BODY AND SOUL

Martyrs without Scars:
Disabled Bodies and the Orthodox
Eschatological Imaginary

Petre Maican

A distinguishing feature of Orthodox
Christianity is that it communicates
its theology by visual and other senso-
rial modes. Whenever someone enters
an Orthodox church, she finds herself
surrounded by images of Christ, the
Theotokos, and an impressive num-
ber of saintly figures. Even images of
the local bishop or important donors
may be present. Icons often serve as
a starting point for explaining Ortho-
doxy to other Christians or nonbeliev-
ers. Their function is more than that of
illustrating the life of Christ and the
saints. They are gates to heaven and
depictions of our ultimate eschatolog-
ical goal: union with God or deifica-
tion. The gold surrounding the heads
of the saints and their translucent, al-
most diaphanous, bodies are meant to
represent the light of their eschatolog-
ical communion with God.

What might surprise those interested
in understanding the relationship of
Orthodox theology with human em-
bodiment is not just the uniform way
in which the bodies of the saints are
depicted, but also the absence of any
signs of disability. Even martyrs who
were tortured to death in the most un-
imaginable ways do not show scars.
Icons often account for the disabling
treatment endured at the hands of
their executioners by representing the
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saints holding in one hand the main
instrument with which they were tor-
tured. Their bodies, however, remain
beautiful and unscathed.

The main reason for this is that icons
present us with an eschatological
vision of the saint, and traditional
patristic consensus tends towards
a vision of the eschaton in which all
wounds will be healed, all scars re-
moved, and, somewhat implicitly, all
disability will disappear. The follow-
ing argument seeks to point out why
some of these assumptions are theo-
logically problematic, and in so do-
ing calls for a re-evaluation of certain
aspects of Orthodox visual imagery.
In order to address this problem, it is
first necessary to look at how and why
praying and hoping for the healing of
all illnesses is not the same as pray-
ing for the healing of all disabilities,
a point which leads to a discussion of
the potential importance of disability
for our eschatological identity.

Any Orthodox Christian who is
gravely ill, or has a sick relative or
friend, has probably attended the sac-
rament of holy unction, in which sev-
eral priests pray, read seven excerpts
from the gospels, and bless oil for the
recovery of those in suffering. It feels
natural to pray for our healing and for
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that of those close to us, and this prac-
tice is found and endorsed by several
New Testament writings (for example,
James 5:14). So, why wouldn’t we en-
vision eschatological life with Christ
as one in which everyone is healed?

Here, it is important to distinguish
a disability that has been integrated
into one’s life from an illness that
provokes suffering. Recent scholar-
ship by disability rights advocates
insists that limitations in performing
certain physical and cognitive tasks
are not connected to suffering unless
these limitations are stigmatized by
the surrounding society.! For exam-
ple, persons with Down syndrome
are regularly placed in the category
of the disabled, but they are often
healthy individuals who live ful-
filled lives. There are indeed some
health-related issues linked with it,
but, in itself, Down syndrome does
not entail physical suffering, or in
any case not of the kind that would
require our prayers for its healing or
alleviation. Or take the example of
someone who was injured by war and
had to have her legs amputated. Her
mobility limitation is not a source of
physical suffering and, despite the
mental trauma of the war, she lives a
good life with the necessary support
of family, friends, and her local com-
munity. In some cases, all the sup-
port really needed is relief from the
pitying or uncomfortable regards of
others. Thus, praying for someone’s
release from pain can be different
from praying for them to be cured of
a disability. The two can converge,
and often they do, but the distinction
should be kept in mind, particularly
when discussing eschatology.

Early Christians were faced with the
challenge of articulating not only how
the fleshly body could be resurrected
at the end of time, but also how one

might speak about the same person
once the body is changed. How could
a body that decayed and became dust,
was eaten by animals, or was burned
at the stake be resurrected and remain
the same person? Could someone with
a body made of different elements
than flesh, be it even a spiritual body,
be identical to the person she was be-
fore her death? Athenagoras struggled
with these questions in the second cen-
tury. In his work On the Resurrection of
the Dead, he claimed that even bodies
eaten and digested by wild animals
will be reconstructed, because the om-
nipotent God who created the human
being and the universe was able “to
separate that which has been broken
up and distributed among a multi-
tude of animals of all kinds which are
wont to have recourse to such bodies,
and glut their appetite upon them —to
separate this, I say, and unite it again
with the proper members and parts of
members, whether it has passed into
some one of those animals, or into
many, or thence into others, or, after
being dissolved along with these, has
been carried back again to the origi-
nal elements.”? This was necessary to
happen “since the law of nature or-
dains the end not absolutely, nor as
the end of any men whatsoever, but
of the same men who passed through
the previous life; but it is impossible
for the same men to be reconstituted
unless the same bodies are restored to
the same souls.”?

The presupposition behind the res-
urrection that remained mostly un-
questioned was that the martyrs will
be resurrected with perfect bodies,
without any scars. As Candida Moss
points out, with the exception of Au-
gustine and a few others, the consen-
sus among the fathers was that every-
thing will be healed and the bodies of
the martyrs will return to a perfectly
healthy state.* The view was cultural-



ly determined by the association be-
tween virtue and bodily integrity that
dominated their worldview. As Kristi
Upson-Saia puts it:

Informed by physiognomy—the
science of physical appearance—
Greeks and Romans held that the
disposition of the soul showed
itself on the surface of the body
through physical signs. It was
possible, therefore, to interpret an
individual’s character and tem-
perament purely from his or her
physical appearance. According to
physiognomic taxonomies, beau-
ty and virtue were inextricably
linked, so that one man’s hand-
some, well-proportioned looks
were evidence of his praiseworthy
character, while another man’s ug-
liness and deformities were proof
of his depravity and immorality.®

For the fathers, such a view was facil-
itated by the cultural context in which
they lived, where the marks on some-
one’s body (such as tattoos, brands,
scars, amputated limbs) were general-
ly assumed to be the consequences of
punishment for criminal activities. To
defend this standpoint today places
us squarely in the camp of a biolog-
ical determinism where our morality
is indissolubly linked to or defined by
our bodies. This runs contrary to our
everyday experience, where persons
considered beautiful can be highly
immoral and persons considered ugly
can be paragons of virtue.

This interpretation of the eschaton in
which all will be healed also avoids the
complications posed by certain New
Testament passages. In 1 Corinthians
15, Paul states quite forcefully the cen-
trality of Christ’s resurrection for the
faith, claiming that “if Christ has not
been raised, then our preaching is in
vain and your faith is in vain” (14).
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He also argues that Christ is the new
Adam who recapitulates in himself
the entirety of humanity, but that un-
like Adam, through whom death came
into the world, through Christ comes
life for all. The resurrected Christ is
“the first fruits of those who have fall-
en asleep” (20).° For some disability
theologians, such as Nancy Eiesland,
Kimberly Ann Willis, and Candida
Moss, Paul speaks here not only of the
inauguration of the kingdom of God
by Christ, but also about the paradig-
matic character of his resurrection.”
Just as Christ is resurrected, so will
we be, and just as he bears the signs of
his suffering on the cross, so shall we.
This latter interpretation draws on the
story of Thomas in John 20. Thomas
is skeptical about Jesus’s rising from
the dead and affirms in front of all the
others that he will not believe it until
he puts his “finger in the mark of the
nails” and his hand into the wound of
the spear (25). The following week, Je-
sus appears through the closed doors
and allows Thomas to feel the marks
of the nails and the wound in his side.
Moss writes: “If Jesus is recognized by
his wounds, then should we not imag-
ine that the resurrection of everyone
else will similarly preserve premor-
tem marks, and by extension, all kinds
of infirmities?”®

The point behind the question is not to
compare persons with disabilities to
martyrs, but to show that we should
postulate a sort of continuity between
our bodies in this world and those in
the eschaton. Not only because Christ,
who is the pattern of our resurrection,
keeps the scars of the nails, but also
because, without bodily continuity,
the eschatological self would be sig-
nificantly altered. As Tertullian puts
it in his forceful rhetorical style: “For
how absurd, and in truth how unjust,
and in both respects how unworthy
of God, for one substance to do the
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work, and another to reap the reward:
that this flesh of ours should be torn
by martyrdom, and another wear the
crown; or, on the other hand, that
this flesh of ours should wallow in
uncleanness, and another receive the
condemnation!”?

To understand this problem of discon-
tinuity of identity, consider the case of
persons with Down syndrome. If in
the eschaton they were cured, then
one might claim that we were dealing
with different persons; not radically
new ones, but different ones. In this
case, Tertullian’s point would carry
even more weight: other people re-

ceiving the reward for things they did
not actually do.

There is of course the possibility that
all this healing occurs in stages, that
there is a continuous transformation
of our bodies in God’s presence, en-
abling the concomitant development
of our identity, as is often the case
during our lives when our bodies
change due to old age. But this pos-
sibility raises the question: how ac-
cepting of bodily and intellectual
differences is heaven, really, if every
disability is cured, even those where
no pain is involved and for whom a
real sense of identity is attached?



The solution might be to understand
healing more in a spiritual than a
medical sense, not as the removal of
scars or the standardization of bodies
but as the re-establishment of a right
relationship with God and our neigh-
bours. As John Swinton points out,
“Scripture has no equivalent term for
biomedical understandings of health
that equate health with the absence of
illness. The closest term is the Hebrew
shalom, which has a core meaning of
righteousness, holiness, right relation-
ship with God.”*

Swinton’s position partially echoes
that of Augustine regarding the scars
of the martyrs. For Augustine, the
beauty of the resurrected bodies is not
physical —resting on the proportion-
ality of various physical elements—
but ascetic. In this fallen world, the
relationship between God’s will and
the human body, soul, and will is un-
balanced. The human will is moved
by bodily pleasures and comfort, dis-
obeying the will of God and the desire
of the soul for God. As Upson-Saia
puts it, the martyrs, “by willingly
submitting to and valiantly enduring
martyrdom,” illustrate

a proper ordering of the body-
soul-will, which were rightly cal-
ibrated with God’s will. Martyrs’
deformities, therefore, are no lon-
ger to be interpreted as evidence
of the corruptible substance of
material bodies (corruptibility that
lacks beautiful symmetry and thus
should be obliterated in the res-
urrection), but rather as evidence
that the martyrs had overcome the
corruption of the disordered body-
soul-will."

Hence, the uncreated energies irra-
diating from the saints, the haloes
with which they are represented in
icons, are not meant to show the per-
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fect symmetry of their bodies or their
perfect health, but the beauty of their
moral stature, of their right relation-
ship with God.

One might object that not everyone
has a positive relationship with her
disability. Some would like to have
their disabilities removed in the es-
chaton. This is an excellent insight,
and it is very difficult to speak of a
uniform experience of disability, let
alone define it. It seems a convincing
argument, however, that the relation-
ship with our disabilities will be dif-
ferent under the eschatological light
and that the fullness of God’s pres-
ence will not mean the beginning of
a medical healing process, but a dia-
logue of love, in which disability can
have its place or not, according to our
relationship with it. This objection,
however, does not undermine the
main point of this article, namely that
we should have iconographic repre-
sentations of saints with disabilities
or at least martyrs with scars. If we
can imagine that some would like
their disabilities removed from them,
then we can imagine just as well that
some would like to keep them be-
cause they consider them part of their
identity. Thus, icons of saints with
disabilities would remain faithful to
the diversity of ways humans relate
to their bodies.

It may be argued that this goes
against the patristic consensus and
introduces concepts foreign to their
vision, such as disability. While both
points could be conceded, it is also
possible to challenge this under-
standing of tradition and hermeneu-
tics. The main reason is that the ar-
gument for the presence of disability
in the eschaton is also a legitimate
reading of Scripture and tradition. It
is reasonable to believe that if Christ
is the yardstick for our resurrection,
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and he preserved the scars of the nails
in his resurrected body —as much of
the Orthodox iconographic tradition
attests —then it is quite likely that our
eschatological bodies will keep their
scars and disabilities. The under-
standing of healing as the re-estab-
lishment of the right relationship be-
tween body-soul-will and God’s will
is also deeply grounded in Scripture
and the Patristic writings. Thus, both
the belief in the eschatological heal-
ing of all disabilities and the belief
in their preservation may be of equal
value. A strong argument in favour
of the latter is supported by one of
the hermeneutical principles of Du-
mitru Stdniloae, namely that between
two possible interpretations of tradi-
tion—when we are not talking about
fundamental dogma—we should al-
ways choose the one that increases
community and strengthens the love
for our neighbour."

For Staniloae, the Church is in a con-
tinuous dialogue with Christ through
history. This dialogue reveals to the
Church a more profound understand-
ing of the tradition (including Scrip-
ture, dogma, and the patristic writ-
ings). This profound understanding is
not meant simply to increase our vain
intellectual knowledge of God, but to
sustain our growth in love for Christ
and others. In the eschaton, Staniloae
argues, the entire creation will be-
come part of the Church—that is to
say, a space for communion between
humans and God. The vocation of the
Church in history is to prepare—as

much as possible—the path for the
fulfilment of this eschatological reali-
ty. Theologians are meant to contrib-
ute to this goal not simply through
lives of holiness, but also by expound-
ing the tradition in this eschatological
sense. Hence, when faced with an in-
terpretative conundrum, the theolo-
gian should always choose the option
that contributes to the strengthening
of love between the faithful. By opting
to represent the saints with disabilities
and martyrs with scars, we remain
inside the tradition, while moving
towards the realisation of the eschato-
logical goal of the Church.

Representing saints with disabili-
ties is a legitimate theological op-
tion grounded on the biblical texts
in which we are told that Christ kept
the scars of the nails even in his res-
urrected body. It is also supported
by the biblical and patristic view of
healing as the restoration of a right
relationship between body-soul-will
and God. This appeal, however, is not
a question of charity and integration,
but one of advancement of the Church
in eschatological love for one another
in Christ. Paramount to this purpose,
as we know from almost all other re-
lationships, is the acceptance of dif-
ferences. In a highly visual faith like
ours, out of sight means out of mind.
Representing disability is, then, a first
and necessary step in reminding us of
the variety of embodiments that exist
in this world, and of all the different
bodies recapitulated in Christ for eter-
nal life. &®
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