I’m sure most of you are familiar with the story of the passion of Jesus Christ.  This is the story of how Jesus was betrayed by Judas, arrested, presented to Pontius Pilate and sentenced to death, nailed to a cross and died.  He was buried in a stone tomb, and after three days, was resurrected.  The death and resurrection of Jesus is the cornerstone of the Christian religion.  Christians believe that Jesus was God incarnate who was sent here to sacrifice himself on the cross to save them from their sins.  The resurrection is their proof of Jesus’ divinity, and one can only be considered “saved” if they believe in this sacrifice.  After 2000 years, Christianity is the world’s largest religion, when considering all subgroups within it.  Clearly the Biblical story of Christ and the sacrifice he made has touched many people.  

But what if it never happened?  Think about that for a moment.  What if the one event that defines a religion currently followed by over 2 billion people never actually took place?  The ramifications are mind-boggling.  Yet, there is plenty of evidence to be considered that may prove that Jesus survived the crucifixion.  This evidence doesn’t come from scientific theories or the musings of theologians.  And there certainly aren’t many references to Jesus in historian accounts of the time in which he lived.  The most convincing evidence comes from the holy texts of several major world religions, including, most surprisingly, the Christian Bible itself.  But before we get into that, let’s take a look at one very important question: was it possible for anyone to survive a crucifixion?  Crucifixion was torture, not a simple execution.  The victim was tied or nailed to the crossbar while his feet were supported on a block at the base of the cross.  His feet were also tied or nailed to the block.  The weight of the body made breathing difficult and could be managed only by pushing upwards with the legs and feet to relieve the tension in the chest.  Eventually the victim became too weak to push.  When this happened the body slumped, breathing became impossible, and the crucified person died from asphyxiation.  This process usually took about three days.  On occasion, the Romans would break the legs of the victim to remove all strength to maintain the weight of the body, resulting in a much more rapid death.  It would be nearly impossible to find any way to survive such brutal torture.  But there is at least one historical account of a survival.  Noted Jewish historian Josephus wrote that he once came upon a large group of crucified captives that included three of his colleagues.  He successfully begged for mercy for the three from Roman emperor Titus and they were all brought down from their crosses.  Despite receiving immediate medical attention, two of them eventually died, but the third survived.  So we now have proof that survival is possible.  So how would it come to be that Jesus survived?  And could it plausibly have been pulled off?
Let’s turn to the most unlikely source of proof – the Christian gospels.  When Jesus was brought before Pontius Pilate to be sentenced, Pilate made it clear that he did not want Jesus to be crucified, saying that he found he had committed no crime.  In addition, according to the Gospel of Matthew, Pilate’s wife sent word to him that she had suffered much the previous night because she had a dream about Jesus that assured her he was innocent and should be allowed to live.  This suggests that Jesus was never intended to die, as every other time in the Bible where God sends a vision in to someone in a dream, that vision always comes to be.  When the crowd eventually called for Jesus to be crucified, Pilate allowed it to go forward on a Friday with the Sabbath only hours away.  By law, crucifixions were not allowed to take place on the Sabbath, and anyone on the cross had to be taken down by sunset.  The Gospel of John tells that while he was on the cross, Jesus complained that he was thirsty.  A sponge was dipped in vinegar, put on the end of a stick and pressed to Jesus lips.  Within moments, Jesus said “It is finished”, bowed his head, and died.  But was he really dead?  We know that crucifixions normally lasted about three days.  Jesus ended up being on the cross only a few hours.  What exactly was on the sponge that Jesus was offered?  In those days, a sponge soaked in opium, belladonna, and hashish was commonly used as an anesthetic.  After being soaked in the mixture, the sponges would be dried for transport.  When it was time for one to be used, for example as anasthesia for surgery, the sponge was first soaked in liquid to activate the drugs.  It was then placed over the nose and mouth of the person, who would quickly lose consciousness.  The use of such a sponge would be a plausible explanation for the apparent rapid death of Christ.  In addition, being unconscious would drastically reduce the effects of the trauma caused by crucifixion, thus increasing his chance for survival.  Sunset was approaching at this time, and the Roman soldiers broke the legs of the two thieves hanging next to Jesus to quickly bring their deaths.  But since they believed Jesus to be dead, rather than break his legs, one soldier pierced his side with a sword.  According to John’s Gospel, blood and water gushed out.  Had Jesus been truly dead, blood would not have flowed as described.   
As soon as Jesus appeared to be dead, Joseph of Arimathea immediately went to Pontius Pilate to request his body for burial.  Pilate voices surprise that his death came so quickly, but granted permission.  There is one peculiarity about this conversation as recorded in the Gospel of Mark in its original Greek.  When Joseph asks Pilate for Jesus’ body, Mark uses the Greek word “soma”, which refers to a living body.  When Pilate responds, Mark uses the Greek word “ptoma”, which means corpse.  Mark left this discrepancy in the bible for a reason, perhaps because it was well known at the time of his writing that Jesus was not dead.  This distinction was only lost after this Gospel was translated into Latin.  

All of the Gospels record that Jesus was taken to a nearby tomb.  The Gospel of Mark specifies that the tomb was privately owned by Joseph of Arimathea and surrounded by large gardens.  John stresses that Jesus was quickly taken down from the cross and placed in the tomb.  He also states that Joseph returned that night with Nicodemus and brought a very large quantity of myrrh and aloe, almost 100 pounds worth.  Neither were ever used in the embalming process.  While it is possible that these were to be used as fragrances, the amount suggests another purpose.  Both items were known to have medicinal uses.  Aloe is well known for its healing abilities, and myrrh was commonly used to stop bleeding.  Combined into an ointment with some other herbs, they were very likely  used to help Jesus recover from his wounds.  In fact, the ointment was recorded in hundreds of medical books as Marhum-e-Issa, or Ointment of Jesus, and was used to stop blood flow and keep a wound clean and free of infection.  
When Jesus first appeared to his disciples after his burial, he made a point of showing them that he was body and not spirit.  He showed them the wounds in his hands, feet and side.  He ate with them and required sleep.  But if Jesus had been resurrected from the dead into an  immortal body, why would he have need of food or sleep?  And wouldn’t he be in a glorified body, completely healed and ready for eternal life in heaven?  
Two final thoughts on the matter from the Bible.  Deuteronomy Ch. 21 verse 23 states that anyone who dies hanging on a tree is cursed in the sight of God.  If Jesus died on the cross, this would mean that the one Christians call their savior is actually cursed by God.  It is for this exact reason that the Quran states that Jesus was saved from dying on the cross, as it was a death unworthy of one Muslims believe to be a most important prophet.  In Matthew chapter 12, Jesus compares what he is about to go through to the plight of Jonah.  He states that just as Jonah was in the belly of the whale for three days and three nights, so would he be in the belly of the earth for three days and three nights.  But in those three days and nights, Jonah did not die, but came out alive.  If Jesus was making a true comparison, he could have been implying here that he would not die either.  
So let’s assume this is all true and that Jesus survived.  The obvious question that arises is, where did he go?  What did he do with the rest of his life?  The theories here are as numerous as those regarding where he went during the years between his childhood and his ministry.  Anyone who has read The DaVinci Code is familiar with the theory that Jesus married Mary Magdalene and went to France.  Others claim he never went too far and remained in hiding in Israel.  But the most plausible claim is that Jesus traveled to India, where he lived until his death at between 80 and 100 years of age.  It is the most common theory among those that discuss Jesus’ survival.  It is mentioned in several Gnostic Christian texts, most notably The Acts of Thomas.  Even second-century church father Iranaeus, whose book “Against Heresies” was instrumental in establishing the orthodoxy of the early church, claimed in this book that Jesus lived to be an old man in Asia up to the time of Emperor Trajan, whose reign began in 98AD.  The basic premise of the India theory is that, after Jesus appeared to his disciples following the crucifixion, he travelled East with his mother Mary along the trade route known as the Silk Road to India, where he was seeking out the ten lost tribes of Israel.  Tradition holds that these tribes scattered in various parts of India, Afghanistan and Pakistan after the Kingdom of Israel was destroyed by ancient Assyria.  DNA tests have proven that the people who claim to be descended from these tribes are in fact of Israeli origin.  Jesus stated that it was his mission to gather, unite and preach to these lost tribes, so in order to fulfill that mission, his travel to this region would have been necessary.  To this day, several towns along the ancient Silk Road still have names that translate to “The Place where Jesus Lived” and “The House of Mary”.  Mary is said to have died toward the end of the initial journey just before Jesus arrived in Kashmir.  To this day, there is a town called Murree in eastern Pakistan that claims to be her final resting place.  Up on a hill is a stone grave called Mai Mari da Asthan, meaning “the final resting place of Mother Mary”.  It has been identified as such as far back as anyone can remember, and its importance is reflected in the fact that the surrounding country is named after the gravesite.  The tomb faces east-west in the traditional Jewish custom, in contrast to the north-south direction of the graves of followers of Islam.  It could also not be a Hindu grave, as Hindus traditionally cremated the remains of their deceased.
Holy books and writings from the Hindu, Buddhist and Islamic religions are replete with references to Jesus living past the crucifixion and visiting and living in this area for many years.  The Holy Quran makes a blatant case for his survival when it says: “The Jews neither murdered Jesus, nor did they kill him on the cross.  No, they only suspected that Jesus had died on the cross.  They did not have proof which could have convinced and satisfied them that Jesus (on whom be peace) had really died on the cross.”  He is referred to as Yuz Asaf in Muslim writings, which has been alternately translated as “leader of the healed” or “Jesus Son of Joseph”.   The teachings and miracles of Yuz Asaf in these writings are remarkably similar to those of Jesus.  Other texts and oral traditions refer to him as the prophet Issa, directly translated as Jesus.  The earliest of these texts are known as the Issa Scriptures, which date back to the late first century.  They exist at the Himis monastery in Ladakh, Tibet, and were seen and translated by Russian explorer Nicolai Notovitch in 1887.  The Scriptures give account of Jesus’ stay in India during his so-called “lost years” from age 12 to 28, to learn from yogis in India and Nepal before returning to Palestine to teach what he studied.  Several others have been able to verify the existence of these scriptures during visits to the area, including Swami Abhedananda, a leading figure in the Ramakrishna Society, and U.S. Supreme Court Justice William Douglas.  The Issa Scriptures give credence to claims that the Issa of later holy texts do in fact refer to Jesus.
One example of these later writings was given in our Traditional Reading this morning from the Hindu holy text Bhavisha Maha Purana.  The holy man in the reading identifies himself as “Isa Masi”, meaning Jesus the Messiah.  King Shalivahan, who is questioning Jesus in the passage, reigned from 39 to 50AD, well after the crucifixion.  The reading makes note that Isa Masi has fair skin, an important distinction, as it shows he came from a different region.
This distinction of fair skin is also important because it lends credence to Buddhist writings and beliefs about Jesus.  In the text Laggawati Sutatta, the original Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, predicted the coming of a second Buddha that he referred to as the Bagwa Matteyya, which translates to “White Messiah” or “White Traveller”.  Gautama predicted that the faith he founded would decline before 500 years had passed, but at that time the Bagwa Matteyya would come to reestablish it in that part of the world.  In fact Buddhism did experience a decline at that time, and Jesus would have arrived in the area 500 years after Guatama had passed in 483BC.  There are also many remarkable similarities between the teachings of the original Buddha and Jesus.  They both taught in parables, and even used some of the same ones.  They both referred to themselves as the Way and the Light.  Both were tempted by the devil, had a sermon on the mount, and performed many miracles.  This supports that Jesus returned to the area in the spirit of the original Buddha and fulfilled a prophecy by revitalizing a religion that he himself learned during his lost years and had influenced his teachings in the land of Palestine that eventually became the Christian religion.  
At the end of his days, Jesus was said to have returned to the Srinagar region of Kashmir, on the border between India and Pakistan, where he first arrived and began his new ministry.  On a hill overlooking Srinagar is a temple called the Throne of Solomon, first built around 1000BC and ordered to be restored by King Gopadatta during the time of Jesus’ initial arrival in the area around 54AD.  During the restoration, four inscriptions were carved into the stones leading to the stairs of the temple.  The third of these inscriptions reads “During this period Yuz Asaf announced his prophetic calling”.  The fourth one reads “He is Jesus – Prophet of the Sons of Israel”.  This is a powerful confirmation of Jesus’ presence in the region.  When Jesus died there, between the ages of 80 and 100 according to various sources, he was buried in a tomb that still stands to this day.  It started out as a small building, the existence of which has been verified in ancient documents that date back to 112AD.  Some refer to the tomb as Hazrat Issa Sahib, or Tomb of the Lord Master Jesus.  Tradition has it that the building has been under constant guardianship since his burial.  A larger building eventually went up around it, and was named Rozabal, meaning “tomb of a prophet”.  In the inner burial chamber are two gravestones, one for Yuz Asaf and the other believed to be for either a fifteenth century Islamic saint or one of the guardians of the site.  Both gravestones point north-south in keeping with Muslim tradition.  However, the actual graves are in a crypt under the floor of the building.  When looking through to the burial chamber, one can see that the sarcophagus containing the remains of Yuz Asaf actually points east-west in keeping with Jewish custom.  In your order of service this morning you’ll find a handout with some pictures on it.  On one side of the handout are pictures of Rozabal as it looks today.  On the other side is a picture of some foot carvings.  It was custom around this time to carve the feet of the deceased either into the side of or near the grave.  If you take a close look at the carvings on the handout, you’ll notice that there are etchings of a moon-shaped wound just below the toes of each foot.  These etchings are consistent with the scars that would be left after a crucifixion.  Historians familiar with this tradition have confirmed that while the foot carving themselves are not unusual, these wound marks have only been seen on this particular etching.  
Now, if all this is actually true, there are some obviously devastating ramifications for Christianity as we know it today.  But would it mean the end of Christianity?  Not necessarily.  Jesus still suffered for their sins.  He cheated death on the cross, which would still be considered a miracle.  And rather than invalidate his teachings and claims of divinity, it would bring a whole new meaning to them.  It would force Christians to reexamine the history of their religion and look deeper into Christ’s teachings to find their true meaning.  The Gnostics were at the forefront of the battle for the early church.  While those who eventually formed the church and its doctrines  looked to the literal words of the Bible, the Gnostics claimed to know what Jesus was really teaching on a spiritual level.  Their writings, many of which were rediscovered in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Nag Hammadi Library, were dismissed by eventual church leaders as heresies.  But it is the reason they were dismissed that would transform the consequences of Jesus surviving the crucifixion.  Jesus taught repeatedly that we all could be like him.  He taught that we too could be Gods and have access to the wisdom and power of God.  In the Gospel of Luke, he said “The kingdom of God does not come visibly, nor will the people say ‘Here it is’ or ‘There it is’, because the kingdom of God is within you.”  This was a dangerous concept to the early Church leaders, as it basically stated that the priests and bishops were not needed, as people could find God on their own.  So it has been downplayed or outright ignored in the overall doctrines of the Church.  But the Gnostics seized on this message and sought to connect with the divine within and thereby become one with the divine without.  To them, the resurrection was not a literal happening, but a spiritual one.  Several of their texts outright deny the literal resurrection.  The Gnostic Gospel of Philip says “Those who say the Lord died first and then rose up are in error, for he rose up first and then died.”   
Jesus did not limit this message to his followers.  He made clear that anyone and everyone has this capability.  Our second reading today from the book In Search of the Loving God by Mark Mason discussed the universal Christ that always was, is, and will be.  This universal Christ is the energy that anyone of any faith taps into when they are seeking to connect with God or simply something greater than themselves.  This is what Jesus is referring to when he said “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.  Nobody comes to the Father but through me.”  He is not talking about himself as an individual, but to the universal energy that he represents and the global message that he was preaching.  We are familiar with the passage from John’s Gospel, “I am the good shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep.”  But one of the phrases that follows is largely ignored.  Jesus also says, “I have other sheep that are not of this fold.  I must bring them also.  They too will hear my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.”  Similar sayings exist in Gnostic texts, showing that Jesus was a proponent of a one religion world, focused on the universal message common to all religions, so that we may come together through our similarities to find our way to the divine via the same means.  You might say that Jesus was the first Unitarian Universalist!  
So where does this leave us?  Is it all true or just another conspiracy theory?  I don’t know for sure.  The India theory makes more sense to me than others, but it still leaves me with questions, as do the biblical resurrection accounts.  But what I’ve discovered through studying this issue is that it really doesn’t matter whether Jesus survived or not.  His message lives on regardless, and it is a message not just for Christians but for all of us.  We all need to look past the literalism of what we believe and what we do and stop getting so caught up in things having to be historically true.  All religion contains some factual truth, and all religion contains some mythology.  The point of it all is getting to the deeper meaning of the messages.  Whether it is called the universal Christ, the universal consciousness, or anything else, we all need to tap into our inherent ability to access it as we pursue our individual journeys toward truth.  Once we do that, we’ll realize that all of us really are on the same path to the same end and we’ll be able to coexist better despite our religious differences.

