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In the Hebrew Bible, persons are creatures, distinguished from all other 

creatures by the gift of freedom, bodily incarnated as male and female 

and animated by a spiritual principle, traditionally called a soul. … 

Only when the human person is understood in the larger context of her 

and his historical and social circumstances, can our theology of human 

existence hope to be truly Catholic. … Unlike the Greeks, who looked 

upon human beings as incarnated spirits, the Jews regarded people as 

animated bodies: We do not have a soul and a body; we are soul and 

body.
1
      

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

nineteen thoughts to ponder (in no order of importance/approbation):  

 

1 ‘The Study of philosophy is a preparation for death’ (attributed to 

Socrates, by Plato). 

 

2 ‘I am the resurrection. …, and whoever lives and believes in me, will 

never die. Do you believe this?’ (John 11: 25-26). 

 

3 ‘Now, if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of 

you be saying that there is no resurrection of the dead?’ (1 Corinthians 

15:12). [Are the ‘some of you’ Ebionites?, a group air-brushed from 

orthodox accounts of the history of Christianity.]   

 

4 ‘Death is an experience not lived through’ (Antony Flew). 

 

5 the migrant jesus 
 

‘The idea of Jesus leaving Judaea after he had recovered from his coma is 

a relatively modern creation. It is part of the teaching of the Ahmadiyya 

Islamic sect (formed during the nineteenth century), according to which 

the revived Jesus left the Holy Land, set out towards the East in search of 

the Twelve Tribes of Israel, and died in India. In the last century, the 

poetic imagination of Robert Graves brought the post-crucifixion Jesus to 

Rome. So also did Barbara Thiering’s peculiar interpretation of the Dead 

                                                 
1
 Adapted from Richard Mc. Brien’s Catholicism (1994 edition, pages 158 to 159) 
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Sea Scrolls. Her married, divorced and remarried Jesus, father of four 

children, died of old age in Nero’s Rome. In the absence of ancient   

evidence, these modern musings need not detain us’ (Geza Vermes).
2
 

 

6 ‘If there is no God, man’s life is absurd’ (William Lane Craig).
3
 

 

7 the problem with (christian) vowels   

 

Try to imagine for a moment a deity who would consign to eternal 

punishment those who, at the Council of Nicaea (325), agreed with the 

claim of Arius (died c. 336) that Jesus was of a like substance 

(homoiousian, in Greek) with God, while rewarding those with eternal 

bliss who supported Athanasius (died 373), asserting that Jesus was of the 

same substance (homoousion) with God [that, is, truly God, as later 

more formally defined by the Council of Chalcedon (451) – that  Jesus is 

one person in two natures (‘human’ and ‘divine’)]. According to one 

wag, it could be argued (unfairly really, in the context of the Patristic 

Age) that the contraction of the latter term (to ten letters) from the former 

one (eleven letters) has made Jesus God, by the re-alignment of two 

vowels! And depending upon one’s choice of one word over the other 

one, for much of Christian history it was thought the the choice led either 

to eternal life in Heaven or in Hell.
4
 

 

8 ‘In a world where there is death, there is still far too much time in 

which to hate (anonymous).’ 

 

9 No one dies, for as long as they are remembered (think of one purpose 

for candles). 

 

10 In 1980, a cemetery in Alabama (USA) issued a statement explaining 

that it had to increase its costs, owing to a rise in the cost of living! 

 

11 Religions in the concrete are mixtures of doctrines, practices, faith, 

superstitution and unbelief.
5
  

 

12 ‘I believe in one God, but not in one religion, one culture, one truth: 

The God of Abraham is the God of all humankind, but the faith of 

Abraham is not the religion of all humankind.’
6
 

                                                 
2
 Jesus: Nativity, Passion, Resurrection (one volume edition, page 439), by Geza Vermes (2010 

edition) – The Guardian has described Vermes as ‘the greatest Jesus scholar of his generation’ (John 

Grace).  
3
 The Meaning of Life (ed. E.D. Klemke, 2000 edition, page 40)  

4
 Adapted from Eternal Life: A New Vision , By John Shelby Spong (2009 edition, page 110) 

5
 This claim derives from Hans Kung’s book, On being a Christian (1978 edition, pages 91 to 92). 



© WRCDT St John Fisher North Harrow 

 

 

13 “There is no equivalent in Judaism to the doctrine that extra 

Ecclesiam non est salus (‘outside of the Church there is no salvation’). 

On the contrary, Judaism’s ancient sages maintained that ‘the pious of the 

nations’ have a share in the world to come.” 
7
 

 

14 ‘Biblical monotheism is not the idea that there is one God and 

therefore one truth, one faith, one way of life. On the contrary, it is the 

idea that unity creates diversity. That is the non-Platonic miracle of 

creation.’
8
 

 

15 a) ‘My friends took me to a party to “get out of myself”. I thought the 

party more miserable than me. The time was 1950, when Existentialism 

wrapped itself round everything, like London smog, girls wore black eye-

shadow and the only light was provided by candles stuck in Chianti 

bottles. … A shadow emerged from a corner and a grey, mouse-like man 

told me to see him at ten the next morning. I did, because no one else was 

interested in me. He was an analyst, a follower of Wilhelm Reich, Freud’s 

way-out disciple, and my analysis started right away. The first session 

lasted eight hours and it was as revolutionary as religion. For the first 

time, I screamed-out what I really felt. You can’t do that with religion – 

there’s too much role-playing about it. My religion was a handicap at 

first. I kept on thinking I had to be “nice”. It took me ages to understand 

that I had to be completely honest. Intellectually, I knew that I had 

suppressed the gunge in my life for too long, but that didn’t make it any 

easier to acknowledge. I knew that unless it all came out, I would never 

be free of it. So, reluctantly, out it came, with lots of protective self-pity, 

emotional dishonesty and pitiable excuses to soften the shock. It’s the 

same with Catholic-Jewish Relations. We’ve done the easy stuff, and now 

it is time to do the hard stuff. I call on St. Teresa of Avila for support. She 

knew that if you have two ways, the easy way and the hard way, choose 

the hard way. It is the psychologically and spiritually mature thing to do.’ 

[Rabbi Lionel Blue, writing in The Tablet, 9 January 1999, abridged and 

slightly adapted (without any alteration of meaning)]  

 

                                                                                                                                            
6
 The Dignity of Difference (2002 edition, page 53), by Jonathan Sacks (slightly adapted, without any 

alteration of meaning). 
7
 Ibid – Sacks is referring to the ‘notorious’ papal Bull, Unam Sanctam (18 November 1302, 

promulgated by Pope Boniface Vlll , died 1303).  It ‘affirmed that it was necessary for salvation that 

every creature should be subject to the  Supreme Pontiff’ (the quotation comes from The Oxford 

Dictionary of Popes, by JND Kelly, (1988 edition, page 210). The reference to ‘the world to come’ is 

not to be interpreted with regard to the Hebrew Bible or religion (it derives from later Jewish history).     
8
 Ibid, page 53 
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15 b) ‘Many Catholics would give their lives for right doctrine, 

upholding the Faith; and most Jews for communal loyalty and religious 

observance’ (source: as for ‘15 a’), with same qualification). 

 

16 ‘There is more faith in honest doubt than in half the creeds’ (Alfred, 

Lord Tennyson). 

 

17 ‘The exact same thing is never taken away and given back’ (C.S. 

Lewis). 

 

18 ‘The only modern ideology that still awards death a central role is 

nationalism. In its more poetic and desperate moments, it promises that 

whoever dies for the nation will forever live in its collective memory. 

Yet, this notion is so fuzzy that most nationalists do not know what to 

make of it’ (Yuval N. Harari).                  

 

19 ‘Sleep already begins to hand me over to his brother, Death’ (Gorgias, 

Socrates’ opponent, who is said to have died at 105 years of age!).    

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

‘Our life is limited by death, and only when the dying ends does 

death occur’ (Werner Jeanrond). 

 

‘My end is my beginning’ (Mary, Queen of Scots, on the Scaffold, 

1587). 

 

‘Resurrection does not mean the undoing of death’ (Werner 

Jeanrond). 

 

‘I am ready for death’ (Leonard Cohen, died 10 November 2016). 

 

‘It is dangerous for our life to speak carelessly of our death, and if we 

do not take seriously the totality of our death, we really cannot begin 

to enter into the Mystery of Jesus’ Resurrection’ (Werner Jeanrond). 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

The Stanford Dictionary definition of Death reads as ‘the complete and 

permanent cessation of all vital functions in a living creature, the end 

of life’
9
. Everyone will agree with the first part of the definition, but there 

is much disagreement about what is meant by the end of life. It is that 

‘disagreement’ which is the focus of this evening’s Session, and the 

manner in which Plato has immortalised Socrates’ tragic death is 

                                                 
9
 AQA Religious Studies (A2), 2009 edition, page 39 
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illustrative of why people understand its inevitability as a full-stop or a 

comma. Plato inclined to the view that it is a comma, with the life cycle 

still to complete its (post-temporal, ultimate) purpose.     

 

Socrates (the son of a midwife and a stonemason) has five important 

things in common with Jesus of Nazareth:  

 

They were a) charismatic figures who attracted many followers, b) 

neither of them left any personal written records of their lives, c) their 

fathers were artisans, d) The Trial of Socrates and the Trial of Jesus are 

the two most famous judicial processes in the history of Western culture 

and, e), they were executed in consequence of trumped-up charges.  

 

It cannot be emphasised enough that they were victims of state murder, 

and that the claim made in Matthew 27:25b (‘Let his blood be on us and 

on our children’, which later gave rise to the notorious Deicide Charge) 

is utterly fallacious.  These words are an invention of the Gospel’s author. 

The Crucifixion was the consequence of Roman hegemony, more or less 

end of story!.
10

 

    

Socrates was sentenced to death because he was said to have ‘corrupted 

youth’. In effect, this meant that Socrates had offended against the state’s 

institutional interests (he was an ‘atheist’, refusing to believe in its god).  

 

The painting (courtesy of Angela Inglese, St. Dominic’s College) depicts 

Socrates on his bed, preparing to die (399 BCE, when Plato was probably 

thirty), about to drink the cup of hemlock (poison). One of his friends, 

Crito, asks Socrates how he would like to be buried. Socrates responds by 

laughing, and says (with his hand pointing upwards, a clear association 

with Raphael’s more famous School of Athens): 

 

Crito imagines that I am that dead body that he will see in a little while. 

… But when I drink the poison, I shall … depart for some happy state of 

the blessed. (Phaedo).
11

 

 

                                                 
10

 It is most important to note that the Passion Narratives need to be interpreted with great historical, 

pastoral and theological sensitivity, In 1994, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference pf England & Wales,, 

in its document Guidelines for Catholic-Jewish Relations (art. 23) made this significant observation: 

‘It is necessary to remember that the Passion Narratives do not offer eyewitness accounts or a 

modern transcript of historical events.’ In summary, these Narratives need to be interpreted against 

the background of the Great Jewish-Roman War (66 CE to 73CE), in the context of the destruction of 

the Second Temple (70 CE), by Titus (he later became Emperor, and died in 81 CE).   
11

 Vardy and Arliss, The Thinker’s Guide to God (slightly adapted, 2003 edition, page 103). Some of 

the material for this session is derived from their book (expanded, and adapted), pages 122 to 149). 
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This is a profound affirmation of Plato’s (dualist) belief that the self 

(‘soul’), unlike the body, survives death, written after Plato had attended 

Socrates’ mockery of a trial, following his travels in Italy and Sicily, most 

likely having gone first to Egypt (a most important consideration, as we 

shall examine, for Plato’s doctrine of reincarnation). Scholars think that 

one possible reason for these perambulations was the fear that his own 

life had been in danger. 

 

In our time, we tend to equate non-belief in the after-life with ‘atheism’. 

This was not the case in the Ancient World, as these two illustrations 

demonstrate: 

 Simmias, one of Socrates’ friends, used the analogy of a lyre’s 

tuning to argue that the concept of life after death (lad) is not a 

requirement for our understanding of human nature: The lyre’s 

tuning is invisible and non-physical (do you agree?), and it does 

not exist from or outlast the lifetime of the lyre. Simmais 

believed in the god(s) of the polis (nowadays, we have too 

narrow an understanding of ‘atheism’: in the Ancient World, its 

meaning was far more flexible, roughly corresponding to the 

idea of the rejection of approved deities).
12

 

 When Socrates died, Judaism was about 950 years old and for 

all that time it had no developed philosophy of an afterlife. 

Indeed, such a belief did not emerge until circa 165 BCE, and it 

was not met with universal approval (the Sadducees, for 

example, utterly rejected it). We know it as the doctrine of the 

Resurrection. It is very important for Christians to understand – 

which often comes as a surprise to many of them – that Jesus’ 

Resurrection (which some Jews accept, without investing it with 

any ontological/metaphysical significance) is not evidence that 

he is the Messiah of Jewish expectation: ‘In the words of the 

(Catholic) theologian Clemens Thoma, Jewish scholars do not 

regard resurrection testimony as ‘proof for the messiahship of 

Jesus, because for them the concept of resurrection is not 

connected with the messianic expectation of salvation’
13

. Thoma 

continues by making the claim that Late Second Temple Judaism 

(dated usually from about 175 BCE to 70 CE) was expecting the 

resurrection of such figures as Enoch, Moses, Elijah and 

Jeremiah, but not that of the Messiah. For Thoma, Jesus’ 

resurrection provided the Gentiles with access to the (unknown) 

God of Israel, a God who was already on Earth before Christ. 

                                                 
12

 Ibid, much adapted 
13

 The Resurrection of Jesus, by Pinchas Lapide (1983 edition, page 152)  
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[It is not possible to develop further – in the context of this Session – 

Thoma’s arguments, but suffice to say that there is now mainline 

scholarly agreement that Jesus of Nazareth did not fulfil the expectations 

of Late Second Temple Judaism, in the sense that that idea was then 

understood by the vast majority of Jews.
14

  

 

Interested listeners/readers may wish to consult Stuart E. Rosenberg’s 

ground-breaking work (still in print, as far as is known), The Christian 

Problem: A Jewish View, ISBN: 0-87052-509-3, HIppocrene Books, 

1998 edition, with particular regard to chapters 1 and 2 respectively – 

Jesus was not a Christian and The Jewish Messiah was not Jesus. In 

addition, Thoma’s reference to ‘Elijah’ (cf. Mark 8: 27-30 and Matthew 

16: 13-20) is of much scholarly interest. 

 

Geza Vermes (died 2014, a Jew and a former Catholic priest) was 

regarded until his death as the world’s leading Jesus Scholar. Vermes 

casts Jesus in the role of an Elijah-type figure: ‘In his view, Jesus can be 

seen as a typical Galililean hasid, holy man or charismatic, whose life is 

the very embodiment of the Torah-true Jew, devoted to the ancestral 

religion, deeply trusting in God’s care and protection. Endowed with 

God’s spirit, he can be compared with various “men of deeds” in the 

Jewish sources, whose prototype is Elijah, healer and doer of mighty 

deeds. The various titles for Jesus – Son of God, Son of Man and even 

Lord – which occur in the Gospels can be understood as terms of address 

within Palestinian Aramaic, without the later theological value that 

Hellenistic Christianity has attached to them.’
15

 One of Vermes’ last 

books, Christian Beginnings: From Nazareth to Nicaea, AD 30-325 

(2012), is a ‘must read’, with particular regard to the Pauline Religion, 

for anyone interested in exploring the emergence of Christianity as a 

world Faith.] 

 

We return to ‘Simmias’. Nowadays, as Vardy and Arliss have observed, 

his approach ‘would be expressed by saying that mental states are a 

product of bodily states’.
16

 In essentials, this is also Aristotle’s position 

(explained in the previous Session, with reference to ‘matter’, ‘soul/form’ 

and the theory of causation -  what is important to remember is that ‘soul’ 

cannot be separated from ‘matter’).   

                                                 
14

 In Appendix A, page 199, of Antony Flew’s book, There is a God (2007 edition), Bishop N.T. 

Wright notes that no first century Jew believed that the Messiah would be raised from the dead.  
15

 Who Do You Say That I Am? (a concilium publication, 1997/1, pages 42 to 43, from an article of 

Sean Freyne’s, former Professor of Theology at Trinity College, Dublin) 
16

 Vardy and Arliss 
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Aristotle subscribed to what philosophers now term Materialism 

(technically, he is a modified Materialist), the idea that there is no entity 

termed ‘soul’, distinct from human beings’ bodies. [Many of his writings 

have been lost, but in one surviving fragment (its authenticity is denied by 

most scholars), Aristotle claims that human beings’ souls (but not those 

of other creatures) separate at the body from death, but even if this is a 

genuine fragment, it seems most unlikely that he meant by it 

‘continuation of personal identity’ in our modern understanding of that 

concept).] 

 

Materialism argues that emotions like ‘fear’, ‘love’ and ‘joy’ are nothing 

more than the product of the brain’s psycho-chemical functions. Our 

actions are the result of a chain of events, with the individual being a 

living body, and – at death – personal identity ceases, there being no 

after-life (science will one day explain everything!).  

 

There are two kinds of Materialism: 

 Hard Materialism postulates that human consciousness is nothing 

more than brain activity. 

 Soft Materialism (known also as property dualism) maintains that 

consciousness is rather more than ‘brain processes’. Mind and 

body are related, and they do not act independently of each other, 

but our bodies can nonetheless manifest inner emotions (many 

heart attacks have been caused by unsustainable levels of 

psychological/emotional stress, for example). 

 

If you follow-up this Session, there are two important contemporary 

materialists worthy of study: 

 Gilbert Ryle (died 1976), in The Concept of Mind (1949), 

famously described the soul as The Ghost in the Machine, 

meaning that the very concept is a category mistake (cm). In its 

simplest form, a cm means that people seek solutions to problems 

by reference to mistaken contexts. Imagine that this morning 

Jerome Curtin awoke with toothache. Isabel, his ‘concerned wife’, 

said ‘not to worry’, I’ll ‘phone Sue’ (who is a GP and often 

conducts the Choir at Mass, of which Isabel is a member), she will 

sort it in minutes’ (and, if Sue is unavailable, there is always her 

husband, Richard, a surgeon and organist, to call on!). Isabel has 

committed a classic category error. The ‘phone call should have 

been made to Simon Blackburn, a dentist, who is also a member of 

the parish (busily preparing for 26 November) – poor Jerome! 

Ryle, however, had a more serious point to make: People 
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mistakenly think that ‘soul/mind’ and body are different 

phenomena (ghost being a metaphor for ‘soul’, and machine being 

a metaphor for ‘body’). They are not, at least for him. In a slightly 

more elaborate illustration than ‘Jerome’s tooth’, imagine that Fr. 

Shaun has offered to show Sr. Anne and Sr. Karen round SJF 

Church (and its amazing sanctuary, worthy of a small cathedral!). 

He walks them up the nave, down the aisles, explains the 

significance of the religious artefacts, especially the baptismal font 

and its connection to Ezekiel, and then Anne and Karen say, ‘Yes, 

all of that is wonderful, Shaun, but now show us SJF Church!’ 

The ‘good Father’ would be excused for looking askance at them. 

They have made the error of thinking that SJF Church is 

something beyond all that Shaun has shown to them (think back to 

Plato’s World of the Forms, on 19 October). Ryle maintains that 

Anne and Karen have fallen into the error of (Platonic) Dualism, 

for the reason that there is no empirical evidence favouring it. He – 

Ryle – is a Monist, meaning that human beings are a unity, that 

there is no separation between body and soul. [In a rather odd way, 

Monism can be used as an argument for Jesus’ Resurrection in 

bodily form, but more about that later.] 

 Richard Dawkins, a biological materialist (born 1941) and 

famous (or infamous, depending upon one’s point of view) for his 

advocacy of the New Atheism (cf. The God Delusion, 2006), 

maintains that ‘there is no spirit-driven life force. .. Life is just 

bytes and bytes of digital information’.
17

 He argues that scientific 

beliefs are based upon empirical evidence (philosophers of science 

use the term methodological naturalism, one that the United States 

Supreme Court has employed in its repeated statements about the 

fallacious claims made by so-called Creation-Science). By 

contrast, religious beliefs, for Dawkins, are the product of myth and 

faith, arising from the psychological inability of human beings to 

face the reality of their own mortality, against the background of 

purposeless suffering and (moral and natural) evil. For him, life 

serves only one purpose: the survival of DNA, and it represents the 

mechanism for life beyond the grave. In effect, you and I are Bodily 

DNA Carriers, ensuring the survival of the species! People should 

not worry about ‘meaning’ in their lives, in the sense of looking to 

religious beliefs and doctrines. Indeed, if human beings relied only 

on scientific method to answer questions of meaning (Dawkins 

does not deny we seek a sense of purpose and, contrary to what 

some of his critics have said, he also accepts that human beings are 
                                                 
17

 River out of Eden (1995), quoted in AQA A2 Religious Studies (2009 edition, page 42, from which 

much of this paragraph is adapted and also from page 43) 
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possessed of free-will), they would be much happier, liberated 

from the god delusion. For him, people can achieve immortality (in 

a manner akin to Aristotle’s famous analogy of the archer) 

through Memetics (a theory now discredited by many academics, 

including Alister Mc. Grath, the physicist and theologian
18

). It 

maintains that catch-phrases, tunes, quotes, teachings, memories 

etc lodge in the brain, and that these phenomena are passed on to 

future generations, but clearly to be understood in an ante-mortem 

sense (like Antony Flew, he asserts that death is an experience not 

lived through
19

). 

 

Contrary opinions, that death is an experience lived through, form the 

basis of (most) religions’ claims to some kind of after-life. We have 

already explored in depth Plato’s theory in this regard, though he never 

founded a religion (many scholars have quipped, with more than an 

element of truth to it, that Plato’s followers founded a religion – we know 

it as Christianity!). 

 

However, before turning our attention to these claims, it is worthwhile 

examining what the philosopher Bernard Williams (the late husband of 

the far more well known politician and (Catholic) intellectual, Shirley) 

has to say about the concept of spatio-temporal continuity. 

 

It addresses this question: ‘What makes a person the same person 

throughout their life?’ Williams’ answer is that it is manifest in the 

continuation of a body through space and time, by which he means that 

Angelo Roncalli (born 25 November 1881) was the same person when he 

died (by then Pope John XXlll, on 3 June 1963). 

 

He argues that baby Angelo, baptised at Sotto il Monte hours after his 

birth, is the same man who opened Vatican ll (11 October 1962). In other 

                                                 
18

 Mc. Grath has written a number of books on this and related matters, including The Twilight of 

Atheism: The Rise and Fall of Disbelief in the Modern World (2004), The Dawkins Delusion? (2007, 

co-authored) and Surprised by Meaning: Science, Faith and How we Make Sense of Things (2011).  

Mc. Grath has been compared to CS Lewis (died 1963), and ‘Surprised by Meaning’ is a clear allusion 

to Lewis’ book, Surprised by Joy, the inspiration for the wonderful movie, Shadowlands.  
19

 Flew died about seven years ago, but in 2007 he published There is A God. It was a brief media 

sensation, and led many supporters of the New Atheism to claim that old age ‘had triggered a death bed 

conversion’ (page 2). In fact, Flew’s book is a brilliant defence of what is called Deism (belief in a 

Supreme Being who is the ultimate source of reality, loosely based on Aristotle’s understanding of the 

Prime Mover). Many headlines said ‘Flew returns to his Christian roots (Flew’s father had been a 

Methodist minister and theologian). He did not: ‘Clearly these people were not familiar with my 

writings on the non-existence of an after-life, and this is one area in which I have not changed my 

mind’ (page 2, abridged, without alteration of meaning). In the same book, Appendix B (pages 185 to 

213) is a dialogue with (Anglican) Bishop N.T. Wright concerning ‘divine revelation’, ‘Jesus’ 

historical existence’, Jesus as ‘God Incarnate’ and ‘evidence for Christ’s Resurrection’.  
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words, Angelo continued to have the same identity from birth to death 

(and after it?). 

 

Thus far, no sensible person would disagree with this illustration. But 

the famous $64, 000 question now becomes this one: ‘Is ‘Baby Angelo’ 

the same person who Pope Francis canonised? Shirley, Bernard’s widow, 

would probably answer ‘yes’ to this question; but her husband’s answer is 

an emphatic ‘no’, for to be the same person requires a single body to be 

continuous through time; at death, the body dies and corrupts, and spatio-

temporal continuity is broken. Of course, Pope Francis is not asserting 

that he canonised the re-constituted body of Pope John (the Church 

teaches that it will be re-united with his soul at the Final Resurrection
20

), 

but – and this is the important point – Pope Francis is maintaining that, at 

death, spatio-temporal continuity is not broken, and that his canonisation 

of Pope John is real, in the sense that Pope Francis is simply 

acknowledging his predecessor’s post-mortem existence, now continuing 

in Heaven (Pope John is unlikely to have spent much time in Purgatory!). 

 

Monism, as represented by Williams, denies the francis thesis (that we 

are soul and body), insisting that there is no way of existence continuing 

from this side of the grave to its other side.
21

 

 

John Hick (born 1922), in an effort to address Williams’ rejection of an 

after-life, has postulated an idea known as replica theory (rt). It is a 

rejection of Dualism, and at the same time presenting a defence of belief 

in bodily resurrection.  

 

For him, people are psycho-somatic unities, meaning that human beings 

are a unity of body and soul (‘mind’). Unlike for Williams, this unity 

constitutes a dimension of continuity. It remains, however, an alternative 

Materialist view of the mind (soul)-body problem, close to – but not 

quite the same as - the traditional Christian view that we are soul and 

body. [Hick also rejects Ryle’s Ghost in the Machine idea.]   

 

In an effort to explain ‘resurrection’, Hick uses rt, derived from his 

interpretation of St. Paul’s teaching(s), with particular regard to 1 

Corinthians 15: 35-55 (‘what is sown is a physical body, and what is 

raised is a spiritual body’, v. 44). 

 

                                                 
20

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, art. 366 
21

 The ‘Williams’ material’ comes from Vardy and Arliss, pages 136 to 137, which has been greatly 

adapted using the ‘popes’ analogy’. 
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Rt maintains that God acts in such manner that, at death, He creates 

(instantaneously or after a lapse in time) an exact replica of us, in a 

location other than Earth. 

 

The following illustration(s) may help to elucidate the theory:  

 

 Imagine that an individual disappears from Bushey High Street and 

reappears in North Harrow. For obvious reasons, there was a gap 

between these occurrences, and yet Hick argues that it is also 

obvious that it is the same individual, intact with memories (here, 

Williams’ spatio-temporal continuity idea is being employed in a 

different context). 

 Now, imagine further that someone dies, and immediately after 

death an identical double appears on the Moon. Is it not reasonable 

to say that this is the same person, if they looked exactly the same 

and had the same memories? 

 Assume now that someone dies on Earth, and an exact copy 

appears in Heaven. Would we not say that this was the same 

person, if they looked exactly the same and had the same 

memories?
22

 

 

Hick is maintaining that the dead person has been recreated by God, 

looking identical to the one who has died, and that old people, for 

example, be they in Heaven or Hell, would gradually grow younger until 

they reached a perfect age. 

 

His approach allows for the possibility of a Monist-type interpretation of 

lad, but how likely is it that the ‘resurrected person’ is ‘resurrected’ with 

the identical body with which they died? It is suggested that Jesus of 

Nazareth is the only known instance of this (Monist)-type) phenomenon 

in the history of any religious tradition.
23

 

 

The main weakness of rt is that it fails to establish what it seeks to 

demonstrate, because – as implied above – it is simply impossible to 

establish that the replica person appearing in Heaven is the same as the 

one who died. In addition, what is there to prevent God from creating 

many replicas? We shall return to rt, when examining claims about the 

Resurrection of Jesus.
24

 
                                                 
22

 Adapted from Vardy and Arliss, page 137 
23

 Ibid, page 138, adapted 
24

 It is worth noting, in passing, that Hick disagrees with the Roman Catholic Church, by favouring the 

doctrine of Traducianism (championed by Tertullian, died circa 225). It is the idea that souls have 

come from parents, and not directly from God. He believes that this approach ‘best fits’ the modern 

scientific evidence.  
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However, before turning our attention to Near Death Experiences (ndes), 

John Hick has also developed an idea pertinent to the study of the 

philosophy of (religious) language. It is called eschatological 

verification theory (evt), a response to a school of twentieth-century 

philosophical thought known as Logical Positivism (LP, see below). 

 

Evt is important because it provides a mechanism whereby claims about 

Jesus’ Resurrection and about the General Resurrection of the Dead are 

at least in principle verifiable (think back to the 19 October session, when 

the nature of Aristotle’s Empirical Method was discussed). 

 

All religious statements, by definition, are metaphysical utterances (the 

term ‘metaphysical’ was explained on 19 October). LP argued that 

statements are only meaningful if a) they can be verified by sense 

experience(s), or b) they conform to the principle of tautology (logical 

statements that we know to be true by definition, such as 2+2=4). 

 

LP (now largely discredited in contemporary philosophical thought) 

maintained that metaphysical statements are utterly meaningless, because 

they cannot meet the two above criteria of verification. This umbrella 

condemnation clearly applies to all religious statements (we shall leave 

to one side for the moment the pertinent counter claims of religious 

people, such as those claiming veracity for religious experience(s)), and 

also to the assertions made by atheists, who also fall foul of the umbrella 

condemnation, since it is empirically impossible to establish that there is 

no God! 

 

Hick accepted that all religious statements are metaphysical in character, 

and therefore ‘lying beyond proof’, at least on this side of the grave. It 

helps to understand his argument if we introduce two additional terms 

into the debate: cognitivism and non-cognitivism. 

 

A cognitive statement is one that is subject to being either true or false: 

‘There is an elephant standing at this moment in SJF Parish Hall.’ 

 

A non-cognitive statement is one that is not subject to being either true 

or false (many philosophers think that religious statements fit this 

category). 

 

[‘Jesus Christ died for our sins.’ Is this a cognitive or a non-cognitive 

statement? It is a ‘cognitive statement’ (at least for believers), but in a 

special way, for the reason that it cannot be verified in an empirical 
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manner (as the ‘sighting’ of the elephant can be). Are any of the above six 

words unambiguously cognitive, and therefore verifiable in an empirical 

sense? Two of them are: Jesus died. The implications of this little 

exercise will be developed during the Session (nb: the verifiable words 

are not ‘Jesus Christ died’).] 

 

Hick believed that, in principle, the statement death is an experience 

lived through (contra Flew) is a cognitive one (providing us with 

accurate information), but only in the context of evt: in other words, it is 

verifiable only if we have after-death experiences, and if there are no 

such experiences, then – for obvious reasons – there is nothing to verify. 

 

Some people have argued that ndes verify evt.  

 

Ndes (also known as life-after- life- experiences, lales) constitute an a-

posteriori argument for lad. These phenomena refer to people who have 

almost died (excluded are instances of individuals narrowly escaping 

death – they have been lucky!), or who were resuscitated (depending on 

one’s definition of ‘death’). 

 

There is no doubt that hundreds of thousands of people (maybe some 

present this evening?) have had experiences of being ‘nearly dead’, in 

hospitals or wherever, and have experienced their out of body entry into 

death, sometimes approaching/entering a tunnel with light at its end, 

where they encounter other disembodied persons (known or unknown – 

Catholics, for example, sometimes see Jesus or the Virgin Mary). In 

addition, they often report ‘sightings’ of objects in rooms adjacent to the 

operating theatres in which they are receiving treatment.
25

  

 

A distinctive feature of these occurrences is that ‘they can vary 

significantly from standard religious expectations. Raymond Moody 

(born 1944), writes, ‘I have not heard a single reference to a Heaven or a 

Hell anything like the customary picture to which we are exposed in this 

society. Indeed, many persons have stressed how unlike their experiences 

were to what they had been led to expect in the course of their religious 

education’.
26

 

 

                                                 
25

 Much adapted from Reason &  Religious Belief (second edition, 1998, ‘lead editor’ - Michael 

Peterson, pages 228 to 229) 
26

 Ibid, page 229 – Moody, a medical doctor originally, is the leading academic expert on ndes, and 

interested readers are directed to a standard work, Religion, Spirituality and the Near-Death 

Experience, by Mark Fox (2003 edition), in which Moody’s arguments are extensively analysed  
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Many objections have been levelled at ndes, and three significant ones 

are that: 

 Hypoxia (known also as anoxia) is a condition whereby the 

brain receives much reduced supplies of oxygen, when 

individuals are (consciously) dying, arguably leading to states 

of consciousness which produce the phenomena described 

above. A common feature of these experiences is a sense of 

euphoria, manifested by an awareness of being in the presence 

of a supernatural entity.  

 The main problem with ndes is in the word ‘near’ (as an 

adjective). No matter how ‘near’ an individual is to being 

dead, they are still alive, and recipients of ndes – when they 

report their experiences – are still very much alive. One 

commentator has drawn an analogy with the (controversial) 

doctrine of (limited) papal infallibility: the pope is infallible 

all of the time, or not at all! 

 It is most difficult to establish how these out of body people, 

for the use of a better term, are embodied, since they seem to 

be invisible, weightless and able to move through physical 

objects, yet in possession of powers of perception (though 

more so in terms of thought-transference than auditory 

experiences). The suggestion is that these subjects are 

embodied in ways that make them recognizable and locatable 

‘from a particular perspective, yet possessed only of a partial, 

one-way relationship to our present world’. In other words, 

they are briefly aware of their new physical environments, 

without the power to influence them. However – and this is a 

most important consideration (to some extent validating 

Hick’s evt) – two elements present in these accounts 

(awareness of personal identity and recollection of the past) 

are indicative of a general understanding of the notion of 

personal immortality beyond the grave.
27

 

 

One (Catholic) interpretation of ndes, derived from a Jungian model of 

psychoanalysis/psychotherapy, has been advanced by the theologian John 

J. Heaney, in his book The Sacred and the Psychic.
28

 Heaney accepts 

that the study of ndes cannot resolve questions about lad, yet they may 

nonetheless provide an important salvific function, in the sense of 

providing their recipients with a marked sense of peace, joy and spiritual 

                                                 
27

 Ibid, page 229, adapted 
28

 Fox, pages 50 to 51 – the complete title of Heaney’s book is The Sacred and the Psychic: 

Parapsychology and Christian Theology  (Paulist Press,  New Jersey, 1984) 
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reorientation, as they approach the end of this life, in the sure and certain 

hope of everlasting life to come. 

 

It is St. Thomas Aquinas (died 1274) who argued on a-priori grounds for 

the sure and certain hope of everlasting life to come (a ‘departure’, as it 

were, from his usual a-posteriori approach to the God Question). 

 

Aquinas’ argument for lad rests on the claim that life is purposeless, if we 

are unable to achieve our final end (in the last Session, we explored 

briefly how he adapts Aristotle’s notions of the Final Cause and 

Eudaimonia). For him, this end consists in the (unchanging) attainment 

of the Beatific Vision, union with God in Heaven, and God would not 

imbue human beings with this awareness/desire if it were not in some 

measure attainable, despite our fallibility. [NB: explain a Kantian aside.] 

 

In essence, Aquinas is advocating belief in the Communion of Saints: ‘It 

is not merely by the title of example that we cherish the memory of those 

in Heaven; we seek, rather, that by this devotion to the exercise of 

fraternal charity, the union of the whole Church in the Spirit may be 

strengthened. Exactly as Christian communion among our fellow pilgrims 

brings us closer to Christ, so our communion with the Saints joins us to 

Christ, from whom as from its fountain and head, issues all grace, and the 

life of the People of God itself.’
29

 

 

This rather clumsily-phrased quotation from the Catechism is poignantly 

summarised in its previous article (956, slightly abridged), referring to St. 

Dominic (died 1221) and St. Therese of Lisieux (died 1997), respectively:  

 

‘Do not weep, for I shall be more useful to you after my death, helping 

you more effectively than during my life.’ And St. Therese said, ‘I want 

to spend my Heaven by doing good on Earth.’ 

 

This idea about ‘doing good’ is central to the world’s great religious 

traditions, and – one way or another – it has a bearing upon how these 

Faiths understand the post-mortem status of their adherents. 

 

Hinduism is the world’s oldest (and most enduring) religion. It emerged 

about 4, 000 years ago. Most religions can point to a founder or founders 

(St. Paul and Jesus, with regard to Christianity, for example). Hinduism is 

unique, however, because it derived ‘from a very ancient and remarkable 

                                                 
29

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, art. 957 
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culture: the Indus Valley Civilization’. It was founded by a people (the 

first People of God?). 
30

 

 

Reincarnation is the transmigration of the soul from body to body, 

involving the notion that we have lived many lives before this one, and 

there may be more lives to live in the future. For Hinduism, the soul 

(atman) is eternal.  

 

Karma is a process involving the law(s) of cause and effect, the point 

being that actions performed in this life impact upon subsequent lives 

(think back to the ‘Plato and Women’ example, from 19 October, though 

he was no Hindu!). Good people are likely to be reborn as successful 

individuals, and bad ones may return as (lower) animals. Our ultimate 

aim is for the soul (atman) to be liberated from the repeated cycle of 

death and rebirth (samsara), to be united with Brahman [‘God’, who is 

regarded as pure thought, an idea bearing coincidental (limited) 

associations with Plato’s Form of the Good and Aristotle’s Prime Mover, 

not to mention Aquinas’ belief in the Beatific Vision]. The attainment of 

this state of final liberation is known as moksha (not to be confused with 

mocha!).   

 

Buddhism is usually dated to having emerged between circa 563 to 483 

BCE, the years traditionally ascribed to the life of the Buddha (the 

‘Enlightened One’). A number of scholars doubt his actual existence 

(unlike the person of Jesus), and it may be appropriate to say of the 

Buddha that he, rather like Abraham in the Hebrew Bible, is a composite 

figure, representative of cultural/religious influences prevailing at the 

time (in one sense, Buddhism represents a reforming tradition within 

Hinduism, a response to its inflexible caste system). 

 

There is much (understandable) confusion about the terms ‘reincarnation’ 

and ‘rebirth’, with many people thinking that they are synonyms, when 

they are not. 

 

Buddhists maintain that everything in this world is of an impermanent 

nature (anicca, similar to Plato’s ideas, represented in The School of 

Athens), believing that there is no permanent soul reincarnated in a series 

of bodies (contra Plato, in this instance). For them, because of the 

changes that are always occurring around us, there is no unchanging self 

journeying through time. Buddhists subscribe to the doctrine of anatta, 

                                                 
30

 Foundation for the Study of Religion, by Libby Ahluwalia (2001 edition, page 135) – readers are 

recommended to study her account of the origins of Hinduism (pages 135 to 153) 
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meaning literally ‘no self’. In other words, it looks to a kind of self-

annihilation, a concept most foreign to Christians. 

 

Thus, for Buddhism, rebirth is not constitutive of one’s continuing 

identity; rather, it constitutes a function of karma, and the new person is 

not identical with the old person, and yet not completely different from it. 

In simple terms, this idea of continuity could be expressed as the 

consciousness of individuals surviving from one life to another. 

 

This notion can be described analogically, by observing how people often 

light candles in churches. It is not uncommon to observe one flame being 

transferred to another one. It is the Buddhist conviction that continuity of 

human beings’ lives proceed in a similar manner, the eventual aim being 

the achievement of nirvana, the state of being freed from suffering and 

the cycle of death and rebirth. 

 

[We are all familiar with the game of snakes and ladders, but what 

hardly anyone knows is that it is derived from the Indian game, Moksha 

Chitram. How might it relate to the concept of karma?
31

] 

 

There are clear problems with the theories of reincarnation and rebirth, 

not least one being Williams’ concept of spatio-temporal continuity. In 

addition, these ideas do not solve the problem of evil (it has been argued 

that suffering is a consequence of human beings’ previous actions), but it 

merely postpones it, because there is no adequate explanation for the 

suffering experienced by people in their first life. In addition, claims that 

some (reincarnated/reborn) people are able to remember their past lives 

fails to pass the Williams’ test, because it is unclear how memories are 

stored between lives, so to speak.
32

 

 

The Christian doctrine of the Resurrection originated in Late Second 

Temple Judaism. It is associated (more or less exclusively) with the 

Pharisees. Jesus was closer to the Pharisees (a lay movement of 

reformers) than to any other religious group of the time (slight 

paraphrase, see f/note).
33

  

 

Indeed, certain scholars claim that Jesus was a Pharisee: ‘Jesus did not 

in historical fact criticise the Pharisees in the way represented in the 

                                                 
31

 OCR A2 Philosophy and Ethics (Heinemann edition, 2009, page 103) – much of pages 16 to 17 

(above) is also adapted from this book 
32

 Ibid, adapted 
33

 Guidelines for Catholic-Jewish Relations (1994 edition, art. 19) – the adverb ‘perhaps’ is inserted 

before ‘closer’ in the official version, mistakenly, in the opinion of this writer 
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Gospels (cf. Matthew 23: 13-32, to give but one rather notorious 

example).  

 

The picture of Jesus at loggerheads with the Pharisees is the creation of a 

period some time after his death, when the Christian Church was in 

conflict with them, because of its claim to have superseded Judaism. The 

Gospels are a product of this later period; or, rather, they consist of 

materials, some of them deriving from an earlier time, which were edited 

to reflect an anti-Pharisee bias. Thus, it is possible to refute the Gospels’ 

anti-Pharisee polemic, which even after their editing retain many details 

from the earlier accounts, which show that Jesus was not in conflict with 

the Pharisees, because the historical Jesus was a Pharisee.’
34

  

 

[Reference has already been made to Mt. 27:25, and its tragic (if 

unattended) consequences in the history of Christian-Jewish Relations. 

But the significance of Mt. 29:32 (the entire chapter is an exercise in 

misguided hyperbole, not spoken by the historical Jesus) is often 

overlooked in this context, particularly the concluding verse. The four 

verses read: ‘Alas for you, Scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You 

build the sepulchres of the prophets and decorate the tombs of the 

upright, saying, “We would never have joined in shedding the blood of 

the prophets, had we lived in our ancestors’ day.” So, your own evidence 

tells against you! You are the children of those who murdered the 

prophets. Very well, then, finish off the work that your ancestors began.’ 

These verses, taken out of context, have also – like Mt. 27:25 – provided 

spurious grounds for maintaining that the Jews in general, and 

specifically the Pharisees, are responsible for the death of Jesus [such 

distortions of the truth led indirectly in our time to the Holocaust, which 

needs to be understood at least in part against the background of what 

theologians and historians term the Teaching of Contempt (to be 

explained briefly on 23 November)]. The Catholic Church repudiates 

utterly anti-Semitism, whatever its source: ‘Authorities of the Jews and 

those who followed their lead pressed for the death of Christ (cf. John 

19:6); still, what happened in his Passion, cannot be blamed upon all of 

the Jews then living, nor upon the Jews of today. .. The Church repudiates 

all persecutions against any man. Moreover, mindful of her common 

patrimony with the Jews, … she deplores the hatred, persecutions and 

displays of anti-Semitism directed against the Jews, at any time and from 

any source’ (Vatican Council ll, 28 October 1965
35

).] 

                                                 
34

 Hyam Maccoby, The Myth-Maker: Paul and the Invention of Christianity (1986 edition, page 29, 

adapted slightly, without alteration in meaning)   
35

 The context for this statement was not without controversy and many (Catholic and other) 

commentators are of the view that it did not go far enough, by not specifically repudiating the 
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As indicated earlier, we are probably best interpreting resurrection 

theory as the culmination of a long tradition in Jewish thought, beginning 

with Judaism’s most revered patriarch. YHWH promises Abraham lad in 

the context of his offspring: ‘God spoke to him as follows, “For my part, 

this is my covenant with you – you will become the father of many 

nations … I shall make you exceedingly fertile. I shall make you into 

nations, and your issue will be kings”’ (Genesis 16: 3b6). [Oddly, 

Richard Dawkins would most likely have no difficulty with this idea!] 

 

It is only in later Jewish writings, The Book of Daniel (written c. 165 

BCE, during the persecution of the Jews by the Syrian King, Antiochus 

Epiphanes), for example, that we encounter a more or less fully 

developed belief in the resurrection of the dead: ‘Of those who are 

sleeping in the Land of Dust, many will awaken, some to everlasting 

life, some to shame and everlasting disgrace’ (12:2). 

 

The Jesus Movement clearly affirmed this belief: ‘And very early in the 

morning on the first day of the week, they went to the tomb when the Sun 

had risen. .. On entering the tomb, they saw a young man in a white robe, 

… He said to them, “There is no need to be amazed. You are looking for 

Jesus of Nazareth who was crucified: he has risen, here is the place where 

they laid him”’ (Mk. 16: 2-6, abridged).
36

 

 

These words are dated by most scholars to circa 70 CE, and possibly as 

‘early’ as 68CE. [The Gospel was almost certainly written in Rome, 

without an awareness of the destruction of the Second Temple, and later 

attributed to ‘Mark’, most likely reflecting a tradition in the Patristic Age, 

based upon texts such as Acts 12:12 and Colossians 4:10, to provide but 

two of a possible nine sources.
37

] 

 

                                                                                                                                            
Teaching of Contempt (which it does implicitly) and ‘naming’ the Holocaust. In addition, the 

quotation from John 19:6 (‘When they saw him, the chief priests and the guards shouted, “Crucify him, 

Crucify him!” Pilate said, “Take him yourselves and crucify him, I find no case against him’”’) is a 

most unfortunate one. It gives the impression that we are dealing with ‘history’, in our sense of that 

term, when in reality John 19:6, similar to Mt. 27:25 and Matthew 23, is actually making a theological 

point, reflecting the Jesus’ movement break from the synagogue. These words, including Pilate’s, were 

never spoken and there needs to be candid, unambiguous acknowledgement of this truth. Furthermore, 

it is most unwise to read St. John’s Gospel ‘in the first person’. Thus, when in 6:35b, Jesus is reported 

as saying, ‘I am the bread of life’, it is more sensible to interpret it ‘in the third person’, ‘Jesus is the 

bread of life’. In other words, this Gospel is essentially a mystical meditation on the life, death and 

Resurrection of Jesus. It is not an ‘historical document’, in our sense of that term. 
36

 The ‘young man in a white robe’ is a possible midrash on Daniel 10:5: ‘I Raised my eyes to look 

about me, and this is what I saw: A man dressed in linen, with a belt of pure gold round his waist.’  
37

 The NJBC, page 596 
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As with the Passion Narratives, the Resurrection Narratives also require 

a nuanced interpretation. It is more likely than not that these four Gospel 

Narratives (St. John’s, in particular) reflect a development in the rt, and 

the later the narrative the more probable it is that its account of Jesus’ 

Resurrection includes some features that are not  ‘historical’, in the sense 

that we use that term today.  

 

The Gospel Narratives are faith accounts of what the early Jesus 

Movement experienced, concerning both Jesus’ earthly ministry and the 

events subsequent to his Resurrection (the beautiful and profoundly 

moving Road to Emmaus Story, in Luke 24, is illustrative of this claim).  

 

In all probability, at least in the opinion of many scholars, they 

originated, one way or another, with St. Paul’s Theology of the Cross-

Resurrection, as represented by his Letters, most particularly 

‘Thessalonians’, ‘Corinthians’ (1 Cor. 15: 3-8 is of crucial importance in 

this regard), ‘Galatians’ and ‘Romans’. 

 

It is a ‘category error’, therefore, on the assumption that the above 

assertions are right, to expect these Narratives to conform to the 

principles of modern-day scientific exegesis. It aint’t going to happen!  

 

One may as well look up the word ‘art’ in the dictionary and expect to see 

a photograph of Angela Inglese’s and Julie Cope’s Emmaus, or try to 

solve a quadratic equation by turning to the ‘phone book, because it 

contains thousands upon thousands of numbers! 

 

Notwithstanding these observations, it is important to acknowledge that – 

(almost) from its inception – Christianity has insisted upon a cognitive 

interpretation of Jesus’ Resurrection, as enunciated by the Catechism of 

the Catholic Church (art. 639): ‘The mystery of Christ’s Resurrection is 

a real event, with manifestations that were historically verified, as the 

New Testament bears witness.’ 

 

On this understanding of the matter, the Catechism embraces a 

philosophical theory known as Realism (as opposed to anti-Realism, and 

these terms will be explained on 23 November), clearly implying also that 

there is no requirement to have resort to Hick’s evt. 

 

In an interpretation of the Pauline data (cf. particularly 1 Cor. 15:3-8), it 

teaches that ‘the Apostle speaks here of the living tradition of the 

Resurrection, which he had learnt of after his conversion at the gates of 

Damascus’ (art. 639).  
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The Catechism understands Jesus’ Resurrection in bodily terms: ‘By 

means of touch and the sharing of a meal, the risen Jesus establishes 

direct contact with his disciples. … Yet, at the same time, this authentic, 

real body possesses the new properties of a glorious body: not limited by 

space and time, but able to be present how and when he wills; for Christ’s 

humanity can no longer be confined to Earth, and belongs henceforth to 

the Father’s divine realm’ (art. 645).
38

 

 

However we are to understand contrasting interpretations of Jesus’ 

Resurrection (cf. f/note 38), when the traditional doctrine is applied to its 

significance for ordinary people, it means that the resurrection of their 

bodies will occur at the end of time, known as Jesus’ Second Coming ( 

in Greek, the Parousia, cf. 1 Thessalonians 4: 13-18, v. 16 in particular). 

 

This ‘particular verse’ reads: ‘At the signal given by the voice of the 

Archangel and the trumpet of God, the Lord himself will come down 

from Heaven, and those who have died in Christ will be the first to rise.’ 

 

It begs this question: ‘What, if anything, happens prior to the resurrection 

of people’s bodies?’ 

 

Catholicism’s traditional answer is that the souls of most people are 

purified in Purgatory, in preparation for their ultimate encounter with the 

(timeless, unchanging) Beatific Vision,, after being reunited with their 

resurrected bodies, subsequent to the Parousia.  

 

For St. Thomas Aquinas – as noted on 19 October – the final cause for 

human beings is their union with God, in Heaven, a belief poetically 

expressed by St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 13:12: ‘Now we see only 

reflections in a mirror darkly, but then we shall be seeing face to face, 

now I can know only imperfectly, but then I shall know as fully as I am 

known.’ 

 

‘As fully as I am known’ are six words redolent with profound spiritual 

and psychological significance. They express why human beings are 

possessed of an irrepressible instinct to make sense of their lives. It is 

                                                 
38

 In The First Coming: How the Kingdom of God Became Christianity (1988 edition), Thomas 

Sheehan, formerly Professor of Philosophy at Loyola University, Chicago, offers a very different 

interpretation of the data: ‘The terms “resurrection” and “appearances” do not indicate temporal 

happenings at all. They express faith-interpretations rather than historical events, pointing to 

apocalyptic eschatology rather than to natural history’ (page 113). 
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how we are made, and (different, often conflicting) beliefs about lad are 

an inevitable function of humankind’s search for meaning. 

 

That search for meaning assumes a particular, urgent context in the 

Community that we name (the Catholic) Church. And our experience(s) 

of God’s grace in this Community invites us, An Easter People, to face 

honestly the issues raised by the certainty that one day we shall die: ‘If 

our Christian commitment and our individual and communal hopes … 

cannot pass the test of the awareness of our death, they are not worth 

living for’ (Werner Jeanrond).
39

 

 

He continues by noting that whilst ‘death is a certain fact, it is not a 

reality to which we find it easy to relate’ (page 45), and until the rise of 

nineteenth century Materialism death was taken to be the point at which 

the individual’s body and soul separate.  

 

In all known cultures, the dead were believed to have some place where 

they could rest and be with other dead people. It is striking that the 

Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament for Christians, an unfortunate 

nomenclature, in the opinion of this writer) on the whole does not 

promote any formal belief in lad. It simply affirms that death separates 

the living from the dead: ‘The dead cannot praise YHWH, for they sink 

into silence; but we, the living, bless YHWH henceforth and for ever 

more’ (Ps. 115: 17-18). 

 

The interested reader is referred to Jeanrond’s book, especially chapters 2 

(Building The Faith Community) and 3 (Death And Life In Jesus 

Christ), exploring in much detail the implications of the above 

observations. 

 

However, some key points (in addition to other observations) made by 

Jeanrond, about a second tier language of death are worthy of mention 

(to be developed on 23 November): 

 

social death 

psychological/emotional death (the relationship of a person to his or 

her own self) 

ecological death 

linguistic death 

                                                 
39

 Werner G. Jeanrond, Call And Response: The Challenge of Christian Life (1995 edition, page 45) – 

much of this concluding section of the Talk derives from chapter 3 of Werner’s book (I knew him in a 

previous incarnation), and in 1995 Werner was appointed Professor of Systematic Theology at the 

University of Lund (Sweden).  
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divine death and 

spiritual death 
 

A feature common to all of these partial death experiences (pdes) is a 

profound, wounding sense that individuals are alienated from their 

relationships with other human beings. In other words, they are 

metaphorically dead, yet remaining biologically alive.
40

 

 

The qualitative difference between these partial death experiences and 

death itself is that it remains possible to undo the former ‘deaths’, but not 

so the latter.
41

 

 

Jeanrond’s analysis continues by offering a trenchant (if controversial) 

criticism of traditional Christian theologies of death (understood to be the 

consequence of sin).  

 

His point is that, contrary to official claims and recondite theological 

qualifications, it effectively endorses a Dualism that ‘is incompatible 

both with the strong materialism underlying the accounts of Jesus’ death 

and Resurrection, as recounted by the Gospels’: ‘The official Roman 

Catholic theology of death, unfortunately, is intrinsically flawed. It 

neither takes death as the God-ordained boundary to human life seriously, 

nor does it consider death as a total, comprehensive end to human power. 

Rather, it holds human beings in general responsible for death and 

proclaims God as the One who, with the help of the Church’s sacraments 

and hierarchy, promises the eventual undoing of His own awful verdict 

on humankind. 

 

Jeanrond augments these claims by arguing that the Church’s theological 

methodology is untenable, on the grounds that it reduces the Bible to a 

reservoir of literal proof-texts (cf. Romans 5:12), incorporating an 

unbiblical understanding of death, thereby denying the simple fact that 

human beings have only a limited life-span (page 58). 

 

He appeals, by way of support, to (the Jesuit priest) Karl Rahner, 

probably the most outstanding Catholic theologian of the twentieth 

century: ‘With death, the one history of the human being ceases, once and 

for all’ (ibid). It is a natural phenomenon, not dependent upon Adam’s 

Sin, which is the plain meaning of what he writes in Tod (1973, Herder 

edition,). Rahner is careful, however, to maintain in principle the 

distinction between soul and body, whilst at the same time insisting that 
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‘death is an event of concern to the entire human person’ (pages 58 to 59, 

abridged). 

 

Jeanrond maintains that the real art of living is the art of knowing how to 

die (ars vivendi est ars moriendi, a sentiment frequently expressed in 

Antiquity and throughout the Middle Ages, and one articulated most 

recently by Leonard Cohen). 

 

His argument is that we need to interpret this dictum in the sense that 

‘Christian hope in eternal life has nothing to do with immortality; just the 

opposite is the case’ (page 64), and the whole point of Jesus’ 

Resurrection is that God has confirmed this particular life-story and death 

in an unforeseen, surprising way.  

 

In other words, Jeanrond is drawing an important distinction between the 

concepts of eternity and immortality, and by so doing he invites 

Christians to think anew their understanding of death, one that liberates 

us from ‘neurotic attitudes and actions’ (page 64), enabling people to 

apprehend it as a different paradigm, one that is ‘a new opening to the 

consummation of a new relationship with God’, which has already begun 

in this life (page 63), but will in time lead to our resurrection – on the 

pattern of Jesus’ resurrection – into eternal life with God, as understood 

by St. Paul: 

 

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptised into Christ Jesus 

were baptised into his death? Therefore, we have been buried with him 

…, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 

Father, so we too might walk in the newness of life (Romans 6: 3-4). 

 

Of course, the great sadness of experiencing the deaths of those whom we 

love and revere can never be excised from conscious memory. 

 

It is possible, however, that if we think eternally and not in limited 

immortality categories, there may be a means whereby our eternal life, in 

contemplation of the Beatific Vision, is absorbed into the essence of the 

God who is Love (1 John 4:16b), without interpreting that sentiment in a 

Buddhist-like aspiration for self-annihilation. 

 

In his masterpiece, A Grief Observed, C. S. Lewis (died 1963) observes 

with exquisite pathos that a mother’s and father’s mourning for the 

untimely death of their child is an experience that is one of utter 

desolation, impossible of communicating itself adequately to other 

people, even members of their own family and their closest friends.  
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And yet Lewis, perhaps anticipating without knowing it Jeanrond’s 

theology of death, expresses the thought-provoking idea that if bereaved 

parents can somehow, however falteringly, begin to understand their loss 

in terms also of what the dead child has (in a temporal sense) lost, then in 

some mysterious way they will come to realise that the deceased child has 

not been deprived of the end for which it was created: its eternal vision of 

the living God, for – in the final analysis – our faith tells us that the 

apprehension of the Beatific Vision is not an act of the will/intellect.  

 

It is a response to Love Itself, drawing us to its Eternal Light, as surely 

as metal filings are drawn to a magnet. Or, to state the case in more 

theologically-poetic terms, quoting St. Augustine (died 430), Our hearts 

are restless, Lord, until they come to rest in Thee. 

 

the gilgamesh project – epilogue – the gilgamesh project
42

 
 

On average, human beings in the developed world live for 1, 000 months 

(about 83.3 years). 

 

In the past, the world’s best minds were concerned with giving meaning 

to death. It is impossible to imagine the theologies/philosophies of 

Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam without reference to this 

natural phenomenon.  

 

In other words, these ‘best minds’ never gave a thought to escaping 

death; its inevitability was – for them - ‘a taken’ (their concern was to 

ensure, one way or another, faith in personal existence beyond the grave). 

 

One of the most ancient of myths known to us is that of King Gilgamesh 

of Urak (dated, very approximately, to 3400 BCE.). This Sumerian Myth 

tells of the King’s unparalleled conquests in battle; indeed, Gilgamesh ‘is 

the strongest man in the world’ (page 297, ‘Harari’). 

 

His best friend, Enkidu, dies. Gilgamesh sits beside the body, mourning 

him and, after a day a two, he observes a worm dropping off Enkiidu’s 

nostril. Gilgamesh is gripped by a most terrible horror, the fear of his own 

mortality. 
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He refuses to accept that what has happened to Enkidu will one day also 

be his fate, so Gilgamesh sets off on a series of journeys, performing 

great deeds of valour, the purpose of which is to ensure his immortality. 

As is inevitable, Gilgamesh’s quest ends in failure, after which he shared 

with the world this piece of wisdom: ‘When the gods created man, they 

set death as man’s ultimate destiny, and man must learn to live with it’ 

(ibid.). 

 

In our time, many scientists, medics and philosophers beg to disagree 

with Gilgamesh’s prognosis for the human race. For them, death is no 

longer inevitable, ‘but merely a technical problem’ (ibid, page 298). They 

anticipate a time – not too distant in the future, probably by 2050 – when 

human beings will become what is known as a-mortal [not immortal, 

because they could still die from some trauma (resulting from an 

accident, for example), but a-mortal, meaning that in the absence of such 

eventualities people’s lives could be extended indefinitely into the 

future]. 

 

We shall see how Project Gilgamesh unfolds. In the meantime, as they 

say in Ireland: 

 

May your doors swing open with cheerful charm 

And the old familiar mutt jump and bark 

May everyone you love wait with open arms 

And the light of friends chase away the dark 

May Mary keep your home from all wicked harm 

May you sing and dance and talk and play all night 

May your grace and kindness all fear disarm 

May the God of home-coming welcome you home, this day, and – when 

the time comes – at the end of all our days – 

 

In the name of the Father, who holds together our lives and loves, 

The Son, with his two birthplaces, who has walked amongst us, and 

The Spirit who, this autumnal night, bids us to raise a glass in honour 

of God’s manic dance!
43

 
 

PWK, 23 November 2016    

     

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

                                                 
43

 Adapted from The Irish (1990 edition, pages 152 and 156), by Andrew Greeley 


