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the man who buried Jesus

WHY
DO
WE
HONOR
JOSEPH
OF
ARIMATHEA?
Presented by Charles E.Dickson, Ph.D.

COLLECT FOR THE FEAST OF
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA
31 July
Merciful God,
whose servant Joseph of Arimathea
with reverence and godly fear
prepared the body of our Lord and Savior for burial
and laid it in his own tomb:
Grant to us,
thy faithful people,
grace and courage to love and serve Jesus
with sincere devotion all the days of our life;
through the same Jesus Christ our Lord,
who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Ghost,
one God,
for ever and ever.
Amen.

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA is not
currently on the Church of England’s
abbreviated
liturgical
calendar,
although he is on the calendars of
some churches of the Anglican
Communion, such as the Episcopal
Church, which joined with the Eastern
Orthodox Church to commemorate
him on 31 July.
In the Roman Catholic Church, he is
venerated on 17 March, St.Patrick's
Day.
Stained glass window
of JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA,
in St. John’s, Glastonbury

According to all four canonical Gospels, JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was
the influential man who assumed responsibility for Jesus’ burial after
His Crucifixion. He also appears in the ancient non-canonical Gospel of
Peter (2nd century), where he is a friend of Jesus and of Pilate.
There are no further Biblical references to him. He does not appear in
the Acts of the Apostles which discusses the missionary activities of
the early disciples.
He is mentioned in the works of early church historians such as
Irenaeus (125-89), Hippolytus (170-236), Tertullian (155-222), and
Eusebius (260-340), who added details not found in the canonical
accounts.
J. D. Crossan argues that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA is seen in biblical
criticism as a fictional character invented as a plot device.

St.Matthew’s Gospel describes
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA simply
as a rich man and disciple of
Jesus.
According
to
St.Mark’s
Gospel he was “a respected
member of the council, who
was also himself looking for
the kingdom of God.”

St.Luke’s Gospel adds that he
“had not consented to their
decision and action.”

According to the Fourth Gospel, upon
hearing of Jesus’ death, this secret
disciple of Jesus “asked Pilate that he might
take away the body of Jesus, and Pilate gave
him permission.” St.Mark says that he
immediately purchased a linen shroud and
proceeded to Golgotha to take Jesus’ body
down from the Cross. There he and
Nicodemus bound the body in linen cloths
with the spices that Nicodemus had bought.
They then conveyed the prepared corpse to
a man-made cave hewn from rock in a
garden nearby. St.Matthew’s Gospel alone
suggests that this was his own tomb. The
burial was undertaken speedily, “for the
Sabbath was drawing on.”

Byzantine Icon of the
Descent from the Cross,
14th century.
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA is the figure
standing in the center in blue-green robes

The Lamentation,
with the Madonna and
Saints JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA and
John the Evangelist,
1490s,
by Vittore Carpaccio

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA
Taking Jesus Off the Cross
by Donald D. Krause

The Dead Christ
mourned by Saint
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA,
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by Giovanni Antonio Lappoli

It seems that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was quite influential. The
apocryphal Gospel of Peter says Joseph was a friend of Pilate. Information in
such sources is often inaccurate, but it is entirely possible that Pilate knew
and respected him, which may have added to his readiness to hand over
Jesus’ body.

The non-canonical 4th or 5th century Gospel of Nicodemus, or the Acts of
Pilate, provides additional details about JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA. After he
asked Pilate for Jesus’ body and after preparing the body with Nicodemus'
help, it was delivered to a new tomb that he had built for himself.
The Jewish elders express anger at him for burying Jesus’ body:
And likewise Joseph also stepped out and said to them: Why are you angry
against me because I begged the body of Jesus? Behold, I have put him in my
new tomb, wrapping in clean linen; and I have rolled a stone to the door of the
tomb. And you have acted not well against the just man, because you have not
repented of crucifying him, but also have pierced him with a spear.

According to the Gospel of Nicodemus, the
Jewish elders captured JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA, imprisoned him, and placed a
seal on the door to his cell after first posting
a guard. He warned the elders,
The Son of God whom you hanged upon the
cross, is able to deliver me out of your hands.
All your wickedness will return upon you.

Once the elders returned to the cell, the seal
was still in place, but he was gone. He had
been released by the risen Lord, thus
becoming the first witness of the
Resurrection.
Joseph d'Arimathie,
1886-94, by James Tissot

The elders later discover that he had
returned to Arimathea.

On what grounds did JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA claim Jesus’ body? It
was probably not due to his being a disciple because Jewish
authorities, who hated and despised Jesus, would surely have
resisted His being given an honorable burial in a private tomb. There
were probably major grounds in favor of his receiving the body.
The supposition that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was a close relative of
Jesus probably accounts for the boldness of his request—not bold in
the sense of facing his fears but bold because it was an assertion of
his rights to Jesus’ body.
By some traditions JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was a wealthy relative
who had become an adoptive father of the family after the death of
Mary’s husband Joseph. Eastern Orthodox tradition makes him the
younger brother of the father of the Blessed Virgin Mary, thus
making him her uncle and Jesus’ great uncle.

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA besides being a Davidic lord and a noble
council member, may have also been a merchant prince—made rich
through the trade of metal from Britain and, in turn, pottery and
glass from the Middle East.
According to some ancient writers he was later the founder of
Christianity in Britain, specifically at a monastery at Glastonbury.
In the Arthurian cycle of romances and in late medieval legend he
brings the Holy Grail into Britain.

Scholars, however, reject these claims. In none of the earliest
references to Christianity’s arrival in Britain is he mentioned.

This British tradition that JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA was a relative of Jesus and
that he took Jesus with him on a business
trip to the Cornish tin mines in the years
before Jesus began his public ministry is
referred to in William Blake's poem that
asks:
And did those feet in ancient time walk
upon England's mountains green? And
was the holy Lamb of God on England's
pleasant pastures seen?

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA
Among the Rocks of Albion,
1773 original, engraved c.1809,
by William Blake

JERUSALEM
And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England's mountains green?
And was the holy Lamb of God
On England's pleasant pastures seen?
And did the Countenance Divine
Shine forth upon our clouded hills?
And was Jerusalem builded here
Among these dark Satanic Mills?
Bring me my bow of burning gold!
Bring me my arrows of desire!
Bring me my spear! O clouds, unfold!
Bring me my chariot of fire!
I will not cease from mental fight,
Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,
Till we have built Jerusalem
In England's green and pleasant land.
--William Blake (1757-1827)

This famous hymn, a sort of
alternative national anthem
for England, was set to music
by Hubert Parry during World
War I. The questions asked at
the beginning are did Jesus
(known also as Agnus Dei, the
‘holy Lamb of God’) travel
to England with JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA and did He build
a Holy Land (a Jerusalem)
among this English landscape,
which is now (in Blake’s time)
marked by the ‘dark satanic
mills’ found across the
countryside?

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA emerged not only
as the author of Celtic Britain's conversion
to Christianity and the bringer of the Grail,
but also as the ancestor of Britain's greatest
national hero, King Arthur, and the link in
some mysterious fashion between Arthur
and Israel's national hero, King David.
Glastonbury is notable for myths and
legends
concerning
JOSEPH
OF
ARIMATHEA, the Holy Grail, and King
Arthur as recorded by such medieval
historians as the Venerable Bede (c.673735), William of Malmesbury (c.1090c.1142), Geoffrey of Monmouth (c.1095c.1155), and Gerald of Wales (c.1146c.1223).

According to legend, JOSEPH
OF ARIMATHEA not only
came to Britain to visit, but
he eventually settled at
Glastonbury and was gifted
land by King Arviragus.

A local tradition says that he buried the cup of the Last Supper above
the spring in Glastonbury and hence the water has a red color to it.
If you visit Glastonbury today, you can visit the Chalice Well and
Gardens and taste the water for yourself.
In the Gardens there are several Holy Thorn trees believed to have
descended from the original Holy Thorn planted by JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA.

According to such legends, JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA
visited Glastonbury with the Holy Grail and thrust his
walking staff, grown from Jesus’ Holy Crown of Thorns,
into Wearyall Hill, announcing that he and his twelve
companions were “Weary All.” His staff miraculously
took root, leafed out, and blossomed into the
Glastonbury Thorn. The retelling of such miracles
encouraged the pilgrim trade at Glastonbury until the
abbey was dissolved in 1539, during the English
Reformation. The legendary original Holy Thorn, a center
of pilgrimage in the Middle Ages, was chopped down
during the English Civil War.
The Glastonbury thorn is a form of common hawthorn. Unlike ordinary hawthorn
trees, it flowers twice a year, the first time in winter and the second time in
spring. The trees in the Glastonbury area have been propagated by grafting since
ancient times. The tree is also widely called the holy thorn, though this term
strictly speaking refers to the legendary original tree.

The legend that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was given the
responsibility of keeping the Holy Grail was the product of Robert
de Boron, a French poet of the late 12th and early 13th centuries, in
his verse romance Joseph d'Arimathe (c.1200), who essentially
expanded upon stories from the Acts of Pilate.
According to him, JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA used the Grail (the cup
from the Last Supper) to catch the last drops of blood from Jesus’
body. Boron says that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was imprisoned
much as in the Acts of Pilate, but it is the Grail that sustained him
during his captivity. Upon his release he founded his company of
followers, who take the Grail to Britain, though JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA does not go. They brought the Grail to the vaus
d'Avaron, the valleys of Avaron in the west, which later writers
changed to Avalon, identified with Glastonbury, where they
guarded it until the rise of Arthur and the coming of Percival.

De Antiquitate Glastoniensis Ecclesiae (On the
Antiquity of the Church of Glastonbury),
quickly written by William of Malmesbury,
the foremost English historian of the 12th
century, has not survived in its original
edition, but his stories involving JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA are contained in subsequent
editions that abound in interpolations placed
by the Glastonbury monks to increase the
Abbey's prestige and thus its pilgrim trade.

In his noteworthy Gesta Regum Anglorum or
Chronicle of the Kings of England (1125)
William of Malmesbury said that the Apostle
Philip sent twelve Christians headed by
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA to Britain, and they
founded Glastonbury Abbey.

The vast Lancelot-Grail cycle, also known as the Vulgate
Cycle, dating roughly to 1210-30 is an early Arthurian literary cycle in
Old French that reworked Boron's original tale. It integrates into
salvation history the traditional life of King Arthur as told by Geoffrey
of Monmouth, along with many shorter tales of the adventures of
various knights.
In the account of the Grail as an important relic of the Passion (as
conceived by Robert de Boron), it is not JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA but
his son Josephus who is considered the holy man of Britain.

The origin of the association between JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA and
Britain is not entirely clear, though in subsequent romances such as
Perlesvaus (dating to the first decade of the 13th century), he travels
to Britain, bringing relics with him.

In the classic Englishlanguage chronicle of the
Arthurian legend, Le Morte
d'Arthur by Sir Thomas
Malory (c.1415-71) when Sir
Galahad receives the vision
of the Grail, he sees JOSEPH
OF ARIMATHEA standing at
the altar vested as a bishop.

Sir Galahad & Holy Grail,
early 20th century,
by Donn P. Crane

The Golden Tree, c.1893-1902, by Edwin Austin Abbey

Early writers did not connect JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA to the arrival
of Christianity in Britain, and the first literary source to place him in
Britain did not appear until the 13th century.

The historicity of his presence in Glastonbury remains controversial,
but the Thorn is first mentioned in a pamphlet published by Richard
Pynson in 1520 called Lyfe of Joseph of Armathie, which was almost
certainly commissioned by Glastonbury Abbey.
In this account, the miraculous winter-flowering Thorn is paired with
an equally remarkable walnut tree that grew in the Abbey grounds
and was said to flower on Midsummer's Day. Both were seen as
marks of divine favor, proof that Glastonbury was 'the holyest erth
of Englande.'

Glastonbury Abbey church ruin
seen from the east end of the apse

Legend records that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was the uncle of Jesus
of Nazareth. Some of the stories say that he was also a soldier of
Pilate, and was given the Holy Grail, the cup that Jesus used at the
Last Supper.
After the Resurrection, JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was thrown into a
dungeon where Jesus appeared to him and gave him the Grail, which
he had lost after the Crucifixion.
In some accounts, when Vespasian’s army sacked Jerusalem and it
fell, JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA was released from prison along with his
sister Enygeus and her husband, Hebron or Bron, and the trio went
into exile along with a group of fellow travelers.

A tradition amongst certain
metalworkers
was
that,
sometime before the Crucifixion,
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA actually
brought Jesus and the Blessed
Virgin Mary to Cornwall on one
of his trading journeys.
The name Joseph may be
identical with Joachim, the father
of the Blessed Virgin Mary in
the Protevangelium of James, an
apocryphal work; but the two
names are quite distinct in origin.

Elizabeth I cited JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA's missionary work in
England when she told Roman
Catholic bishops in 1559 that the
Church of England pre-dated the
Roman Church in England, replying to
them:
the records and chronicles of our
realms testify to the contrary, and
your own Romish idolatry maketh you
liars; witness the ancient monument
of Gildas, unto which both foreign and
domestic have gone in pilgrimage,
there
to
offer.
This
author
testifieth JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA to
be the first preacher of the word of
God within our realms.

Medieval interest in genealogy raised claims that JOSEPH OF
ARIMATHEA was a relative of Jesus, specifically, the Blessed Virgin
Mary's uncle, or according to some genealogies, Joseph's uncle.
In the Estoire del Saint Graal (c.1200) JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA is given
a son, Josephé, who becomes the first Christian bishop.
In Sone de Nausay (1270-80) he had a son named Adam.
Coptic tradition claims he had a daughter, Josa.

The ancient Welsh annals say JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA had a daughter
Anna.

Depending on the legend, Anna was said to
have married Beli Mawr, an early British
king, or his grandson, or other notable early
British leaders, through whom royal
ancestry could then be traced.

Beli Mawr ("Beli the Great") was an Welsh
ancestor figure who in certain medieval
genealogies is listed as the son or husband
of Anna, cousin of the Blessed Virgin Mary.
The present sovereign of the United
Kingdom, therefore, might be descended
from JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA through a
long royal line and hence from the Davidic
line.

HRM Elizabeth II,
a possible descendent of
JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA

An alternate story says that JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA’s tomb is in
Jerusalem, accessed from the southern side of the cavern-like Syrian
Chapel behind the Tomb of Jesus at the western end of the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre. Carved into a natural rock are typical 1st
century CE Jewish tombs. According to local Christian tradition, they
are of JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA and Nicodemus.

