Raised from the Dead – A 21st Century Miracle Resurrection Story

John Twisleton
The release of a video chronicling the resurrection of a Nigerian pastor from the dead raises many issues about theology and culture. The mission and renewal officer for the Anglican Diocese of Chichester reflects on its significance for evangelisation. 

On Friday November 30th 2001 a Nigerian Pastor by the name of Daniel Ekechukwu was fatally injured in a car crash near the town of Onitsha in Nigeria. He was pronounced dead. His body was embalmed in the local mortuary and returned to his home. 

Daniel’s wife Nneka, after the initial shock, grew into a firm conviction that God would raise her husband from the dead. This conviction was based on her own current experience of God, who she believed had promised her a period of consolation after some unspecified troubles. She was given a gift of faith based on the Scripture women received their dead raised to life again Hebrews 11:35.

Nneka’s conviction turned into action. The evangelist Reinhard Bonnke was holding a meeting in the vicinity. Daniel’s coffin was transported to this meeting on the Sunday after his death.  After an initial refusal to allow the corpse into the meeting officials allowed the body to be taken out of the coffin and carried into the basement. There a group prepared to pray as Nneka requested.

A remarkable video in circulation since Easter 2002 documents what followed. Pastor Daniel started to breathe again even as the prayers commenced.  The evangelist, himself fully occupied by the meeting upstairs, was unaware of this extraordinary prayer request. The prayer ministers began to massage his stiff limbs and sensed life returning all through his body. The video shows Daniel sitting up after requesting water and walking upstairs to the ecstatic welcome of the large assembly. It goes on to document his visits to the doctor who certified his death and the mortuary attendant. Those who met him even a day after he was restored to life are seen to comment on the smell of embalming fluid about him. Daniel recites the vision he was given of both heaven and hell, one of the most challenging aspects of the video. 

I watched this video with a Nigerian priest friend who happened to be staying with me. Together we reflected on the events relayed with such immediacy and effect to my home in Haywards Heath from distant Africa. Both of us have degrees, mine a doctorate in Physical Chemistry. Although both of us have experience of answers to prayer we are probably as hard headed as many clergy. Neither of us could rate the evidence relayed to us from Nigeria at less than 90% certainty of actual occurrence. So many of the details in the video documentary, not least the embarrassment of the ecclesiastical authorities about a request for prayer over a corpse, seemed to ring true.

My friend Benjamin reminded me of how much African spirituality links into day to day needs in a way so foreign to Europeans. Nneka was open to a gift of faith that ministered to her needs as a widow. The whole story was about God honouring one who deeply trusts in him and is geared to his possibilities breaking into the human situation.

As a diocesan mission and renewal officer I registered the importance of this vivid story as an encouragement to faith in God as the living God. The video ‘Raised from the Dead’ is a remarkable tonic to faith and to the renewal of conviction about the astonishing reality of divine intervention.

My questionings, having accepted the likely veracity of the account, were about the context of this miracle. Pastor Daniel’s miracle challenged me to enlarge my vision of God. It did not subtract however from the issues of AIDS, poverty, religious intolerance and corruption which seem particularly acute in the Nigerian context. 

If Christianity is so vibrant and faith so expectant there, I asked my friend, how can society there be so needful of transformation for good – even if the dead are being raised?

‘I am a second generation Christian’, Benjamin replied. ‘My grandparents worshipped idols. Christianity may have spread over most of Africa and may seem vibrant and expectant in faith - but it remains inches deep. In Europe you have 80 generations of Christian influence that has formed many of your institutions and helped social stability’.

‘Yet how little we Europeans seem to value in this age the Christ whose grace has permeated our healthcare, education and legal institutions’ I replied. ‘We so badly need the sort of refreshing of personal faith expectancy that encounter with African Christianity provides.’ 

Another question about the miracle that vexed us was the biblical literalism behind it. Both of us were deeply moved in spirit by God’s honouring of Nneka’s taking Hebrews 11:35 as a personal promise from him, but we were troubled theologically. Furthermore Pastor Daniel relates how an angel took him after death to view both the worship of heaven and the tragedy of hell. The confirmation of heaven and hell as realities beyond this world troubled minds informed by a theology of divine compassion somewhat reticent about hell. The old Jesuit saying affirmed the existence of hell whilst going on to doubt in the name of divine love that there’s anyone there.  This seemed clearly contradicted by what Daniel is shown.

Benjamin reminded me of how supernatural experiences so often seem coloured by the theology of those who experience them.  Just as Roman Catholics see visions of Mary more than Protestants so a vision of the afterlife by an Evangelical Pastor might be expected to see heaven and hell in such a juridical balance.  What mattered to him was the affirmation this miracle gives of the power of God beyond this world and the challenge to renew faith in life after death as something absolutely real.

‘Raised from the Dead’ is the first video record of someone being raised from the dead in the name of Jesus Christ. Pastor Ekechukwu is seen on the cassette case holding his own death certificate. The 45min story is followed by a short evangelistic address by Reinhard Bonnke challenging people to respond to the sovereign Lord. As a documentary the video is hard to dismiss.  It will be an important talking point and instrument of evangelisation for years to come. 
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