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s Frederik Wisse gently reminded us over twenty-five years ago,
j l\. scholars must not imagine nostalgically that early Egyptian 
monasticism always functioned as a “bulwark against heresy.”1 Rather, 
heterodox monks, too, found themselves drawn to the ascetic move-
ment. This “monastic diversity”2 led more than one archbishop in 
Alexandria to attempt to cleanse the Egyptian monasteries of their 
“heretical” elements, often drawing like-minded counterparts in those 
monasteries to aid them in their efforts. One notable ascetic ally was 
the Egyptian archimandrite Shenoute of Atripe.

Shenoute was deeply involved in the orthodox church’s repeated 
attempts to purge Egypt of Origenist books and monks. A key feature 
of that debate was the resurrection, and Shenoute came down 
squarely in support of an embodied resurrection.3 Shenoute’s adherence 
to the “orthodox” view of the resurrection body, however, stretched 
well beyond mere lip service to anti-Origenist doctrines promoted 
by the archbishops of Alexandria. In his more public sermons and 
treatises, known as the Discourses, Shenoute develops a theology of 
the resurrection in the context of a far-reaching anti-heretical and 
anti-pagan polemic, not limited to Origenists. First, Shenoute insists 
upon the truth of the full fleshly incarnation of Jesus Christ as the son 
of God from the moment of his conception to his bodily resurrection. 
Second, he contends that Jesus’s resurrection provides the foundation 
for Christians’ faith in their own bodily resurrection. Finally, the 
resurrection body will be the same body that God made at the 
moment of creation.

Although Shenoute treats the resurrection in some of his other 
writings, three texts form the basis of this study. The first sermon, 
known by its incipit, The Lord Thundered, criticizes both pagans and 
heretics for, among other things, not believing in the resurrection.4 
The scribal preface reports that Shenoute preached the sermon in 
Antinoopolis when some Christians (possibly including Shenoute) 
were arrested for destroying a pagan temple.5 Interestingly, in this
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sermon delivered in defense of anti-pagan activities, Shenoute also 
names and disputes Jews, philosophers, Manichaeans, and heretics.6

The second source is the so-called anti-Origenist treatise known 
by its incipit as I Am Amazed.7 Shenoute mentions Ephesus and 
Nestorius, who was condemned as a heretic at Ephesus in 431.8 It also 
seems that Shenoute quotes Theophilus’s festal letter condemning 
Origenism in its entirety.9 Building on Tito Orlandi’s characterization 
of I Am Amazed as an anti-Origenist treatise, Clark has identified the 
primary object of Shenoute’s critique as Gnosticizing Origenists who 
held beliefs similar to those of Evagrius of Pontus.10 Some of the doc-
trines mentioned by Shenoute bear the hallmarks of a philosophical 
and theological tradition that has often been labelled “Gnostic.”11 
However, Shenoute himself brands his adversaries with a variety of 
labels: generic heretics,12 Melitians,13 Origen and his supporters,14 
pagans (N26AAHN),15 and Nestorius.16

The third text is Who Speaks Through the Prophet.17 Shenoute 
presents words of “light” to counter “dark words of the pagans and 
every heretic.”18 Almost all of the extant fragments are devoted to the 
resurrection of Jesus or the resurrection of the body.

Jesus Christ's embodiment from birth to resurrection figures 
prominently in Shenoute’s understanding of the nature of the human 
body and the resurrection. Jesus Christ’s life and resurrection prove 
the sanctity of human embodied existence and promise a bodily 
resurrection for all. Disavowing any aspect of Christ’s embodiment 
denies that Christ was crucified and resurrected in the body and also 
denies the resurrection of humanity.

Shenoute addresses the relationship between the resurrection 
and this Christological claim about the incarnation in both The Lord 
Thundered and I Am Amazed, where he disputes people who disagree 
with him about the status of the virgin Mary as the woman who, in 
giving birth to Jesus, conceived and bore the second person of the 
trinity. Shenoute addresses this issue in two extended passages in I Am 
Amazed. He does not name his opponents in the first passage, but he 
quotes slogans from them and then uses the Gospel infancy narratives 
as prooftexts for his position—that Jesus Christ was in fact conceived 
as a human inside of Mary:

Others blaspheme that Mary did not conceive the Christ, and that 
if she did conceive then (they ask) did her belly not swell up or col-
lapse? Let them hear about this from us. If she did not conceive
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him then the prophet spoke a vain thing, saying, “Behold, the 
virgin will conceive and bear a son and his name will be called 
Emmanuel.” (Mt 1:23) And also, “The birth of Jesus Christ was 
like this.” And, “Behold, you will conceive and bear a son and will 
call his name Jesus.” (Lk 1:30-31)19

Shenoute emphasizes the human conception, birth, and thus embodi-
ment of Jesus Christ in his discussion of Mary.

The end of the passage ties this Christological debate to the 
resurrection. According to Shenoute, his opponents’ claims about 
Mary represent more than a crude misinterpretation of the Gospels. 
They threaten to undermine the meaning of Christ’s resurrection. He 
presses that Christ’s divinity was present in Mary’s womb and then 
born out of Mary, for if it had not been, then Christ did not possess 
genuine humanity, and the resurrection was meaningless.

If she did not conceive him, then he was not born. If he was not 
born, then he did not become human. If he did not become human, 
then he was not crucified. And if he was not crucified, he did not 
rise on the third day, having gone to his holy dwelling in which he 
was before, when his Father had not yet sent him, so that he might 
exist from a woman who, for her part, is Mary, the holy virgin.20

For Shenoute, Jesus Christ is the divinity incarnate from conception 
through the resurrection. Although Shenoute does not refer to Jesus 
Christ as the “Logos” here, he invokes the Gospel of John to assert 
that the figure who was born and crucified in fact existed “before” 
God the father sent him. The meaning of the crucifixion and the 
resurrection depends on a genuine embodiment of the divinity that 
began within Mary’s womb.

It seems likely that Shenoute has in mind Nestorius or his 
supporters. During this period, the most prominent debate about the 
status of Mary as the mother of God was the argument between 
Shenoute’s archbishop, Cyril of Alexandria, and Nestorius. Shenoute 
may have accompanied Cyril to Ephesus, where, according to his vita, 
he hit Nestorius in the chest.21 Nestorius was ultimately exiled to the 
Great Oasis in Egypt, just 170 kilometers southwest of Shenoute’s 
monastery.22 Nestorius argued against the title of Mary as the 
“Theotokos,” the bearer of God, because it implied that the divine 
nature of God “has need of a second birth from a woman,” and it 
attributed to the divine nature of God “the characteristics of the
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flesh,” which Nestorius considered debasing and bordering on the 
heresies of Arianism or Apollinarianism.23 Cyril and others accused 
Nestorius of claiming that only the humanity of Jesus Christ, and not 
the divinity, was conceived by Mary.24 This seems to be the issue for 
Shenoute, as well, since he takes pains to follow Cyril’s argumentation 
and even quotes some of the same Biblical citations that Cyril used 
against Nestorius.25

Cyril also charged Nestorius with making too great a distinction 
between Christ’s divinity and humanity by arguing for two distinct 
and unmixed natures in Christ.26 Shenoute raises this point in the 
second passage about Mary in I Am Amazed. He takes from Cyril 
an emphasis on an incarnation in which the flesh and divinity are 
indistinguishable. He singles out Nestorius by name and accuses 
him of believing that Christ’s divine nature was not present at the 
crucifixion. Shenoute in contrast maintains that Jesus Christ himself 
made no distinction between his humanity and his divinity.27 
Shenoute quotes two of the most famous Christological claims attrib-
uted to Nestorius: that Jesus Mis a man in whom God dwells,” and, 
“After being born from Mary, the Word went into him.”28 He then 
addresses Nestorius’s supposed pronouncement that the second 
person of the trinity was not crucified, because the Bible never calls 
“the crucified one” God, and because Jesus himself professed that his 
resurrected body was not a human body. Shenoute replies, “Why did 
he (Nestorius) [not k]now this [...] that he (Jesus Christ) did [not 
s]ay, ‘See the [hands] and fe[e]t of a man,’ but simply he said, ‘My 
own feet and hands,’ since he did not separate the body from the 
divinity.”29 In other words Jesus himself never claimed to be anything 
other than simultaneously and inseparably human and divine.

Shenoute dismisses any insinuation that the divine Christ did 
not experience a human death on the cross. He accuses Nestorius of 
stating that the divine Christ left the human body before Jesus died:

And he (Nestorius) said, “The divinity went to the heights; it 
left the flesh on the wood.” ... (It is) not that the nature of the 
divinity died, but it was in the flesh that he died, as it is written, 
“Christ suffered in the flesh.” (1 Peter 4:1) For surely the divinity 
is not separated from the body while it is on the wood.30
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Shenoute is careful not to claim that God actually died. Nonetheless, he 
maintains, the man who died on the cross was the divine, embodied Christ:

When a person is killed, is it said, “A body was killed?” Is it not 
said, “We killed a whole person,” even though [the so]ul does not 
die, but it is the body alone that dies? So it is with the Lord. He 
died in the flesh, even though he was immortal in his divinity. For 
just as he said, “He shared blood and flesh,” (Heb 2:14) so he said 
many times, “The Word became flesh” (Jn 1:14). Where did he 
become flesh except in the virgin? ... the Son is not different from 
the Father. ... He is God from God. And he is the Son from the 
Father who begot him.”31

Shenoute grounds the meaning of the crucifixion and resurrection for 
human salvation in the debate about Mary. God created the possibility 
for humanity’s redemption while embodied. Jesus Christ “tasted 
death for us,” Shenoute insists, by willingly dying on the cross, raising 
“the body on the third day,” and returning to heaven with that body.32 
Furthermore, Christ will someday return again “in it (the body) to 
judge the living and the dead.”33 Within Mary’s womb, the divine 
Christ assumed the human flesh in which he would be crucified 
and resurrected.34 Shenoute therefore concludes, Mary is rightfully 
proclaimed “she who bore God”—TeNTACxne-nNoyTe.35 Thus, 
Shenoute’s defense of Jesus’s bodily resurrection is embedded within 
his anti-Nestorian polemic.

In his efforts to prove the bodily resurrection of Christ, Shenoute 
also defines his views on the nature of the human body. He adamantly 
defends the resurrection against pagans and Manichaeans, as well as 
Origenists. Jesus performed resurrections, was himself raised in the 
body, and thus guaranteed a future bodily resurrection for humanity.

In I Am Amazedt Shenoute takes issue with certain Christians who 
sound suspiciously like Origenists although Shenoute does not label 
them as such.36 They deny that Christ raised Lazarus’s body from the 
dead, and they interpret his resurrection allegorically, holding that 
Lazarus represents the intellect {nous)?7 Shenoute, however, argues 
for a literal reading. Christ’s raising of the dead is the fundamental 
mystery that provides the foundation for all of God’s other miracles:
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In brief, if, as they maintain, the Lord did not raise Lazarus and if 
he did not rise, then the others did not rise, and he did not raise 
them; nor did he cause the deaf to hear and the lame to walk; nor 
did he make water into wine. And he did not bless the five loaves 
and the seven that all those multitudes ate, and they were sated, 
and they took those other baskets of fragments. Nor did he walk 
upon the sea; he did not command the winds. He did not do the 
other great things, the other miracles and all the other signs.38

Most significant for Shenoute’s theology and anthropology is 
Jesus Christ’s own resurrection. In The Lord Thundered, he claims that 
Jesus died and rose again precisely so that mortal people might also 
rise from the dead. “For it is our Lord Jesus who died for us so that we 
might rise not only bodily from death at the final day, but also so that 
we might rise now from the death of sin.”39 In Who Speaks Through the 
Prophet, he scoffs at people who find the whole concept of a corporeal 
resurrection ludicrous, in part because they doubt that Jesus himself 
was ever resurrected. He quotes these skeptics, who suggest that 
someone replaced Jesus’s body in the tomb with the body of another, 
live person before the “resurrection”: “For some on the one hand say, 
4This body will not rise,’ and, ‘They put another person in his place.’”40 
Shenoute dismisses them and predicts that anyone who rejects the 
resurrection will be consumed by flames, and their blasphemous 
words will disintegrate, dispersing like dust in the wind.41

For Shenoute, the resurrection is resolutely corporeal. Both The 
Lord Thundered and I Am Amazed contain vivid descriptions of this 
moment, which he pieces together using a sequence of Biblical passages. 
The Lord’s archangels will “sound the trumpet” to indicate the 
moment when the dead “will rise imperishable.” These once dead 
bodies will have transformed into “‘the likeness of the body of his 
glory.’ (Phil 3:21)” Then the dead shall “hear the voice of the Son 
of God and come forth. (John 5:25)”42 Mountains and earth break 
open, stones roll from the mouths of tombs, dead bodies exit their 
tombs, and trees rejoice.43 Shenoute bombards his audience with 
detailed and palpable imagery, as if the overwhelming sensory experi-
ence will prove the truth of his claims.

In The Lord Thundered, he uses this rhetorical strategy to great 
effect in a rather graphic reading of Ezekiel 37. He describes how 
dried, dispersed bones and rotted, decaying bodies will ultimately 
reconsolidate and rejuvenate.
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The bones that are scattered, the bones that are burned in a flame, 
the bodies that the beasts and the birds eat, the bodies that are 
rotted in the earth—they will hear the voice of the son of God, and 
they will gather together to each other, each one to the one to 
which it belongs, and sinews will come upon them, and flesh will 
come over them, and skin will spread over them, and a spirit will 
come into them, and they will live, and they will rise, and they will 
stand before the one who had commanded them, as Ezekiel the 
prophet said. . . .44

Shenoute then quotes in its entirety the passage in which Ezekiel 
prophesies in a valley of dried bones; the Lord revivifies the bones 
and renews the “house of Israel.” Shenoute deploys this text in 
defense of the future resurrection of the body, writing, “See the 
command of God who will cause the dead to rise hurriedly.”45 In 
Shenoute’s hermeneutic, this passage promises a literal resurrection of 
the body on judgment day, when the bones of each person will reunite 
only with each other—“searching” so that they do not “mix” with any 
other person’s bones.46

He also defends the orthodox position against those who believe 
that the body will dissipate into the four elements.47 According to 
Shenoute, a person’s material body is resurrected at the end of time 
because God himself created the body at the beginning from the stuff 
of the earth. “Listen, ‘From the earth,’ and not from elements. He 
molded him. He breathed into his face. The person became a living 
soul, this one whom he will also raise up, according to the scriptures 
(Gen 2:6-7).”48 Here Shenoute gestures to an important tenet of his 
theology of the resurrection: the body is good because it is a product 
of God’s creation. At the final judgment, human life will come full circle. 
The body which God once created will rise up and return to its maker.

Shenoute develops this principle more explicitly in Who Speaks 
Through the Prophet. There he also links the resurrection of Jesus 
to humanity’s future resurrection by prefacing one section on the 
resurrection with a humble nod to the resurrected Jesus: “For this 
reason, not by the power of the one who speaks (Shenoute), but by 
the grace of the one who says, ‘Now I will rise,’ says the Lord.”49 He 
lists a litany of challenges to the doctrine of the bodily resurrection. 
Some people believe the soul will enter a criminal or beasts. Others 
hold that it will become dispersed into the atmosphere. Still others 
believe that souls will join the celestial bodies in heaven.50
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Manichaeans face particular censure because they believe that matter, 
and hence, the body, does not have a divine origin:

But as for the Manichaeans, they say, “If a soul is killed, if it dies, 
it is changed to a husk of a body. ...” Just as they also say, “This 
body is not something from God but something from matter.” And,
“It is dark, and it is bound also to become dark.” But as for the sky 
as well as the earth, they say, “They are not things from God.”51

For Shenoute, the Manichaeans’ rejection of the resurrection 
reveals another equally (if not more) heretical principle: that the 
earthly matter that comprises the body is “dark” and was not created 
by God.52 Shenoute holds fast to his basic principle that the body’s 
goodness and potential for resurrection derive from its divine origins. 
The human and seemingly frail or flawed body will indeed rise 
because it is the same body that God created.

Despite acknowledging that the body might somehow “change” 
or transform in the resurrection, Shenoute insists unflinchingly that 
no new body will appear. He disputes people who have read 1 Cor 
15:35-49 to mean that like the sowing of a seed, death will bring forth 
a new and different body after the old body is interred in the earth.53 
Shenoute argues that these people have misinterpreted Paul, and 
insists that “this” body will rise, “not weakly but strongly, not shame-
fully but gloriously.”54 Again, “You err because you [re]ad the scriptures 
that the dead will rise, even though there are no readings that (say 
that) it is another body that will be released from the bodies of the 
dead.”55 He mocks his opponents’ hermeneutics by offering an 
example of the kind of verse that would have to exist in order for them 
to extract their particular theology from the Bible:

When the prophets and the apostles spoke, they did not say in 
your manner that it is another body that will be released from the 
body of the dead, nor did they say, “This is the way that Adonai, 
the Lord, said, ‘Rise up from these scattered bones, since behold, I 
myself will bring another body to you.’”56

Shenoute tries to depict his opponents’ views as outlandish and 
portray his own interpretations as the simple and “obvious” readings 
of scripture.
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The backdrop to each of these conflicts over the resurrection is 
Shenoute’s commitment to bodily sanctity. Whether Shenoute defends 
Christ’s conception within Mary or his resurrection, whether he 
explains the divine origin of the human body or its final form at the 
end of time, Shenoute bases his argumentation on the premise that the 
body holds an intimate and even primal relationship with the sacred. 
These three texts reveal a theological agenda that stretches beyond the 
boundaries of the Origenist controversy. They give us a sense of the 
diverse interpretations of the resurrection among ascetics in Egypt.
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