source.  These ideas mean that life out of harmony with reality is not sustainable, whereas life grounded in reality can continue.  Christ used the idea of connection to reality as the basis for his long term vision of the second coming, studied by eschatology.  See for example his comments in Matthew 24, 25 and 13:24-30, which predict that our drifting self-centred ways will be brought to a sudden halt by the intrusion into our constructed world of the divine reality of God.

The message from Christ is that God will become obvious, much as a rock in the sea becomes obvious when a ship drifts off course and is wrecked on it. God is always there, just as rocks are always there despite the ignorance or denial of a ship’s passengers and crew.  Hopefully God is more forgiving than the cruel sea.  

This approach sees eschatology as the meeting between our world and its underlying reality.  The difference between this way of thinking and the magical fundamentalist accounts of Biblical rapture emerges most clearly in treatment of physical resurrection, an idea at the centre of biblical eschatology and church creeds.

Clearly, science tells us that Paul is wrong to claim in 1 Cor 15:52 that the dead will be ‘raised incorruptible’ at the last trumpet.  Similarly, Jesus cannot be speaking literally in claiming that all who are in their graves will come out (John 5:28-9). The physical resurrection of the saints cannot be a literal prophecy, so promoting it puts the entire Christian message in question. Modern Christianity must work out how to interpret this idea coherently or be condemned to irrelevance.  

Physical resurrection, like virgin birth, heaven and the flood, can only make sense as metaphor.  In this light, the meaning I would like to explore interprets resurrection as memory. 

The prediction of the second coming tells us that when the drifting ship of our world hits the rocks of fate, we will have to re-work our systems and values.  We will then be confronted by an understanding that we cannot live just for the moment, but can only find sustainable life (salvation) in continuity with past and future. Instead of valuing transitory pleasures, we will see the wisdom of Paul’s prophecy in Romans 2:7 that God will give eternal life to those who seek glory by doing good.  We will then see the centrality of memory to a real understanding of eternal life.

How can we understand eternal life in scientific terms, without the crude pre-modern myth of a separate heaven? My view, flowing from Romans 2:7, is that our life is only eternal to the extent we transform the future. When Christ prayed for God’s will to be done on earth as in heaven (Matt 6:10), he called us to transform our world in line with the divine ideals of love and peace and justice.  Christ himself achieved eternal life by preaching and living a holy and sustainable vision, and his death and resurrection reflect his complete dedication to God before self. The resurrection of Christ continues today through our memory, as his eternal holy spirit works to realise his divine ideals.  Similarly, the eternal life of Augustine or Plato or Buddha is seen in their ongoing influence on the world, especially through the memory people have of them through promotion of their ideas.

Jesus Christ called us to remember our past, to value the authentic riches of human culture, and to celebrate truth in all its moral dimension as much as its scientific side.  Indeed, he taught that memory has a sacramental character, calling to us at the last supper to share the eucharist in memory of him (Luke 22:19).  

Our superficial society has forgotten and destroyed so much of our cultural heritage that people have lost their understanding of reality.  Our world puts itself in peril when we forget that memory of history and culture gives people roots and meaning and identity and should be central to our lives.  

Memory should be cultivated and broadened beyond narrow cultural bounds.  Here in Australia, the destruction and belittling of the ancient wisdom of Aboriginal culture has deeply scarred our collective soul, producing a shallow falseness in our public life.  In this context, I believe that the judgement of Christ is that the resurrection of the saints will honour and respect the memory of non-Christian cultures where the Christ spirit may also be found as the way the truth and the life (John 14:6).  Major effort is needed to resurrect and remember indigenous spirituality after its attempted erasement.  This will surely be a way to realise Christ’s prophecies that the last will be first (Matt 19:30) and that the stone the builder refuses will be the head of the corner (Matt 21:42).  

Christ calls us to sift through the neglected rubble of our world to find and restore and remember the things and people we have forgotten, to bring about a resurrection through memory.  Perhaps then we will start to find the depth of identity to engage with the ecological dimension of God.                                         
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