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Chapter Three

The Possibility
of Resurrection
It has been said that the Christian doctrine of the Resurrection of the Dead
faces the following philosophical difficulty: There is no criterion that anyone could use to determine whether a given post-Resurrection man was
Caesar or Socrates or anyone else who had long ago lived and died and returned to the dust. But the real philosophical problem facing the doctrine of
the Resurrection does not seem to me to be that there is no criterion that
the men of the new age could apply to determine whether someone then
alive was the same man as some man who had died before the Last Day;
the problem seems to me to be that there is such a criterion and (given certain facts about the present age) it would, of necessity, yield the result that
many men who have died in our own lifetime and earlier will not be found
among those who live after the Last Day.
Let us consider an analogy. Suppose a certain monastery claims to have
in its possession a manuscript written in Saint Augustine's own hand. And
suppose the monks of this monastery further claim that this manuscript
was burned by Arians in the year 457. It would immediately occur to me to
ask how this manuscript, the one I can touch, could be the very manuscript
that was burned in 457. Suppose their answer to this question is that God
miraculously recreated Augustine's manuscript in 458. I should respond to
this answer as follows: The deed it describes seems quite impossible, even
as an accomplishment of omnipotence. God certainly might have created a
perfect duplicate of the original manuscript, but it would not be that one;
its earliest moment of existence would have been after Augustine's death; it
would never have known the impress of his hand; it would not have been a
part of the furniture of the world when he was alive; and so on.
Now suppose our monks were to reply by simply asserting that the manuscript now in their possession did know the impress of Augustine's hand;
that it was a part of the furniture of the world when the saint was alive;
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that when God re-created or restored it, he (as an indispensable component
of accomplishing this task) saw to it that the object he produced had all
these properties.
I confess I should not know what to make of this. I should have to tell
the monks that I did not see how what they believed could possibly be true.
They might of course reply that their belief is a mystery, that God had some
way of restoring the lost manuscript but that the procedure surpasses human understanding. Now I am sometimes willing to accept such answers;
for example, in the case of the doctrine of the Trinity. But there are cases in
which I would never accept such an answer. For example, if there were a religion that claimed that God had created two adjacent mountains without
thereby bringing into existence an intermediate valley, I should regard any
attempt tb defend this doctrine as a "mystery" as so much whistle-talk. After all, I can hardly expect tobe able to understand the Divine Nature, but
I do understand mountains and valleys. And I understand manuscripts, too.
I understand them sufficiently well to be quite confident that the monks'
story is impossible. Still, I wish to be reasonable. I admit that one can be
mistaken about conceptual truth and falsehood. 'I know from experience
that a proposition that seems to force itself irresistibly upon the mind as a
conceptual truth can turn out to be false. (If I had been alive in 1890, I
should doubtless have regarded the Galilean law of the addition of velocities and the unrestricted comprehension principle in set theory as obvious
conceptual truths.) Being reasonable, therefore, I am willing to listen to any
argument the monks might have for the conclusion that what they believe is
possible. Most arguments for the conclusion that a certain proposition is
possibly true take the form of a story that (the arguer hopes) the person to
whom the argument is addressed will accept as possible and which (the arguer attempts to show) entails the proposition whose modal status is in
question.
Can such a story be told about the manuscript of Augustine? Suppose
one of the monks is, in a very loose sense, an Aristotelian. He tells the folJowing story (a version of a very popular tale): "Augustine's manuscript
consisted of a certain parcel of matter upon which a certain form had been
impressed. It ceased to exist when this parcel of matter was radically deformed. To re-create it, God needed only to collect the matter (in modern
terms, the atoms) that once composed it and reimpress that form upon it
(in modern terms, cause these atoms to stand to one another in the same
spatial and chemical relationships they previously stood in)."
This story is defective. The manuscript God creates in the story is not the
manuscript that was destroyed, since the various atoms that compose the
tracings of ink on its surface occupy their present positions not as a result
of Augustine's activity but of God's. Thus what we have is not a manuscript
in Augustine's hand. (Strictly speaking, it is not even a manuscript.) (Com-
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pare the following conversation: "Is that the house of blocks your daughter
built this morning?" "No, I built this one after I accidentally knocked hers
down. I put all the blocks just where she did, though. Don't tell her.")
I think the philosophical problems that arise in connection with the
burned manuscript of Saint Augustine are very like the problems that arise
in connection with the doctrine of the Resurrection. If a man should be totally destroyed, then it is very hard to see how any man who comes into existence thereafter could be the same man. And I say this not because I have
no criterion of identity I can employ in such cases but because I have a criterion of identity for men and it is, or seems to be, violated. And the popular quasi-Aristotelian story that is often supposed to establish the conceptual possibility of God's restoring to existence a man who has been totally
destroyed does not lead me to think that I have got the wrong criterion or
tnat I am misapplying the right one. The popular story, of course, is the
story according to which God collects the atoms that once composed a certain man and restores them to the positions they occupied relative to one
another when that man was alive; thereby (the storyteller contends) God
restores the man himself. But this story, it seems to me, does not "work."
The atoms of which I am composed occupy at each instant the positions
they do because of the operations of certain processes within me (those
processes that, taken collectively, constitute my being alive). Even when I
become a corpse-provided I decay slowly and am not, say, cremated-the
atoms that compose me will occupy the positions relative to one another
that they do occupy largely because of the processes of life that used to go
on within me: or this will be the case for at least some short period. Thus a
former corpse in which the processes of life have been "started up again"
may well be the very man who was once before alive, provided the
processes of dissolution did not progress too far while he was a corpse. But
if a man does not simply die but is totally destroyed (as in the case of cremation) then he can never be reconstituted, for the causal chain has been irrevocably broken. If God collects the atoms that used to constitute that
man and "reassembles" them, they will occupy the positions relative to one
another they occupy because of God's miracle and not because of the operation of the natural processes that, taken collectively, were the life of that
man. (I should also be willing to defend the following theses: The thing
such an action of God's would produce would not be a member of our
species and would not speak a language or have memories of any sort,
though, of course, he-or it-would appear to have these features.)
"This much is analogous to the case of the burned manuscript. Possibly no
one will find what I have said very convincing unless he thinks very much
like me. Let me offer three arguments against an "Aristotelian" account of
the Resurrection that have no analogues in the case of the manuscript and
which will perhaps be more convincing to the generality of philosophers.
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Arguments (a) and (b) are ad hominems, directed against Christians who
might be inclined toward the "Aristotelian" theory. Argument (c) attempts
to show that the "Aristotelian" theory has an impossible consequence.

of any interest, I think. All that follows is that if Christianity is true, then
what I earlier called "certain facts about the present age" are not facts.
It is part of the Christian faith that all men who share in the sin of Adam
must die. What does it mean to say that I must die? Just this: that one day I
shall be composed entirely of nonliving matter; that is, I shall be a corpse. It
is not part of the Christian faith that I must at any time be totally annihilated or disintegrate. (One might note that Christ, whose story is supposed
to provide the archetype for the story of each man's resurrection, became a
corpse but did not, even in his human nature, cease to exist.) It is of course
true that men 'apparently cease to exist: those who are cremated, for example. But it contradicts nothing in the creeds to suppose that this is not what
really happens, and that God preserves our corpses contrary to all appearance. Perhaps at the moment of each man's death, God removes his corpse
and replaces it with a simulacrum, which is what is burned or rots. Or perhaps God is not quite so wholesale as this: Perhaps he removes for "safekeeping" only the "core person"-the brain and central nervous systemor even some special part of it. These are details.
I take it that this story shows that the Resurrection is a feat an almighty
being could accomplish. I think this is the only way such a being could accomplish it. Perhaps I'm wrong, but that's of little importance. What is important is that God can accomplish it this way or some other. Of course one
might wonder why God would go to such lengths to make it look as if most
people not only die but pass into complete nothingness. This is a difficult
question. I think it can be given a plausible answer, but not apart from a
discussion of the nature of religious belief. I will say just this: If corpses inexplicably disappeared no matter how carefully they were guarded or inexplicably refused to decay and were miraculously resistant to the most persistent and ingenious attempts to destroy them, then we should be living in
a world in which observable events that were obviously miraculous, obviously due to the intervention of a power beyond nature, happened with
monotonous regularity. In such a world we should all believe in the supernatural: Its existence would be the best explanation for the observed phenomena. If Christianity is true, God wants us to believe in the supernatural.
But experience shows us that if there is a God, he does not do what he very
well could do: provide us with a ceaseless torrent of public, undeniable evidence of a power outside the natural order. And perhaps it is not hard to
think of good reasons for such a policy.

A. The atoms of which I am composed cannot be destroyed by burning or the natural processes of decay, but they can be destroyed, as
can atomic nuclei and even subatomic particles. (Or so it would
seem: The principles for identity through time for subatomic particles are very hazy; physical theory has little if anything to say on
the subject.) If, in order to raise a man on the Day of Judgment,
God had to collect the "building blocks"-atoms, neutrons, or
what have you-of which that man had once been composed, then
a wicked man could hope to escape God's wrath by seeing to it that
all his "building blocks" were destroyed. But according to Christian theology, such a hope is senseless. Thus, unless the nature of
the ultimate constituents of matter is different from what it 'appears
to be, the "Aristotelian" theory is inimical to a central point of
Christian theology.
B. The atoms (or what have you) of which I am composed may very
well have been parts of other people at some time in the past. Thus,
if the "Aristotelian" theory is true, there could be a problem on the
day of the Resurrection about who is resurrected. In fact, if that
theory were true, a wicked man who had read his Aquinas might
hope to escape punishment in the age to come by becoming a lifelong cannibal. But again, the possibility of such a hope cannot be
admitted by any Christian.
e. It is possible that none of the atoms that are now parts of me were
parts of me when I was ten years old. It is therefore possible that
God could collect all the atoms that were parts of me when I was
ten, without destroying me, and restore them to the positions they
occupied relative to one another in 1952. If the "Aristotelian" theory were correct, this action would be sufficient for the creation of
a boy who could truly say, "I am Peter van Inwagen." In fact, he
and I could stand facing one another and each say truly to the
other, "I am you." But this is conceptually impossible and therefore
the" Aristotelian" theory is not correct.
No story other than our "Aristotelian" story about how it might be that
a man who was totally destroyed could live again seems even superficially
plausible. I conclude that my initial judgment is correct and that it is absolutely impossible, even as an accomplishment of God, that a man who
has been burned to ashes or been eaten by worms should ever live again.
What follows from this about the Christian hope of resurrection? Very little
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Postscript (1997)
If I were writing a paper on this topic today, I should not make the definite
statement, "I think this is the only way such a being could accomplish it."
My goal in "The Possibility of Resurrection" was to argue for the meta-
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physical possibility of the Resurrection of the Dead. My method was to tell
a story, a story I hoped my readers would grant was a metaphysically possible story, in which God accomplished the Resurrection of the Dead. But I
was, I now think, too ready to identify the possibility of the Resurrection
with the story I told to establish it. I am now inclined to think that there
may well be other ways in which an omnipotent being could accomplish
the Resurrection of the Dead than the way that was described in the story I
told, ways I am unable even to form an idea of because I lack the conceptual resources to do so. An analogy would be this: A medieval philosopher,
or even a nineteenth-century physicist, could have formed no idea of the
mechanisms by which the sun shines, not because these mechanisms are a
mystery that surpasses human understanding but simply because some of
the concepts needed to describe them were not available before the twentieth century.
This analogy can be pressed a bit. Despite overwhelming evidence (provided by the fossil record) that there had been life on the earth for hundreds
of millions of years, the great nineteenth-century physicist Lord Kelvin insisted that the sun had been shining for at most 20 million years. He maintained that the only conceivable mechanism of solar radiation was this: The
sun is undergoing very gradual gravitational contraction, and solar radiation is due to the resulting gradual transformation of gravitational potential
energy into radiant energy. When you plug the sun's mass, radius, and surface temperature into the appropriate equations (Kelvin contended), you
will find that the sun cannot have been putting out radiant energy at anything like its current level for more than 20 million years. So (he concluded)
the geologists and paleontologists-who are, after all, mere "stamp collectors" and not real scientists-have, demonstrably, drawn a false conclusion
from their fossils and sedimentary layers.
Lord Kelvin's calculations were (I understand) correct: Given his premise
about the mechanism of solar radiation, his conclusion follows. Twentiethcentury nuclear physics, however, has supplied the real mechanism of solar
radiation, and we now know that Kelvin's premise and conclusion were
both wrong and that the conclusion the despised "stamp collectors" drew
from the fossil record was right. Even in the nineteenth century, however, it
would have been possible to show that Kelvin's premise and conclusion
were not indisputable. Even within the confines of classical physics, it
would have been possible to tell "just-so stories" according to which the
sun has been shining for hundreds of millions of years. Here is the beginning of one: The sun is made up of rapidly spinning atoms; continual collisions between these atoms result in their kinetic energy of rotation being
gradually transformed into radiant energy.
If one continues the story by specifying (for some particular moment in
the past) the right average rotational kinetic energy for the solar atoms and

the right average linear velocity and mean free path of the atoms between
collisions and the right average loss of rotational kinetic energy in each collision, the resulting filledCout story will have the consequence that the sun
has been producing light and heat at its present level for hundreds of millions of years-or for any period one likes.
This is, of course, a "just-so story": Although it serves to establish a possibility, it isn't true. In fact-as Kelvin would certainly have been quick to
point out-it's a preposterous story, for no imaginable physical mechanism
could have produced the initial conditions (the enormous rotational kinetic
energy of the-solar atoms) the story postulates. And yet, in a way, the story
is true. There is one very abstract-and very important-feature that the
sun-in-the-story shares with the real sun: Most of the energy that the sun
gives off in the form of light and heat was not stored before it was radiated
as gravitational potential energy, but rather was stored in the inner dynamics of the atoms of which the sun is composed (in the story, as kinetic energy of rotation; in the real world, as nuclear binding energy).
I am inclined now to think of the description that I gave in "The Possibility of Resurrection"of how an omnipotent being could accomplish the
Resurrection of the Dead as a "just-so story": Although it serves to establish a possibility, it probably isn't true. (And it is easy to see why someone
might think it was preposterous, although it might be questioned whether
any of us is in an epistemic position to make a judgment of this sort.) But I
am also inclined to think that even if the story is not true, even if it gets the
"mechanism" of Resurrection wrong, it nevertheless is true-in a way.
That is, I am inclined to think that even if the story is wrong about the
specifics of the Resurrection, the Resurrection-in-the-story, like the sun-inthe-story, nevertheless shares some important but very abstract feature of
the real thing. My inclination is to believe that God will somehow-in the
way I have imagined or in some way I lack the conceptual resources to
imagine, "in this way or some other"-preserve a remnant of each person,
a gumnos k6kkos (a naked kernel: 1 Cor. 15:37), which will be sown in
corruption and raised in incorruption.
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