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Resurrecting Easter
How the West Lost and the  

East Kept the Original Easter Vision 

by  
John Dominic Crossan and  

Sarah Sexton Crossan

PROLOGUE

 1. Resurrecting Easter notes that a description of the resur-
rection of Christ “as it is actually happening” never actu-
ally appears in the Gospels (p. 2). Before reading this 
chapter, had you noticed that the details of the resurrec-
tion event weren’t in the Bible? Was this surprising?

 2. Prior to reading this book, did you think of the resurrec-
tion in terms of the “individual resurrection tradition” or 
the “universal resurrection tradition” (p. 3)? Why?
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CHAPTER 1:  
TRAVELS IN THE REALMS OF GOLD

 1. Figure 1.3 begins the realization that there is a differ-
ence in how the East and West depict the resurrection. 
What strikes you most about this image? What is unex-
pected? What is familiar?

 2. “Ana-stasis is a Greek word that literally means ‘up- 
rising.’ ‘Interesting,’ we  think. ‘The Resurrection as an 
uprising . . . but by whom and with whom, for what 
and against what’ ”? (p. 14). What were your first 
impressions of this translation? How might thinking of 
the resurrection of Christ as an “up-rising” challenge or 
enlarge your own understanding of this pivotal 
moment in Christian history?

 3. “We were beginning to glimpse . . . an artistic and theo-
logical chasm opening up between the standard West-
ern Resurrection and the standard Eastern Anastasis as 
disparate visions of Christ’s Resurrection” (p. 22). How 
did Christianity produce such “disparate visions of 
Christ’s Resurrection”? How would you describe the  
differences between these two visions?

CHAPTER 2:  
“THE GUARDS TOLD EVERYTHING THAT HAD HAPPENED”

 1. “Crucifixion and Resurrection—whether individual or 
universal—are a dialectic, like the twin sides of a coin 
that can be distinguished but never separated” (p. 32). 
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In your own mind, how do you understand the interre-
lation between crucifixion and resurrection?

 2. “This emphasis on the guarded tomb appears in all four 
types of Christ’s individual resurrection tradition. But 
why were the guards so important iconographically? 
They often compete with Christ himself for pictorial 
space and focal interest. Why not just skip them and 
focus on Christ emerging from or hovering above his 
abandoned tomb?” (p. 39). How does Resurrecting Easter 
answer this question? What do you make of the answer?

 3. Observe the differences between Figures 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 
and 2.8. Why take so much time to track the depiction 
of Jesus in the individual resurrection? 

CHAPTER 3:  
“THE CAVE OF THE ANASTASIS”

  1. “What happens when ‘Anastasis’ is not just an event 
described in a text or depicted in an image, but a place 
that can be experienced physically, indeed as one you 
can enter and exit as Christ did then in history and 
does now in liturgy?” (p. 48). What would it be like for 
you to be in the “space” of Christ’s resurrection? What 
might that experience illuminate about the resurrection?

 2. Resurrecting Easter describes “a moment of icono-
graphic irony” (pp. 58–59). What is this moment? 
What makes it ironic? Why mention it here?
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CHAPTER 4:  
“HE DID NOT RISE ALONE”

 1. Pages 68 to 72 turn to the Gospel of Nicodemus to 
explore the identity of “the saints who had fallen 
asleep” in Matthew 27:52. Why do they do this? What 
can we learn about these people from that text?

 2. “The Resurrection of Christ is the triumph of all 
humanity over death, and of the Earth itself over dese-
cration” (p. 72). Is this how you were taught to under-
stand the resurrection? Why or why not?

CHAPTER 5:  
“SO THAT POSTERITY MIGHT BE AMAZED  

BY THE LAVISHNESS”

 1. Observe Figures 5.6 to 5.9 on pages 82 to 83. How do 
these images from Grimaldi’s drawings tell us about the 
evolution of the universal resurrection depictions?

 2. “In those first three extant examples of the universal  
resurrection tradition, it appears as already basically 
complete with Christ, Hades, Adam, and Eve” (p. 83). 
Why do Hades, Adam, and Eve join Christ in these 
examples of the universal resurrection tradition? What 
do they each represent, according to Resurrecting Easter?

 3. “By the year 700, we have two divergent and competing 
direct images for the actual moment of Christ’s Resur-
rection and the content of Easter’s icon” (p. 86). In your 
own words, describe how this happened. 
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CHAPTER 6:  
“THE ANASTASIS, THE JOY OF THE WORLD”

 1. The origins of the Anastasis iconography lie in the 
“imagery on imperial coinage” (p. 94). How is that 
claim supported? Do you see the connections as you 
observe Figures 6.3a through 6.4b?

 2. The Christian image of the universal resurrection “is 
the victory of Christ as both trampling down Hades/
death in conquest and raising up Adam/humanity in 
liberation” (pp. 94–95). Which of these most closely 
resembles your own understanding of the resurrection? 
How so?

CHAPTER 7:  
“RISE UP, O LORD; DO NOT FORGET THE OPPRESSED”

 1. Writing about the Khludov Psalter’s “Anastasis” images 
the book asks, “What does it mean that both individual 
and universal resurrection traditions are here called by 
the same name? And especially, what does the numeri-
cal preponderance of individual over universal images 
indicate?” (p. 105). What is at stake here?

 2. At this point in the research process, we “hesitate to see 
any deliberate transition from universal to individual 
resurrection tradition in the Khludov Psalter” (p. 107). 
With what two reasons do the authors defend this claim?
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CHAPTER 8:  
TO THE HOLY MOUNTAIN

 1. “Only the tomb edifice itself is consistently present in 
each and every individual resurrection scene in both 
the Khludov and Pantokrator Psalters. All else—even 
Christ himself—may be omitted, but not that specifi-
cally shaped tomb” (p. 122). Why was the tomb so 
important to those designing these images?

 2. Resurrecting Easter describes the impact of Islam on 
these images (pp. 123–125). From what you have read 
so far in this book, how would you describe the rela-
tionship between historical setting and iconography? 
How do they seem to inform each other? Can you 
think of any contemporary examples to illustrate this 
relationship?

CHAPTER 9:  
“LET NOW THE ANGELIC CHOIR OF HEAVEN EXULT”

 1. In the Diocesan Museum at the eleventh-century 
Cathedral of St. Matthew in Salerno, Italy, the Crossans 
discover a scroll from around 1250 CE that “divides the 
Anastasis into two images with Trampling Down sepa-
rated from Leading Out . . . We have never seen this 
mode of separation before, and we think of it as a Split 
Anastasis” (p. 130, Figure 9.3a). What are the main dif-
ferences between this Anastasis and the others they 
have seen before?
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 2. There are two “paradigm shifts within the universal res-
urrection tradition” in the five scrolls surveyed in this 
chapter (p. 137). What are these two shifts, and what 
difference do they make for how the meaning of the 
resurrection is expressed?

CHAPTER 10:  
“THE VICTORY OF SO GREAT A KING”

 1. Resurrecting Easter briefly traces the “full, deliberate 
transition in Easter imagery from Christ’s universal  
resurrection to Christ’s individual resurrection in West-
ern Christianity” (p. 142). In your own words, how did 
this transition happen? Do you see it as described when 
you examine the artwork?

 2. The West’s solution for “handling the universal resur-
rection once its individual version moves from Christ’s 
symbolic to his physical presence” is to “accept the full 
traditional universal resurrection image and simply 
rename it as the ‘Descent into Hell,’ the ‘Harrowing of 
Hell,’ or the ‘Descent into Hades/Hell/Limbo’ ” (p. 146). 
Why was this done? What did this change?

CHAPTER 11:  
“O DWELLERS IN THE DUST, AWAKE AND SING FOR JOY!”

 1. “In Universal Type 3, Trampling Down, Raising Up/
Leading Out, and Facing Viewer, [Christ] looks straight 
out quite deliberately at you, the viewer. His look 
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announces that, here and now, you too are a member of 
humanity, a descendant of Adam and Eve, a participant 
in the universal resurrection” (p. 154). Do you see 
yourself as a “participant in the universal resurrection”? 
Why or why not? How might this third type of image 
help you place yourself in the story in a fresh way?

 2. “Is the individual resurrection tradition or the universal 
resurrection tradition in greater continuity and closer 
conformity with the vision of Easter in the New Testa-
ment?” (p. 167). How would you answer this question?

CHAPTER 12:  
“DECLARED SON OF GOD WITH POWER BY THE 

RESURRECTION OF THE DEAD ONES”

 1.  “The Eastern image of Christ’s universal resurrection is 
in closer conformity to and continuity with the original 
Christian-Jewish meaning of ‘Resurrection’ than is the 
Western—contradictory—image of Jesus’s individual 
resurrection” (p. 175). Do you agree with this? Why or 
why not?

 2. “The East retained and the West rejected the original 
Easter vision” (p. 175). According to Resurrecting Eas-
ter, how did this happen?
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CHAPTER 13:  
“SO HOPE FOR A GREAT SEA-CHANGE”

 1. “Granted that our species can now destroy itself atomi-
cally, biologically, chemically, demographically, and 
ecologically—and is only up to e in the alphabet—what 
does Anastasis offer to Evolution?” (p. 184). Prior to 
reading this chapter, had you ever considered the rela-
tionship between the resurrection and evolution? Why 
or why not?

  2. “Easter’s universal vision speaks not just within Chris-
tianity, but within human evolution” (p. 184). How 
does this happen? Do you agree?

FINAL QUESTIONS

 1. How has reading this book shaped your understanding 
of the resurrection? 

 2. How has reading this book shaped your understanding 
of the power of art in general and religious art in par-
ticular?

 3. While reading this book, did you find that you gravi-
tated toward one type of or one particular resurrection 
image? If so, why is that?


