IS CHRISTIANITY TRUE? THE EXISTENCE OF GOD, THE DISCOVERIES
OF SCIENCE, AND A CLOSING ARGUMENT FOR THE RESURRECTION
by
William C. Griesbach*
Christianity teaches that we are made for eternal happiness—for heaven—
that we lost our way, and that God will stop at nothing to win us back, including
becoming one of us and suffering death. In the words of St. John the Evangelist,
“God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten son.” John 3:16. If true,
it would be difficult to think of a more important fact to know about ourselves
and those around us. Believing it to be true, C. S Lewis declared in his famous
sermon The Weight of Glory:
There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere
mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilization—these are mortal, and
their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we
joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit—immortal horrors or
everlasting splendours.1
Of course, many people in the world of today find Christianity’s teachings
impossible to believe. Especially for those immersed in the popular culture of the
West, it is difficult to understand how any modern, educated person could
believe God became man, let alone that he rose from the dead. After all, as
Justice Antonin Scalia observed in his speech to this organization at its
inaugural dinner ten years ago, to the modern mind “the notion that the Creator
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should become a man is as unsophisticated as the notion that Zeus should
become a bull.”2 And let's not even go near this idea of a virgin birth. Yet,
according to a 2016 Rasmussen poll, 77% of Americans believe that Jesus rose
from the dead.3 Are they all simply ignorant and/or gullible?
The place to begin in trying to defend this belief, of course, is not with
whether God became man and rose from the dead, but rather with the question
whether there’s a God in the first place, one of the so-called “preambles of the
faith.”4 For it makes no sense to talk of God becoming man unless God actually
exists. On this question, my own impression is that it is getting more and more
difficult to remain a hardcore atheist.
Richard Dawkins, in his book The Blind Watchmaker, said “Darwin made
it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist.”5 As the title of an article that
appeared last year at the Federalist website suggests, however, many scientists
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are no longer so sure that Darwinism6 is really up to such a task. The article,
entitled “Why One-Third of Scientists Now Question Darwin,” notes that
“[c]urrent estimates are that approximately one-third of professional academic
biologists who do not believe in intelligent design find Darwin's theory is
inadequate to describe all of the complexity in biology.”7 The article cites a
controversial 2014 letter to Nature, an international weekly science journal, as
the first sign of “mounting concern, however slow and cautious, among
thoughtful professional biologists,” and goes on to note that “[o]ther works by
atheist authors like ‘What Darwin Got Wrong’ and ‘Mind and Cosmos’ find ‘fatal
flaws’ in the theory and assert it is ‘almost certainly false.’”
Though perhaps growing, the concern over whether naturalistic causes
can account for life is not really new. Many scientists have long questioned
whether the billions of years since the earth formed are enough time for Darwin’s
theory of random mutation and natural selection to have arrived at the now
scientifically established complexity of even a single cell organism, a complexity
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that Darwin could never have imagined. The first problem is that Darwin's theory
assumes a living organism capable of reproduction already in existence. Until
such an organism actually exists, there can be no random mutations for nature
to select. Second is the sheer complexity of a living organism. To Darwin, writing
in the nineteenth century, the cell was a black box containing undifferentiated
protoplasm, the basic substance of living material, and thus responsible for all
living processes. Now, as a result of advances in microbiology, we know that even
the simplest single cell organism, with its many molecular components, is more
irreducibly complex than the most technologically advanced factory or machine
of today.8
To buy more time for Darwin’s process of random mutation and natural
selection to work its miracle, Nobel Prize winning scientist and co-discoverer of
the structure of DNA Francis Crick came up with a theory called “directed panspermia.” The theory holds that an advanced extraterrestrial civilization,
possibly facing extinction, sent primitive life forms to earth in a spaceship. Crick
speculated that the spaceship builders couldn’t come themselves because of the
enormous time required for interstellar travel, so they seeded the earth with
bacteria capable of surviving the voyage and the severe conditions that would
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have greeted them upon arrival on prehistoric earth. A less incredible version of
the theory eliminates the extraterrestrial intelligence part and speculates that
the bacteria could have been transported to earth by asteroids. Both theories
amount to little more than rank speculation, however, seemingly justified only
by the need to offer some explanation other than the dreaded “God” cause. They
also just push the materialists’ problem of how you get life from inanimate matter
off to another planet. British astronomer Fred Hoyle captured the magnitude of
the problem vividly in this analogy: that a living organism emerged by chance
from a pre-biotic soup is about as likely as that “a tornado sweeping through a
junkyard might assemble a Boeing 747 from the materials therein.”9
Then there's the cosmological argument and the anthropic principle. In his
1996 book God The Evidence: The Reconciliation of Faith and Reason in a
Postsecular World, former atheist Patrick Glynn says that before he actually
began studying the question, he “simply assumed that religious belief had
become impossible for rational human beings in the modern era, a fact that one
accepted with a certain melancholy and nostalgia for previous ages when it was
still possible for ‘men’ to believe.”10 This assumption, he writes, “reflected the

Johnson, Phillip E., Darwin On Trial (2d ed. 1993) at pg. 106. For those interested, Johnson
uses his skill as a Berkeley law professor specializing in the logic of arguments to take readers
through the evidence, as he carefully analyzes the materialistic claims and scientific pretension
that mask the professional uncertainty the federalist article references.
9

Glynn, Patrick, God, The Evidence: The Reconciliation of Faith and Reason in a Postsecular
World, pg. 4 (Prima Publishing 1997).
10

5

confidence of the intellectual world that modern science had destroyed all
rational foundation for the religious worldview.”11 Notwithstanding the
philosophical and theological consensus of earlier times that the world was
inexplicable without God, Glynn notes that for the past several centuries,
scientific exploration seemed to be taking us down precisely the
opposite road---toward an ever more mechanistic, impersonal, and
random view of the universe. Twentieth century intellectuals had
commonly spoken of the “random universe.” The predominant view
of modern philosophers and intellectuals was that human life had
come about essentially by accident, the by-product of brute,
material forces randomly churning over the eons.12
This modernist view started to change, Glynn says, in the 1960s when
“scientists began to notice a strange connection among a number of otherwise
unexplained coincidences in physics.”13 They began to realize that “many
mysterious values and relationships in physics could be explained by one
overriding fact: Such values had been necessary for the creation of life.”14
Glynn starts his discussion of this change with the “big bang” theory, the
now generally accepted idea that the universe, as we know it, originated in a
primeval atom that in essence exploded out from an initial point giving rise to
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the expanding universe in which we find ourselves today.15 He then describes
how scientists have since concluded that the universe seems to be “fine-tuned”
for life. Cambridge astrophysicist and cosmologist Brandon Carter coined the
term “anthropic principle” to describe the fact that “all the seemingly arbitrary
and unrelated constants in physics have one strange thing in common—these
are precisely the values you need if you want to have a universe capable of
producing life.”16 Glynn describes some of the findings that underlay the theory:
Even the most minor tinkering with the value of the fundamental
forces of physics-gravity, electromagnetism, the nuclear strong
force, or the nuclear weak force---would have resulted in an
unrecognizable universe: a universe consisting entirely of helium, a
universe without protons or atoms, a universe without stars, or a
universe that collapsed back in upon itself before the first moments
of its existence were up. Changing the precise ratios of the masses
of subatomic particles in relation to one another would have similar
effects. Even such basics of life as carbon and water depend upon
uncanny “fine-tuning” at the subatomic level, strange coincidences
in values for which physicists had no other explanation.17
Even the idea that the world had a beginning poses a serious problem for
atheists, since it forces them to come up with an other-worldly cause. Theoretical
physicist and cosmologist Lawrence Krauss attempted to solve that problem in
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his book A Universe From Nothing, but as Philosopher Edward Feser points out,
in addition to not understanding metaphysics, Krauss doesn’t seem to know
what “nothing” means.18 One might think that the difficulties of explaining not
only how life and the universe itself came into existence, but also why the
universe appears fine-tuned for life, would cause those intellectually fulfilled
atheists that Dawkins had in mind to question their assumptions. But for many,
it has not. In their effort to deny even the possibility that it all could have started
with an act of creation, scientists like the late Stephen Hawking came up with
the “many worlds” or “multiverse” theory, the idea that there are an infinite
number of other universes or, as the late science popularizer Carl Sagan might
say, “billions and billions” of universes constantly coming into and going out of
existence.19 Thus, the fact that one of those universes—ours—happens to hit
upon the right combination of physical laws to produce the miracle of life isn't a
miracle but a matter of probability over time.
To those not convinced that human knowledge begins and ends with
science, it all seems like a desperate effort to avoid the conclusion that many
with an appreciation for Aristotelean or Thomistic metaphysics arrived at a long
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time ago—that there must be a First Cause or, in other words, a God.20 The
refusal to at least question one’s atheism in light of the most recent scientific
discoveries appears to many the result of a methodological belief that science
must limit its conclusions to material or naturalistic causes. For others, it seems
more an ideological bias against all things leading to God. As to the latter
motivation, Ben Stein's 2008 documentary “Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed”21
offers a series of first-hand accounts that provide a window into the mind-set of
the scientific establishment that bars any challenge to its atheistic “dogma.”
Stein’s documentary also suggests quite ominously where this materialistic view
of the world logically leads. This quote from a Crisis Magazine article about the
fire that destroyed Paris’ Notre Dame Cathedral captures the thrust of Stein’s
answer:
Why does the secular need the sacred? The answer is that the sacred
realm makes sense out of life—a service the state cannot perform for
itself. If there is no fixed transcendent order, everything becomes
relative. Without reference to a higher authority, laws are perceived
as arbitrary impositions of the state. One follows them simply to
avoid the state's penal institutions. As Dostoevsky put it, “If there is
no God everything is permissible.” Likewise, if there is no God, there
is no ultimate standard by which the state itself can be judged.
Hence, the state becomes the ultimate arbiter of what rights you can
and cannot have.22
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George Washington, our nation’s first president, made much the same
point in his Farewell Address to Congress upon the completion of his second
term and return to private life. In words that stand in stark contrast to the
religious jurisprudence of the modern Supreme Court and the view of many of
the political leaders of today, Washington warned:
Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity,
religion and morality are indispensable supports. In vain would that
man claim the tribute of patriotism, who should labor to subvert
these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the
duties of men and citizens. The mere politician, equally with the
pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could
not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it
simply be asked: Where is the security for property, for reputation,
for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths which are
the instruments of investigation in courts of justice? And let us with
caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained
without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of
refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and
experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can
prevail in exclusion of religious principle.23
C. S. Lewis echoed this same understanding in the first of his famous series of
radio addresses to the British nation in the midst of World War II: for there to be
a transcendent moral law, there must be a transcendent moral law giver.24
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In sum, notwithstanding the scientific pretensions of some, the arguments
for the existence of God remain strong and compelling to many, including many
who are highly educated. It has long been and remains the firm teaching of the
Catholic Church “that God, the first principle and last end of all things, can be
known with certainty from the created world by the natural light of human
reason.”25 This does not mean that everyone has either the capacity or the
inclination to reason to a conclusion that they may have already arrived at
intuitively or through personal experience. It does mean, however, that those
who claim that science has proved God does not exist are wrong, and whether
intentionally or not, they are seriously misleading others, especially the young,
about the most fundamental question of life. It is up to each of us to use all of
our faculties as best we are able to answer the ultimate question of whether there
is a God. The arguments in favor of God’s existence, I submit, are quite
compelling. To quote again from Justice Scalia’s speech some ten years ago,
“heck, a First Mover is at least as easy to believe in as a Big Bang triggered by
nothingness.”26
But as the title of this essay suggests, my topic is not only the existence of
God, but also the truth of Christianity. Realizing that there must be a God is
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merely a prerequisite to faith. Once you realize God exists, a second series of
questions arises: What difference does it make? Does He care about us? What
can we know about Him? For what purpose did He create us? Does He have a
plan? The answer to these questions is even further beyond science. As Frank
Sheed explains in his wonderful little book A Map of Life: A Simple Study of the
Catholic Faith, “the scientist can tell us what we are made of—or rather what our
bodies are made of—but he cannot tell us what we are made for; and by
comparison with this altogether vital matter, what he has to say, interesting as
it is, is but trivial.” As for the far more important question of what we are made
for, Sheed continues, “short of God telling us, we cannot be told, we cannot
know” why we are here.27
The essential claim of Christianity, of course, is that God did tell us.
Christians believe that God's Self-revelation, which begins with His promise to
Abraham as recounted in the Old Testament, and continues over thousands of
years with His Chosen People, “our elder brothers in the faith,” culminated in
the birth and life of Christ. But how can we know whether this is true? Well, St.
Paul gave us the test in his First Letter to the Corinthians: “Now if Christ is
preached as raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no
resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ
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has not been raised; if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain
and your faith is in vain.” 1 Corinthians 15:12-14.
There you have it. The resurrection is the key. If Christ has not been
raised, then the Christian faith is false, and we should admit it and move on with
our lives. But if it is true, if Christ did rise from the dead, that fact alone
changes—changed—everything. Christianity is not based on a theory; it is based
on a Person Who Christians claim is God, a claim that is itself based on historical
events that either did or did not occur. And while Christianity’s claim may seem
impossible based on our understanding of nature, we are no longer talking about
mere nature; we talking about a realm beyond nature, or more precisely, a realm
that is supernatural, a subject that far surpasses the meager understanding of
even our greatest scientists and philosophers.
So, how do you decide whether something that supposedly occurred
almost 2,000 years ago actually happened? How do you know whether an alleged
historical fact is true? Well, here's where I thought my forty years of experience,
both as a practicing lawyer and then a judge, in the country’s state and federal
courts might help. Why? Because that's what courts do—they use a formal
procedure with a prescribed set of rules, otherwise known as a trial, to determine
whether allegations of historical fact are true. Is the defendant guilty of the crime
with which he is charged? Or turning to the civil side of the law, did the defendant
run the red light?, or design an unreasonably dangerous product? or breach the
contract? The purpose of a trial is to find the answer to such questions.
13

Of course, trials aren’t used to determine the truth concerning events that
are alleged to have occurred almost two thousand years ago. Except for certain
serious crimes, i.e., murder, we have statutes of limitation that bar any claims
that are too old and dependent upon evidence likely too stale. But our purpose
here is not to punish someone for a crime or award money damages for a wrong;
it is to find out whether our very lives have any meaning or purpose beyond what
we can give them in this life. And we really have no other way of finding an
answer to our question than to assess the evidence in the same way that a jury
does at the conclusion of a trial. Our only alternative is to simply avoid the
question of whether the central claim of Christianity is true. Avoidance of the
most important question we face doesn’t make a lot of sense. So, let’s at least
see where it gets us.
In a trial (other than a trial to the court), a jury is selected to decide the
questions of fact that must be determined in order to resolve the case. A jury
consists of citizens from the court’s geographic jurisdiction who can be fair and
impartial. None of the members of a jury can be a witness to the events in
question, or else they wouldn’t be on the jury; they’d be on one side or the other’s
list of witnesses. So, a jury is in the same position as we are; none of us has any
personal knowledge of whether the Resurrection actually occurred (assuming
none of you has received any private revelation). How do the members of a jury
decide a case? They listen to the testimony of the actual witnesses to the events
in question, and other relevant evidence, such as the defendant’s confession, or
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the discovery of the stolen goods in a search of the defendant’s home. And then,
aided by the closing arguments of the attorneys, they try to figure out which
witnesses are telling the truth.
At the beginning of a trial, the judge usually instructs the jurors that
perhaps the most important job they have is to assess the credibility of
witnesses—to determine who’s telling the truth in whole, in part, or not at all.
Unless they first do that, the jurors cannot begin to decide the case. At the end
of the trial, the judge gives the jury an instruction that tells how to determine
credibility, but it’s really a matter of common sense and experience. Here’s what
a typical instruction says:
CREDIBILITY OF WITNESSES
Part of your job as jurors is to decide how believable each witness
was, and how much weight to give each witness’ testimony. You may
accept all of what a witness says, or part of it, or none of it. Some
factors you may consider include:
- the age of the witness;
- the intelligence of the witness;
- the witness’ ability and opportunity to see, hear, or know the things
the witness testified about;
- the witness’ memory;
- the witness’ demeanor;
- whether the witness had any bias, prejudice, or other reason to lie
or slant the testimony;
- the truthfulness and accuracy of the witness’ testimony in light of
the other evidence presented; and
- inconsistent or consistent statements or conduct by the witness.
The first thing we need to ask ourselves, then, is whether there are any
witnesses to the Resurrection. There obviously aren’t any witnesses still alive,
15

given the amount of time that has passed. Nor were there any witnesses to the
Resurrection itself; the tomb, except for the body of Jesus, was empty and sealed
at the time the Resurrection actually occurred. But there were many witnesses
to the events surrounding the Resurrection—to the crucifixion and death of
Jesus, and to his appearances and activities after his death. They include his
apostles and disciples. This quotation from 1 Corinthians that immediately
precedes Paul’s test of the faith quoted above, gives some idea of the numbers:
Now, I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I preached to you
the gospel, which you received, in which you stand, by which you
are saved, if you hold fast–unless you believed in vain. For I delivered
to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died
for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared
to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five
hundred brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive, though
some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all of
the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also
to me. 1 Corinthians 15:1-8.
We also have the account in the four gospels, as well as the Acts of the
Apostles and the Epistles, and these writings are clearly intended to present
eyewitness accounts. John is explicit as he ends his gospel with the statement:
“This is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things and who has written
these things; and we know that his testimony is true.” John 21:24. Similarly,
Luke begins his gospel account with this statement: “Inasmuch as many have
undertaken to compile a narrative of the things which have been accomplished
among us, just as they were delivered to us by those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word, it seemed good to me also, having
16

followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you,
most excellent Theophilus, that you may know the truth concerning the things
of which you have been informed.” Luke 1:1-4. Luke similarly begins his account
of the early Church in Acts by recalling Jesus’ resurrection and his commission
to his apostles just before his Ascension when he tells them that “you shall be
my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the
earth.” Acts 1:1-9. Peter, too, in his first letter opens with a declaration that
having been “born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ
from the dead,” 1 Peter 1:3, and identifies himself as “a witness to the sufferings
of Christ as well as a partaker in the glory that is to be revealed.” 1 Peter 5:1.
This emphasis on the importance of the testimony of witnesses reveals a
clear intent on the part of the writers to pass on what they were claiming as real,
not merely a hope or aspiration. One can also see in the gospel accounts the
authors’ realization that what they were claiming required strong evidence to be
believed. After all, they were claiming a person who died came back to life. Even
Jesus’ disciples didn't believe he had risen when Mary Magdalene first reported
it: “When they heard that he was alive and had been seen by her, they would not
believe it.” Mark 16:11. And, of course, who could forget “doubting Thomas,” who
when told by the others that they had “seen the Lord,” responded that he would
not believe “unless I see in his hands the print of the nails, and place my finger
in the mark of the nails, and place my hand in his side”? John 20:25.
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Another fact that becomes clear from reading the gospels is that, contrary
to the modern claim that the resurrection was added on long after Jesus's death,
it was really the central event. According to one estimate, one fourth of each of
the gospels focuses on the 72-hour period of his entire life: his Passion and
Resurrection, and much of the rest explicitly leads up to that event. Thus, those
who view Jesus as simply an influential moral teacher are missing the point. It
wasn't his moral teaching that led to the reordering of history around the date of
his birth.28
Nor can it be reasonably argued that the gospels were not intended to be
historical, or biographical, accounts of Jesus’ life and death. To be sure, myths
or symbolic stories are one of the literary styles used in some of the books of the
Bible, but that is not the style of the gospels. These accounts are not fairy tales
that begin in a “time long, long ago” and in “a land far, far away.” Matthew states
that the birth of Christ took place in the Town of Bethlehem in Judea when Herod
was King. Matthew 2:1-5. And Luke tells us that Jesus began his public life “in
the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor
of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of
the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene the highpriesthood of Annas and Caiaphas . . ..” Luke 3:1–3. One does not usually
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provide these kinds of geographical and historical details as to time and place
when he's telling a fairy tale or making up a myth.
It is also worth noting that several non-Christian contemporaneous
historians confirm at least some of the basic facts of the gospel accounts. The
Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, who was born four years after the
resurrection, is considered “the most comprehensive primary source on Jewish
history that has survived from antiquity, and done so virtually intact despite its
voluminous nature (the equivalent of 12 volumes).”29 Among the early accounts
attributed to him, not without dispute, is the following:
At this time there was a wise man called Jesus, and his conduct was
good, and he was known to be virtuous. Many people among the
Jews and the other nations became his disciples. Pilate condemned
him to be crucified and to die. But those who had become his
disciples did not abandon his discipleship. They reported that he
had appeared to them three days after his crucifixion and that he
was alive. Accordingly, he was perhaps the Messiah, concerning
whom the prophets have reported wonders. And the tribe of the
Christians, so named after him, has not disappeared to this day.30
According to Paul Meier, a professor of ancient history, passages from Josephus,
“along with other non-biblical, non-Christian references to Jesus in secular firstcentury sources—among them Tacitus (Annals 15:44), Suetonius (Claudius 25),
and Pliny the Younger (Letter to Trajan)—prove conclusively that any denial of
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Jesus’ historicity is maundering sensationalism by the uninformed and/or the
dishonest.”31
So let’s now turn to how a jury would assess the credibility of the witnesses
to the resurrection we’ve identified, beginning with the first three factors in the
jury instruction quoted above–the age and intelligence of the witnesses, and their
ability and opportunity to see, hear, or know the things the witness testified
about. Our original eyewitnesses were adult men and women who, though not
formally educated in the sense we think of today, certainly knew the difference
between life and death. There were no machines at that time that could maintain
a body’s vital functions long after its ability to do so on its own had ceased and
thereby cloud the line between life and death. Then, as today, people certainly
understood that when you're dead, you're dead, and once you’re dead, you do
not get up, walk around, talk with your friends, and sit down with them for a
meal. Yet this is exactly what the Apostles and early Christians were claiming
Jesus did after his brutal death by crucifixion.
Christ’s disciples were far closer to the actual events than we are. The fact
that they were simple and unsophisticated makes it even less likely they would
concoct such a strange story. They knew Jesus well as a person, some having
followed him for the three years of his public life. Their testimony is not based
on a one-time fleeting glimpse of a person running away from a crime scene in
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the dark of night. All of Jerusalem was aware of, and many watched, Jesus’
horrible death. And as recounted in Paul’s letters, Acts and elsewhere, Jesus
wasn’t seen thereafter by one person, but by many, even hundreds, on multiple
occasions over the forty days before his Ascension. The witnesses thus had the
ability and opportunity to see, hear, and know the things they testified about.
As for their memory and whether they would likely recall the event,
someone rising from the dead is not the kind of occurrence one would forget.
Some biblical skeptics argue that by the time they were written down, the
eyewitness accounts of Jesus life, death and alleged resurrection were completely
distorted from the original accounts. They analogize the process to the game of
“telephone” in which a message is passed on through a long line of people until
at the end it bears little resemblance to the original.32 The analogy makes no
sense here, however, given the number of people who claimed to have seen the
risen Christ. In addition, Jesus’ death first shocked and demoralized his
followers, and his multiple appearances thereafter amazed them and changed
their lives forever. People don’t forget events that have that kind of impact on
their lives and the lives of so many others. Moreover, they were expressly
commissioned to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
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observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the
close of the age.” Matthew 28:19-20. They would have wanted to get it right.
The fifth credibility factor, the witness’ demeanor, refers to the way a
witness appears when he testifies. Is he looking down and trying to avoid eye
contact? Is he sweating, or does he appear unduly nervous? Is he answering
questions in a clear, confident voice? Obviously, we can’t personally observe the
demeanor of witnesses who are long dead and buried. But we can get some idea
of what their demeanor must have been like from looking at the impact their
testimony had on the people who did see and hear them.
We can see from Acts that people who saw and heard what the apostles
said clearly believed them and thought they were telling the truth. On the day of
Pentecost, we are told Peter and the other apostles went out into the market
place and told all the people gathered there of the death and resurrection of
Jesus, saying that they crucified the chosen one of God. According to the account
in Acts, those who heard were “cut to the heart and said to Peter and the rest of
the apostles, ‘Brethren, what shall we do?’” Acts 2:37. Peter said to them,
“Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the
forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirt.” Acts
2:38. The account continues, “So those who received his word were baptized,
and there were added that day about three thousand souls.” Acts 2:41. In a later
chapter, on another occasion of Peter’s public testimony, we are told “many of
those who heard the word believed; and the number of the men came to about
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five thousand.” Acts 4:4. Though perhaps exaggerated, these accounts suggest
the forcefulness with which the early gospel was preached.
Peter and the rest of the apostles became so popular that the authorities
feared riots if they punished them. Acts 4:21. The other apostles, and Paul in
particular, moving out from Jerusalem to the known world met with similar
success, starting communities of believers everywhere they went. Sociologist of
religion Rodney Stark describes the rapid growth of Christianity in his book The
Rise of Christianity.33 Stark estimates that for the first three centuries,
Christianity grew at roughly a rate of 40 percent per decade. He maintains that
the Emperor Constantine did not so much ensure Christianity’s success as
acknowledge it. In Stark’s view, Constantine's conversion would be better seen
as a response to the massive exponential wave in progress, not its cause.”34
Stark concludes that “the primary means of [Christianity’s] growth was through
the united and motivated efforts of the growing numbers of Christian believers,
who invited their friends, relatives, and neighbors to share the ‘good news’.”35
The remarkable and rapid growth of Christianity in its early years strongly
suggests that the demeanor of the original witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection was
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quite convincing. Pope Benedict XVI makes this point in part two of his threepart series, Jesus of Nazareth:
Indeed, the apostolic preaching with all its boldness and passion
would be unthinkable unless the witnesses had experienced a real
encounter, coming to them from outside, with something entirely
new and unforeseen, namely, the self-revelation and verbal
communication of the risen Christ. Only a real event of a radically
new quality could possibly have given rise to the apostolic preaching,
which cannot be explained on the basis of speculations or inner,
mystical experiences. In all its boldness and originality, it draws life
from the impact of an event that no one had invented, an event that
surpassed all that could be imagined.36
Perhaps the most important factor to consider in assessing the credibility
of witnesses at a trial is whether they had any reason to fabricate their story.
Have they shown any bias or prejudice? What benefit did they get or what harm
did they avoid by telling everyone that Jesus rose from the dead if it was not
true? In a trial, you need strong corroboration if you intend the testimony of a
witness who received something of value or “got a great deal” to help your case.
Well, did any of our witnesses “get a deal”?
As far as we can tell, Jesus’ apostles and disciples got nothing but
hardship, at least in this world, and some were even tortured and killed. Keep in
mind, Christianity was not a powerful, warlike religion that rewarded its
followers with plunder and sexual slaves on the one hand, and punished those
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who rejected it with slavery or death on the other. Its message was salvation
through suffering and self-sacrifice, and it had a stricter moral code than
certainly the pagan religions of the day. In a genuine counter-cultural way, it
lifted the status of women with its teachings about Mary; Jesus’ close friendships
with Martha, Mary and other women; and its prohibition of polygamy, and
divorce and remarriage. Beginning with the stoning of St. Stephen shortly after
Pentecost, with St. Paul initially leading the way, and continuing up into present
times, the martyrs are innumerable. The apostles left everything behind to follow
Jesus, and tradition has it that all but one of the apostles died a martyr's death.
Unlike more recent times, a person living in the first century could not start up
a new religion and hit the airwaves as a televangelist in a money-making
enterprise. Why would the apostles and the disciples tell such a story and risk
their lives for it if it was not true?
Another factor to consider in assessing the credibility of a witness’ account
of an event at a trial is how the witness describes his own conduct. In a criminal
trial, for example, the prosecutor will often call as a witness a “snitch” who was
involved in the same crime as the defendant but is now trying to curry favor with
the government for a lesser sentence. If the witness tries to minimize his own
involvement or appear heroic, he is far less credible than a witness who admits
his own criminal conduct. The same consideration comes into play in other
areas. How believable do people find the hagiographies of cult leaders like the
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“Fearless Leaders” of North Korea or Stalinist Russia? Now, consider how the
witnesses to Jesus' death and resurrection are portrayed in the biblical accounts.
All of the apostles except John, run away at the first sign of danger. Jesus’
closest friends can't even stay awake with him as he prays in the garden waiting
for Judas to betray him. Peter, the “Rock” on whom the Church is to be built,
when he’s not bragging about how he won’t allow anything happen to Jesus,
denies even knowing him three times during the show trial before Caiaphas and
the high priests, and then runs away weeping. It’s the women and the youngest
among them who remain with Jesus to the end. And then, even when Jesus rises
from the dead, the apostles are embarrassingly slow to realize what has
happened, despite the fact he’d been dropping hints all along. The first to
discover that he has been raised are women, who would not have been
considered ideal witnesses in first century Jewish culture. When they tell the
men, as already noted, some don’t believe it. When they finally do realize that
Jesus has been raised, they hide themselves in a back room fearing for their own
safety. That these inconvenient and embarrassing facts appear throughout adds
to the credibility of the gospel accounts. They are not the kinds of details the
disciples would include about themselves if they were making it all up.
These facts not only cut against the argument that Jesus’ apostles and
disciples concocted the story of the Resurrection, but also the idea that the
resurrection was the product of wish fulfillment, a mass hallucination, or the
inability to accept the reality that Jesus was dead. People who are psychologically
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unable to accept the fact their leader died do not express disbelief upon first
being told he is alive. They do not insist on touching the wounds in his hands
and placing their hand in the hole in his side before they will believe; they already
think he's alive. And hundreds of people do not share the same hallucination
over a forty-day period.
Next, let’s consider “the inconsistent or consistent statements or conduct
by the witness[es].” Though there are differences in the details in each of the
gospel accounts of Jesus’ death and resurrection, each tells basically the same
story. He was tortured and crucified by the Roman authorities at the insistence
of the leaders of the Jews and an assembled mob. He died, was placed in a tomb,
and rose on the third day. The differences in details throughout the gospels
reflect the fact that the accounts were written down by different people for
different audiences with different perspectives at different times. A good lawyer
would argue that the differences in details add to the credibility of the essential
story because they show that the witnesses did not get together and make sure
their stories matched before telling it to the police or testifying in court. Juries
typically see through rehearsed testimony. As far as the conduct of the witnesses,
we’ve pretty much covered that. Leaving all you own behind and going out to
spread the “Good News,” at the risk of being laughed at, at best, but more likely
tortured and even killed, is not the kind of thing people do if they are making up
a story. This is especially true for simple and unsophisticated people with no
history or experience of public speaking.
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Finally, our jury instruction tells us to consider “the truthfulness and
accuracy of the witness’ testimony in light of the other evidence presented.”
What other evidence is there? Well, how about the many prophecies in the Old
Testament pointing to Christ? As Jesus explains to the two disciples on the road
to Emmaus, “O foolish men, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets
have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and
enter into his glory?” Luke 24:25–26. Luke continues: “And beginning with Moses
and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things
concerning himself.” Luke 24:27. It is difficult to read Isaiah, especially chapter
53, verses 3–5, and not see a foreshadowing of Jesus. This is why the Catechism,
quoting St. Augustine, tells us “The New Testament lies hidden in the Old and
the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.”37 Scripture scholars are especially
adept at explaining how the events of the New Testament are foreshadowed
throughout the old.38
We may also want to consider the rapid spread and two-thousand-year
history of Christianity, the creation of universities and hospitals, the amazing
intellectual tradition of philosophy and theology, and the end of such barbaric
practices as human sacrifice, infanticide, chattel slavery and the subjugation of
women. Mindful of how shocking this last statement might seem to those
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educated and immersed in our post-modern, secular culture in which the
Church is all too often portrayed as the enemy of education, science, human
freedom, and democracy, you may wish to consider the other side of the story as
told by historian Thomas E. Woods, Jr., in his book How the Catholic Church
Built Western Civilization, and others.39 The more classically educated might also
consider the fact that today, the Church appears to stand as the strongest
defender of reason in a world seemingly made blind by post-modernism and
scientism to the higher truths about the human person and human freedom.40
Lastly, we might consider post resurrection miracles. On this last point, I
must admit that in the past I did not personally find miracles and private
revelation very convincing, since the psychological forces at work on the human
mind are difficult to discount if one did not personally witness the event in
question. But having read more about some of these events, in particular the
still existing tilma that Juan Diego wore and that bears the imprint of the
mystical Lady of Guadelupe he met outside Mexico City in the sixteenth century,
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some of the medical miracles at Lourdes, the miracle of Fatima,41 and the socalled “incorruptibles,”42 I'm less confident of my skepticism. Like most
Catholics, my faith does not depend on the truth of any of these later miracles,
but it is difficult to dismiss all of them.
None of this is to deny the evil that has been done by Christians, even
popes, bishops and priests professing to be acting in the name of the Church.
As others have pointed out, the best arguments against Catholicism and
Christianity in general are Catholics and Christians in particular. But that just
means that Jesus did not change human nature or take away free will. The
Church claims to be an institution that is both human and divine. The human
part is all too often plainly and sadly visible; it is the divine part that is hard to
see at times. To see that part, we need to look at what the Church teaches and
the lives of the saints, those who not only profess belief but have lived lives that
reflect the teachings of Jesus. We should also be careful not to uncritically accept
all of the accusations about what Catholics and Christians have done in history.
There have been many throughout history who have hated the Church, and they
are especially prominent today. Because the Church's teachings on human
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sexuality are so counter to the prevailing cultural view, the number of people
who despise the Church, especially in the West, has grown.43 Many are only too
willing to exaggerate the number and nature of the sins committed during the
Inquisition, the Crusades, and the so-called “Wars of Religion,” but ignore the
fact that the death counts for officially atheist “workers’ paradises,” or secular
nations where the State takes the place of religion, dwarfs those supposedly
committed by the Church and sincere Christians.
In conclusion, I submit that the evidence for the Resurrection, though not
sufficient to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Jesus rose from the dead, is
more than sufficient for reasonable people to conclude that what the Church has
been teaching for almost 2000 years is not only the "Good News" of all time, but
is true: That Christ has been raised from the dead and our faith is not in vain.
The consistent testimony of the Apostles and the early disciples, and the witness
of their lives given in sacrifice for what they saw and believed, constitute strong
evidence for the Resurrection if one carefully considers the criteria we commonly
use to assess the credibility of witnesses at trial. Those who nevertheless do not
believe may find comfort in the thought that there are no rules other than those
we make up for ourselves and that death brings with it not a final judgment, but
a deep and eternal sleep without even a nightmare to disturb it. But to those
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who accept the testimony of so many who have gone before comes the realization
that we are not the accidental byproducts of an unthinking process that did not
have us in mind, that this life is but prelude to the next, that no one’s life is
insignificant, and that we are made for eternal happiness. May all of us, with
the grace of God, come to see and embrace His plan for us and endeavor to share
the great gift of Faith with those we encounter in our lives.
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