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Introduction

Death. The word itself invokes fear. As human beings, every person experiences
life in all of its myriad aspects daily. Death lies beyond the pale of this experi-
ence, but remains ever present all the same. As every person lives, death lies
constantly at some unknown point in the future. Western society, for the most
part, has become a death-denying culture. The miracles of science and medicine
are expected to cure all ills, and death is no exception. Certainly, modern ad-
vances have extended the average human life span by decades. Still, death is
unavoidable, and yet we try to ignore it, or perhaps to pretend it will not hap-
pen to us. Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, the perennial expert on death and dying in the
modern West, says, “in our unconscious, death is never possible for ourselves.”
It defies the imagination to conceive of an ending to life and to itself, though
the knowledge that death awaits every person is sure.

With death as an eventual certainty, fear then revolves around the state be-
yond that threshold between this world and whatever lies beyond. Hamlet’s
“undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns,”? looms we know
not when. The knowledge of an impending ambush leading to some obscure
fate colors our time on this earth, whether we are conscious of it or not. Deci-
sions of what to spend one’s time on cannot be made without the perspective
that one does not have time to do everything in a single lifetime. As such, hu-
mans are possessed of an over-arching pursuit of meaning in everything one does
in one’s life. The manner in which one views death, and what lies beyond, in-
fluences one’s value judgments and plays an important role in determining
where one finds meaning. John Hick points out that, “the two mysteries [of life
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and death] are inextricably bound together. If we wish to think realistically
about life we cannot avoid also thinking about death.” People’s daily decisions
will undoubtedly be based, to some extent, upon their vision of what lies beyond
death. To believe a certain proposition, as Hick says, “is, primarily, to possess (or
be possessed by) a set of tendencies, liabilities, or dispositions to act in ways ap-
propriate to the truth of that proposition in situations to which the proposition
is seen to be relevant.”* If life is a journey, the question of which forks one might
take depends on whether one believes that it is a journey leading to some form
of afterlife or one that simply leads nowhere.

Speculation is rife as to what the state beyond death might be like, and since
time immemorial, humans have tried to come to grips with the possibilities. Re-
ligion has been a bastion of eschatological thought for millennia, and continues
to be a major source for hope and comfort to the dying and bereaved. Every ma-
jor world religion includes some thought on the state of the individual after
bodily death, often as a central component of faith. In instances where the or-
thodox religion prefers to avoid such discussion, most obviously with such
thinkers as Confucius or the Buddha, the popular mind forces the topic upon
them. In fact, most religions have officially encouraged their adherents to focus
more on how to live life in this world and less on the world to come. Still, peo-
ple demand to know the fate of their parents and friends, and the ultimate fate
to which they too will eventually succumb.

In an increasingly secular and materialistic world, religious ideology and dis-
cussion of the supernatural in general have come to be viewed in many circles
with utter contempt. In 1844, Karl Marx referred to religion as “the opium of
the people,”™ and Richard Dawkins over a century later called religious teach-
ings, “viruses of the mind.”® Materialism denies any form of a life after death, ar-
guing vehemently against all notions that seem to contradict present scientific
theory, or that cannot be somehow tested in a strict laboratory setting. Corliss
Lamont sums up the mechanistic attitude toward death in opposition to what
he calls “The Illusion of Immortality”:

biologically speaking, natural death is not in the least mysterious, but is as under-
standable as birth itself. Both occurrences are part of a biological process that pro-
vides for a perpetual fountain of youth. Remarkable as human bodies are, Nature
eventually discards them for fresh ones; and it ought not to be surprising if, re-
markable as human personalities are, Nature adopts the same policy towards
them.?

Regardless of scientific skepticism, or perhaps due to the hollowness of it, bil-
lions of people worldwide embrace established religions and hold strong beliefs
in such abstract concepts as a life after death, in whatever form those ideas
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might take. The philosopher C. J. Ducasse surmised that there is no a priori rea-
son to disregard the possibility of some form of survival beyond bodily death:

that persistence of consciousness in some form after death is both theoretically
and empirically possible: theoretically possible since analysis of the supposition of
such persistence finds no contradiction implicit in it; and empirically possible since
that supposition is not inconsistent with any definitely known empirical fact.

In the tradition of Mircea Eliade, this book will investigate both the belief
systems of the major world religions on life after death, and the individual ex-
periences that appear in this variety of cultural contexts.

The first part of this book will examine in detail the beliefs in death and what
lies beyond, that are found in the various major world religions; the theoretical
possibilities as described by Ducasse. Of the myriad religions of the world, space
constraints allow for a discussion of only some. In this volume, I focus on the
so-called “major world religions” of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism,
Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. One could make an argument for the in-
clusion of other schools as well, including Sikhism, Jainism, and Shintoism. The
religions I have chosen to focus on, however, represent the standard in terms of
surveys of world religions. These represent the spiritual traditions of great
swaths of humankind and have had tremendous impact on world history. The
Abrahamic monotheisms of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are all related in
some ways, but the differences are as important as the similarities, especially
considering the present world stage. Hinduism represents the vast range of spir-
itual traditions of India extending back thousands of years and represents a sig-
nificant portion of the world’s population both today and throughout history.
Buddhism, originally sprouting in India, has moved on to become a major spir-
itual and philosophical factor in most of Asia. Finally, the religions of China re-
main important despite Communist suppression of religious identity as tradi-
tional concepts and rituals have been retained against a nominal atheism and
continue to form an essential component of the fabric of Chinese culture. With
the religions chosen for this book, then, I am aiming to cover a vast proportion
of global belief while capturing a degree of diversity. Religions like Sikhism and
Jainism represent significant populations in their own rights, and Shintoism
deserves attention as the traditional religion of Japan. For that matter, the
disparate African traditions would require a volume of their own. For the time
being, however, these are traditions that will have to be explored in another
volume.

In the present book, I will trace the evolution of the chosen schools of
thought through an historical analysis of each religion individually. Additionally,
the chapters are specifically organized in an attempt to show some chronological
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coherence, both in the text and in the religious traditions themselves, especially
where the development of a given religion was clearly dependent upon an older
faith. In addition to relating the beliefs of each religious tradition, I have also
made an effort to incorporate folkloric material as well in order to illustrate both
the orthodox religious traditions and the lived experience of each for those who
ascribe to one faith or another. The wealth of information covered in this vol-
ume is immense and I have made every effort to be concise, while still covering
the material in detail.

The first chapter will discuss the ancient religions of the Mediterranean re-
gion and the Middle East, as a kind of background for further discussion. Egypt-
ian, Mesopotamian, Greek, and Roman views of death will receive specific at-
tention. The ideas expressed by these ancient cultures have had an immense
impact upon the modern philosophies of the West and clearly relate to the de-
velopment of all Western religions. At the same time, extending the discussion
into the ancient West can help to further a comparative conversation with the
religions of the East. While the ancient civilizations covered in this first section
have all died, their philosophies remain alive to the present day because of this
very impact. Understanding them is essential to understanding what has come
after.

My three subsequent chapters cover the great monotheistic religions of Ju-
daism, Christianity, and Islam. These faiths share a very close relationship, each
building upon the prophecies and teachings of the last, stemming from their
common origins in the deserts of the Middle East. Judaism was the first of the
three to become established, born as a contemporary of those religions discussed
in the first chapter. The prophetic tradition of Moses, Judaism survives in a va-
riety of forms into the present day. Christianity grew directly out of the Jewish
faith, Jesus himself having been born a Jew. Acknowledged by his followers as
the prophesied Messiah, this contention was rejected by the mainstream of Ju-
daism and thus a schism erupted that launched a new religion that would be
more influential than any throughout the formation of the Western world. Fi-
nally, Islam was revealed through the Prophet Muhammad, the last in a line of
prophets including Jesus, Moses, and Abraham, several centuries after the death
of Jesus, providing a uniquely Arabic belief system that has grown to become
one of the largest religions in the world today.?

Following these, the subsequent three chapters concern themselves with
Eastern religions. Beginning with Hinduism, the religion of India, from which
Buddhism was a later outgrowth, and then closing with the three great religions
of China. Hinduism stakes the claim as the oldest surviving religion in the
world, having a history that extends back thousands of years before Christ. Hin-
duism should not be seen as a monolithic tradition that has remained relatively
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unchanged for all of this time. Instead, it should more accurately be seen as a
catchall term for the variety of spiritualities that exist and have existed in South
Asia for centuries. Among the philosophies of India, Buddhism appeared as a
means to democratize religious experience, bringing it from the hands of the
priestly classes to an ever-widening availability as it evolved. The religions of
China take up the final chapter of the first section of my work and present us
with a composite of beliefs, which are usually reduced to three main traditions.
The indigenous traditions of Confucianism and Taoism have become inter-
woven with a new form of Buddhism that was forced to adapt in many ways to
the Chinese worldview. Alongside these three Chinese religions there is also a
strong current of folk belief that unites them all.

In outlining the evolution of these divergent belief systems, I will eventually
lead into a comparative discourse of them all. Where a survey of world religions
is useful in the pursuit of knowledge, the analysis of the ideas is of greater in-
terest theoretically. I have therefore reserved a concluding chapter for an in-
depth discussion comparing and contrasting the different belief systems. Simi-
larities and differences will both be discussed with an eye to finding some
common ground. As death is a universal human experience, one might expect
to find similarities in the beliefs attendant to it. The first section, outlining the
beliefs of these great traditions, is necessary before a deeper examination of the
human experience of death can be accomplished.

While the detailed theologies that have been developed over centuries
contain obvious differences—reincarnation versus resurrection, for instance—
certain other beliefs transcend geography and history, appearing in vastly dif-
ferent cultures throughout time. One example might be the existence of some
spirit, soul, or other ethereal substance logically distinct from the body, that,
while in constant interaction with the body throughout normal daily life, is be-
lieved to both leave the body temporarily in certain circumstances and then
permanently at death to exist in some other form separate from the body. While
the former speculations may rely solely on faith, the latter beliefs are founded
upon legitimate experiences. Human experience is to some extent a product of
cultural expectation, but just as importantly (if not more so) human experience
dictates the parameters for cultural belief. As such, all of the world’s religions,
despite the intricate workings of their individual eschatologies, incorporate
some elements of cross-cultural human experience. While mainstream religion
tends to ignore these phenomena, it is just such experiences (what Alan Segal
labels “Religiously Interpreted States of Consciousness or RISCs”10) that have
continued to force debate on issues of what lies beyond death. In dealing with
each religious tradition, an effort will be made to illustrate the types of experi-
ences found that might be seen as indicative of an afterlife and supporting the
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beliefs of the faithful. It is here that I rely on folklore as a collection of what
might be considered unofficial cultural knowledge, as opposed to the orthodox
official cultural knowledge.

The second half of my study will then delve into these experiences
themselves—the empirical possibilities alluded to by Ducasse earlier—critically
and in specific detail in order to evaluate their worth as empirical evidence for
an afterlife, and to determine their weight in terms of constructors or construc-
tions of belief. Empiricism, it must be remembered, refers to the importance of
human experience as a determinant for the reality of a given phenomenon. In
this second half of the book, I am specifically examining aspects of human ex-
perience. Often, experiences relating to an afterlife are considered strange if not
impossible, and so are all too often completely ignored. This simply fails to do
justice to the range of human experience that surrounds the ultimate human re-
ality of death. In the event that some experiences related to an afterlife are uni-
versal human experiences, then it is important to see how such experiences af-
fect religious belief systems, if at all. This examination will contribute further to
the project at hand in working through the relationship of experience to certain
beliefs.

Scientific research into the area of anomalous experience began in earnest in
the late nineteenth century when a group of Cambridge scholars came together
to form the Society for Psychical Research with the express intent to examine
the possibility of the survival of the human person beyond death. These “psy-
chical researchers” conducted exhaustive, and controversial, studies of pur-
ported evidence from spirit mediums, case studies of apparitions, and other as
yet unexplained human experiences. More recently, such research has evolved
into controlled laboratory experimentation with the birth of the relatively
young science of parapsychology. While mainstream scientists often revile the
subject matter of such research, parapsychologists continue to uncover data that
are increasingly troublesome for the tenability of a purely materialistic para-
digm. Any challenge to a purely materialistic worldview is of direct conse-
quence for the religions of world, relying as they universally do on the reality of
some nonmaterial form of reality. While the kinds of research going on exam-
ine such diverse areas as telepathy, the power of prayer, and the ability to spy a
remote location through the use of clairvoyance, those phenomena directly re-
lated to the question of human survival can be divided into four categories, each
of which will get special treatment in this book.

That people have reported seeing ghosts throughout history is undeniable.
Spirits reportedly appear in private dreams as well as to groups of people who
are totally awake. Stories of haunted houses, as well as recognized apparitions,
are very common in every culture and can be found within every religious
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tradition however much adherents are enjoined to ignore them. Attempts to
communicate with spirits, and with the dead in general, have been carried out
since well before recorded history. Spirit mediums and shamans have been
known to visit the spirit world and have an affinity for speaking with the dead,
bringing solace and comfort to family and friends left behind, and providing
strange insights into the alleged world beyond. Similarly, shamans, as well as
mystics of every faith, describe the sensation of leaving their bodies in a spiri-
tual form and being able to travel wide distances in this discarnate state. In
some cases, dreams themselves are thought to involve such out-of-body travel.
There is also the matter of similar experiences occurring at or near the moment
of death, in which the individual not only feels the separation of the self from
the body but seems to travel to the next world and then return to tell the tale
in what are known as near-death experiences. Finally, there are also those rare
(for modern Western religions, in any event) instances where people claim to
remember having been born in a past life. Such memories require an acceptance
of some form of belief in reincarnation if they are to be taken at face value, but
other possibilities will be discussed as well. And so, I will devote a chapter each
to apparitions and hauntings; mediumistic communications; out-of-body and
near-death experiences; and past-life memories. In these chapters, an effort will
be made to discuss objectively just what has been discovered in relation to these
strange phenomena from a scientific standpoint. That humans have these
experiences cannot be denied. What remains is, first, to determine how such
experiences might fit into the various religious worldviews, and, second, to
determine whether any of these experiences can actually be seen to provide
sustainable evidence for what may happen after individual death.

In the end, I will attempt to draw the details presented in both parts of my
text together and form a synthesis of some kind. The cross-cultural experiences
of contact with the spirit world investigated by psychic research can be seen as
a core element to belief in life after death. Every world religion encounters these
experiences and antecedent beliefs and deals with them accordingly. As beliefs
have evolved, they have diverged along differing lines to form distinct schools
of thought dependent upon a great amount of faith. Still, scientific investiga-
tion can perhaps provide some support to the notion that there are core expe-
riences at the root of all such beliefs. I will make some effort to formulate a hy-
pothesis for life after death that involves evidence from empirical investigation
and will incorporate the complexities of thought composed by the various reli-
gions over centuries of consideration upon this topic. Obviously, all such dis-
cussion remains at the level of speculation, but I hope through the analysis of
scientific investigation and centuries of philosophical thought on the topic that
some synthesis might be formed that will bring us closer to an understanding of
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what lies beyond the threshold of death while we remain in the world of the
living.
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AN OVERVIEW OF BELIEFS
IN AN AFTERLIFE FROM
MAJOR WORLD RELIGIONS






CHAPTER ONE

Ancient Conceptions

A suitable place to begin a detailed examination of the beliefs surrounding life
after death in the world’s religions might be in what are often considered the
origins of Western thought, the Ancient Near East. Among the myriad civi-
lizations to have called this part of the world home, only a small handful have
become well-known through their fundamental impact on the progress of his-
tory. When looking at cultures long since passed, one must rely upon surviving
written records and whatever assumptions can be made based on the archaeo-
logical evidence, particularly for our present purposes funerary evidence. We
can only assume that whatever is gleaned from such scanty sources is insuffi-
cient to form a complete picture of the true beliefs of the people, yet with this
knowledge in hand, I will attempt to formulate as clear a picture as possible.

Mesopotamia

Ancient Mesopotamia, situated roughly where Iraq is today, straddled the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers (Mesopotamia itself meaning “between rivers”) and was
home to a number of civilizations in early times. Sumerians, Akkadians, Baby-
lonians, and others successively came into predominance in this area. The wide
array of groups who occupied this area were not uniform in their beliefs and cul-
tures, and so evidence of “notions of death and afterlife is unevenly scattered
over 2,500 years of history.”! This scattering of materials from various civiliza-
tions occupying the same locale over such an extensive period of time makes
it extremely difficult to ascertain the precise beliefs of any one group versus

11
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another, or even to know when changes in belief systems may have occurred.
W. G. Lambert notes yet another difficulty as, “A ‘theology’ of a subject is pre-
sumably a systematic descriptive account of the relevant religious views and
outlooks. As such, an account of the subject under consideration cannot be ex-
pected in cuneiform texts, since the ancients were not given to producing de-
scriptive accounts of this kind.”? What follows, therefore, is piecemeal, point-
ing to some Mesopotamian ideas of death and beyond.

While these ancients may not have formulated much in the way of detailed
religious thought, the literature they did leave contains some valuable mythic
and epic narratives. Though there is no specific theology carved in stone, so to
speak, one can construct a system of beliefs by looking at these myths. Typically,
the Mesopotamian view of life and death is described as very dark and nihilis-
tic. Humans were created to work for the gods, and their sole purpose was, “to
provide [the gods] with food, drink, clothes and places to live—the temples and
sanctuaries, the ‘homes’ of the gods. This is the predominant human function;
anything else, including their own needs, is secondary.” To ensure that humans
would be obedient servants, the gods placed the yoke of death upon them to
keep them in check. With this fact firmly in mind, to the average
Mesopotamian, “the inevitability of death was accepted as an indisputable and
irremedial [sic] fact of everyday occurrence, and what lay beyond the grave was
so obscure as to be hardly a matter of very serious conjecture.”

So humans lived day to day, knowing death awaited them, but unaware of
when it would strike. “But death was not the absolute end. Man had a soul
(etimmu), inherited from the slain god whose body was used in the creation of
man.” Still, the picture of the afterlife gave humans nothing to look forward to.
Once a person died, the etimmu would leave the body and travel down to a
somber underworld, referred to as the “land of no return,” where life was a dim
and distant shadow of life on Earth. As the goddess Ishtar descended into the
underworld, she described the goal of her journey thus:

To the house of shadows, the dwelling of Irkalla,

To the house without exit for him who enters therein,

To the road, whence there is no turning,

To the house without light for him who enters therein,
The place where dust is their nourishment, clay their food.

In the most famous piece of Mesopotamian literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh,
dating as far back as the third millennium BCE, it is this bleak view of the af-
terlife that drives the protagonist, Gilgamesh, to literally travel to the ends of
the Earth to discover the secret of eternal life. He is spurred to action after the

death of his closest friend, Enkidu. While Enkidu is lying upon his deathbed in
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the throes of a serious illness, he wakes from a dream in which he claims to have
had a glimpse of the underworld into which he is about to venture. He recounts
being led into the underworld by a monster and bearing witness to the fates of
kings, priests, and sages who have become servants to the goddess of the dead,
Ereshkigal.

In the house of ashes, where I entered,

[ saw [the mighty], their crowns fallen to the dirt.

I heard about crowned kings who ruled the land from days of old,
Worldly images of Anu and Enlil, waiting table with roast meats,
Serving baked good, filling glasses with water from cool steins.”

While this vision certainly portrays a dismal afterlife, the epic as a whole
might be seen as actually discouraging a fear of death. Gilgamesh grieves for his
friend on the grand scale of ancient heroes before setting off on his quest. He
launches on a journey to find Utnapishtim, known to be the only human ever
to have been granted immortality by the gods due to his role in saving humans
from the great deluge. The journey is long but he finally reaches the island upon
which Utnapishtim and his wife are said to dwell forever. However, it is not
everlasting life that Gilgamesh finds there, but the assurance that death is as
natural and unavoidable as is sleep. “The sleeping and the dead, how like broth-
ers they are!”8 Just as man cannot remain awake forever, he must one day rest
eternally. Finally, Utnapishtim challenges Gilgamesh to remain awake for six
days and seven nights, for if he could do that, then he might become immortal.
Gilgamesh fails, however, and falls asleep almost immediately. Upon waking, he
is sent back to his home to rule and to live until his eventual and unavoidable
death.

An alternate version of Enkidu’s death appears at the end of the epic, in a
tablet that does not fit chronologically with the others. In this poem, Enkidu
becomes trapped in the underworld while on an adventure and Gilgamesh prays
to several gods for his return. One of the deities consents and Enkidu rises,
ghost-like from the ground. He then describes a netherworld in some ways sim-
ilar to that described previously, however he provides details of how different
people “live” in the underworld. Bearing offspring is revealed to be of central
importance to one’s fate in the netherworld, as those with more sons are de-
scribed in much brighter terms, those with seven sons claimed to be “like a man
close to the gods.” This emphasis on children, combined with references to li-
bations made at the grave, indicates some form of ancestral worship, at least to
the extent that those who receive libations and remembrance beyond the grave
lead a much happier existence than those who have no such favors from the liv-
ing. At the other end of the spectrum, however, Gilgamesh inquires of his
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friend: “The one whose spirit has no one left alive to love him: have you seen
him?” And Enkidu’s ghost replies: “I have. The left-overs of the pot, the scraps
of bread thrown in the gutter [what no dead dog will eat] he eats.”1® Without
descendents to remember you in death leaves you in eternal despair.

J. S. Cooper describes how this ancestral worship was considered a kind of
double-edged blade. The living were expected to leave behind many children,
especially sons. These sons were expected to honor the memories of their fa-
thers through ritual acts. In turn, those among the dead who were not offered
libations or given proper burial might become angry and return to harass the
living.

The effects of the ghosts of the unburied or untended dead on the living are truly
calamitous. In addition to haunting the living while asleep or awake, which can
be unsettling in the extreme, they are the cause of numerous physical and psy-
chological maladies. But if properly cared for, ghosts can be invoked for protec-
tion. ..

Thus the carrot and the stick. The same ghost who, untended, can disrupt and
ruin a person’s life can, when properly cared for, be a valuable assistant against
other malefactors.!!

And so, in order not to incite the wrath of an unfriendly ghost, it was up to
the surviving family members to pay tribute to them in death. Not only would
such offerings ensure that no harm would come from the dead, but it might also
entreat them to offer protection from such things as illness and the resentment
of less fortunate spirits. The efforts of Gilgamesh to gain the return of his friend,
even in ghostly form, seems to indicate the difficulty of this process but it also
suggests that such efforts might meet with success and that the living and dead
might still encounter each other.

All in all, the general outlook focused squarely on living life and contribut-
ing to the community through procreation with a continued reverence for past
generations. The afterlife was not discussed in any great detail, though it was ev-
idently thought to be a relatively bleak existence. Those who had living prog-
eny to keep their memories alive in the land of the living might have some form
of happiness.

Egypt

The Mesopotamian outlook on death and the hereafter can be equated to the
basic foundation of other Near Eastern views. The Egyptians, who existed as
contemporaries of many Mesopotamian cultures, certainly recognized a similar
belief early on, though over time they developed a much more complex system.
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Unlike the Mesopotamians, who avoided discussion of the topic, the Egyptians
came to display a kind of obsession with death. The wealth of information they
left on the subject is confusing, however, and in places contradictory.

So far as they can be reconstructed, the earliest Egyptian beliefs concerning exis-
tence after death resembled the two traditions that are amply documented
throughout the world: the dwelling place of the dead was either underground or
else in the sky—more precisely, among the stars. After death, souls made their way
to the stars and shared in their eternity . . .

The subterranean localisation of the other world was a predominant belief in
the Neolithic cultures. Already as early as the pre-dynastic period . . . certain re-
ligious traditions bound up with agriculture found expression in the mythico-
ritual Osirian complex.!2

To a certain extent, one can find here a view corresponding with some of the
Mesopotamian beliefs discussed previously. The addition of Osiris is something
new, however, as is the concept of finding one’s place amongst the stars. In the
Egyptian view, these divergent concepts are represented each by a specific god:
Osiris symbolizing a chthonic force of rebirth and renewal, and Ra, god of the
Sun, surging forth through the sky cyclically with the light of a new day.

In his position as Sun God, Ra was closely associated with the pharaoh, the
light of the people. Ra and the pharaoh were not only symbolic of each other,
but the pharaoh was believed to be the physical embodiment of the god him-
self. In this way, the pharaoh was considered to be a god and was thus immor-
tal. “[H]is death meant no more than his translation to heaven. The continuity
from one incarnate god to another incarnate god, and hence the continuity of
the cosmic order, was insured.”’3 When the pharaoh’s earthly body died, he
lived on in the heavens as a star and a new pharaoh came to power as a new in-
carnation of the divine power of Ra. According to the Egyptian Book of the Dead:
“My soul is the God, my soul is eternity.”!* The multitude of stars appeared as
minor suns illuminating the night sky, each one the lasting impression of a for-
mer earthly pharaoh. Still, the living pharach embodied the greatest light of Ra,
the sun. Despite the equation of the pharaoh with the stars, there remained also
a great concern for the preservation of the physical body after death.

For several thousand years, Egyptians went to great lengths to preserve the
corpse through an elaborate process of mummification. This was a practice at
first limited to the pharach but eventually extended to include almost everyone.
The abstract concept of an immortal aspect of the pharaoh existing without a
physical body escaped the early Egyptian imagination, as they believed that the
continued existence of the body was essential to the continued existence of the
celestial form.!> As Mircea Eliade, commenting specifically on the Pyramid Texts
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(circa 2350 BCE), states: “Here, certainly, there are two different ideologies that
are not yet adequately integrated.”'® The idea of mummification was based on
the notion that the spirit, ka, needed time to form a spiritual body and so the
physical body would provide the home for the ka until the spiritual body was
ready and it could leave.!7 Jan Assmann describes how the dismemberment and
re-memberment of the body in mummification served as a transitioning ritual
across the liminal space between life and death.!8

The Egyptians believed that a person was actually made up of various aspects,
each with its own individual postmortem existence. For its part, the body com-
prised the home of the physical being and the mummification ensured the survival
of those earthly aspects. The ka is that part that consists of the personality of the
individual and is the aspect that travels to the hereafter. A third aspect, the ba,
forms the middle ground between the other two forms. The ba is the ghost or shade
of the person and remains closely attached to the body and its tomb. In this way,
it was possible to conceive of the dead as both residing with the stars, but also re-
maining within the tomb where they had been laid to rest.

Having briefly considered the beliefs connected with the Sun God and the
pharaoh, it remains to discuss the myth of Osiris and the importance it has for
concepts of life and death. In the story, Osiris is murdered by his brother, Set,
and dismembered. His wife, Isis, gathers his various parts and unites them all
with the notable exception of his phallus, which had been cast into the Nile
and eaten by a fish. After praying for him to be restored to life, Osiris rises to
take his place as king of the underworld. In his death and rebirth, he becomes
a symbol for regenerative growth. The phallus, as an emblem of fertility, was
thought to have made the Nile fertile when it was cast into it. Osiris’ death and
rebirth became easily associated with the yearly rejuvenation of the vegetation
along the Nile banks. Osiris, then, was seen as a giver of life and a lord of the
dead, tying the natural order together from birth to death in an ongoing cycle.

These ideas all intermingled to form a complex view of life after death. The
ka of the dead was thought to leave the body and tomb behind and enter the
subterranean realm of Osiris. Once appearing before the Lord of the Dead,
the spirits of the dead would see their own virtues, in the spiritualized form of
their heart, weighed against a feather. Failure of this test of merit would see
them devoured by the Eater of the Dead, the crocodile-headed god, Attim. To
be thus devoured resulted in total annihilation, the so-called “second death”
most feared by Egyptians. On the other hand, if the test was passed, the indi-
vidual would be allowed to travel further through the underworld with the soli-
tary hope of “arrival at the resurrection point on the eastern horizon, where the
deceased will enter a cosmic permanency, sharing in the daily rebirth of the sun
god Re or Ra.”! In this way, the dead become part of the collective heavenly
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procession with the sun across the sky, compared to the individually marked
stars of the pharaohs.

An alternate version of events has the Egyptian soul being allowed entrance
into a realm known as the Field of Rushes, which is a heavenly place not unlike
the Nile valley itself, thus allowing every person the chance to continue to en-
joy life at its best.20

The Pyramid Texts were inscribed in the tombs of kings to ensure that the
soul of the pharaoh would have the tools both to travel to the underworld
and to pass any challenges and judgments therein. Once these texts were de-
mocratized and popularized, they, along with the later Coffin Texts and Egypt-
ian Book of the Dead, formed the necessary foundation of incantations and rit-
uals needed to ensure the well-being of the dead and to ward off the dreaded
second death of total annihilation. The Egyptians loved life, living in the
splendor of the fruitful Nile valley, and they hoped for more of the same in
the afterlife. Jan Zandee, among others, described the Egyptians as a people
who feared death, and who considered it “the enemy of the good life on
earth.”?! This statement is now recognized as not entirely accurate, and must
be seen in relation to the fear of total obliteration, of a second-death, in the
event that the necessary rituals were not carried out. With these fail-safes ap-
propriately taken care of, the dying had little worry of what lay beyond.

In terms of the relationship between the living and the dead, the Egyptians
left slightly more information than did the Mesopotamians. The dead, in the
form of the ba, were thought to remain by the grave. As such, communication
between the living and the dead was possible at the grave site, though unlike
the kind of face-to-face encounter described in the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Egyp-
tians wrote letters to the dead that were then left at the tomb.22 At other times,
relatives would visit the tomb to share offerings of meals with them, talking
amongst themselves, but never in conversation with the dead. In the same way
as their Near Eastern neighbors, however, they were expected to make these
gestures as matters of respect for the dead and to ensure that they would be re-
membered by the living.?3

Like the Greeks (to be discussed next) and Mesopotamians, from earliest
times the Egyptians blamed their unhappy dead for causing all manner of prob-
lems, from bad temper and marital discord to serious illness and obstetrical dis-
aster. The reasons for their unhappiness were the same as in Greece and
Mesopotamia as well: they had not been buried properly, they had been mur-
dered, or they had died too early.2* These are themes that we will see repeated
in other cultures as well.

Proper burial and respect for the grave were as important to the Egyptians as
they were for the Mesopotamians. The ghostly ba were known to frighten away
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would-be grave robbers by manifesting about the grave, and might also haunt peo-
ple who neglected their dutiful respect of the dead.?> Indeed, the ancient Egyptians
recognized that the dead did sometimes appear to the living. The survival of the
dead “belonged to the data of actual experience,”¢ as demonstrated by the ap-
pearance of the dead in dreams, or even the occasional waking apparition. More
than simply appearing to the living, sometimes the dead would even molest them
physically. At least one legend tells of a dead man constructing a golem-like clay
facsimile of himself, called a shabti, that he can send to the world of the living in
order to extract revenge against his king for breaking promises made before the
man’s death.?? Yet another ghostly aspect, the akh, had the ability to possess the liv-
ing to wreak further havoc.?® There are even reports of ghosts attempting to
forcibly engage in sexual relations with the living.?? The ba was typically depicted
in Egyptian texts as a bird with a human head. The association of spirits of the dead
with birds is a common one across cultures, though one may see this description as
simply stylistic in this context given that the writing of the Egyptians appears in
the form of picture symbols. In any event, the notion that apparitions of the dead
might appear to the living, either at the gravesite or in the act of haunting specific
individuals, was well known to the Egyptians from an early time. Additionally,
there were some magicians who were capable of directly communicating with the
spirits of the dead, normally with the intention of discovering the reason for its dis-
pleasure with the living.3° Much like mediums in other cultures, these individuals
typically adopted so-called “familiar spirits” through whom wider contact with the
deceased was made possible.

In short, the ancient Egyptians, for all their concern for the dead, reveal lit-
tle about their beliefs of the afterlife per se. An obvious concern for the physi-
cal continuance of the body is evident from the earliest times. Ritual perform-
ance was necessary to ensure that the spirit of the dead would not be lost but
would continue in association with the sun after an arduous journey through the
underworld. Except for the Field of Rushes being equated with life by the Nile,
we have no idea what the heavenly aspects of this fate might have been, though
it was certainly seen as highly desirable if for no other reason than to be in the
company of gods. The pharaohs also had a similar fate to look forward to,
though their passage through the underworld to become one with the stars was
all but guaranteed both by their station in life as incarnations of the Sun God
as well as the extensive availability of pyramid texts to aid them in the afterlife.

Greco-Roman

Unlike the previously mentioned civilizations, the Greeks were profuse writers
of myth, religion, and philosophy, providing an abundant supply of information



Ancient Conceptions «—~ 19

concerning not only beliefs in life after death but experiences therewith as well.
Helen North has helpfully delineated a short list of beliefs known in earliest
Greek history.3! Obviously, not all of these beliefs were held by everyone, but
many would have at least been familiar throughout the ancient Greek world.
Beginning with a discussion of these beliefs, the chapter will then move on to
look at later developments in Greek (and Roman) thinking about death.

(1) Something of the human personality—an aspect called the psyche, or
later, daemon—was thought to survive the death of the body. There are
actually three aspects of the soul described: the psyche, thymos, and noos.
The thymos is the conscious, feeling soul, and the noos is the action and
seat of intelligent seeing. They belong to the body and perish with it.
The psyche alone survives: in the living person it is simply the life that
can be lost; in death it is the pallid, strengthless shade.?

(2) The surviving aspect resided in some specific location. This location was
variously held to be either within the tomb, somewhere beneath the
earth, or even far away at the edge of the known world.

(3) The existence of the spirit, or shade, was thought to be a dim one. Spir-
its retained a recognizable semblance of their earthly appearance but
were mere shadows of their former selves.

(4) The realm of the dead was ruled by Hades, the brother of Zeus, and his
wife, Persephone. This land was known as Tartarus, though it was also
called the House of Hades, sometimes shortened to simply Hades. The
famous King Minos dwelt there and took the role of judge, settling dis-
putes amongst the dead, though sometimes he was considered to have
judged the dead themselves. The Isles of the Blessed are distinct from
Hades, and are reserved only for certain special heroes and are ruled by
either Kronos or Rhadamanthys, both among the Titan generation of
godlike beings.

(5) Funeral rites of some kind or another were mandatory for the dead’s pas-
sage to the underworld, if even brief or symbolic. If these were not per-
formed, the gods, let alone the dead themselves, became angered.

(6) For those who believed that the shade remained in residence near the
grave, it was thought possible to communicate with these spirits through
the offering of food and libations.

These features of ancient Greek belief in the state of humans after death are
drawn mainly from surviving poems that had been passed down orally until
finally written down around the eighth century BCE. The main sources for
modern understanding are the epic poems, the Iliad and Odyssey, ascribed to the



20 ~ Chapter One

fabled figure, Homer, and the shorter poems of the equally mysterious Hesiod.
The afterlife described by these poets is a dark and dreary one, similar to that
of the Mesopotamians. Hesiod’s Theogony provides the following poetic de-
scription of Tartarus, the underworld:

And there, in order, are the ends and springs
Of gloomy earth and misty Tartarus,

And of the barren sea and starry heaven,
Murky and awful, loathed by the very gods.
There is the yawning mouth of hell . . .33

Death features prominently in both of Homer’s epics as well, but perhaps the
best description of the underworld appears in the Odyssey.’* Here, the hero,
Odpysseus, travels, as did Gilgamesh, to the ends of the Earth in order to perform
a detailed necromantic ritual aimed at summoning the ghost of the blind
prophet, Teiresias, in order to secure from him valued information. Once the
ritual is complete, all manner of spirits emerge from the depths of Hades, clam-
oring for a chance to speak of their fate. Teiresias himself describes the under-
world simply as, “the joyless region.”> The great hero of the Iliad, Achilles, ap-
pears to Odysseus as a shade and laments his fate in death despite his lordly
status among the living:

Better, I say, to break sod as a farm hand

For some poor country man, on iron rations,
Than lord it over all the exhausted dead.3¢

Most of the throngs of dead are consigned to the same fate as vague shades
in a dark underworld with no indication of judgment for one’s deeds. There are
at least some, however, whose sins have been deemed so heinous that they are
tortured endlessly in Tartarus. Odysseus sees examples of those who have been
so judged. Tantalus, known in Greek mythology for feeding his son to the gods,
is seen punished by being forever plagued by hunger and thirst, surrounded by
water and fruit-laden branches, though unable to reach either of them. Like-
wise, Sisyphus is seen forced to push a stone up a hill only to see it fall back to
the bottom and begin again as punishment for his betrayal of the gods.?

From these early ideas of what amounts to a cult of the dead and the notion
of a vast underworld of shades, later poets elaborated and expanded the picture
of the afterlife. The Greek tragedians formed an important part of Greek reli-
gion, as theater was often incorporated into religious rituals when not a form of
ritual in itself. Thus, the ideas portrayed in their plays are reflective of the evo-
lution of Greek thought. As ever, though, the reader must be aware of the con-
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fluence of religious conviction and artistic license; herein lays a fruit of cultural
evolution. Helen North aptly warns: “A word of caution: Each treats the mate-
rial with great freedom. There was no dogma to which he was obliged to con-
form, and because beliefs varied so widely (although actual rites seem to have
been quite uniform), each writer could select what would enhance his poetic or
philosophical purpose.”8

And so, elaborations began to appear and the Greek concepts on life after
death began to move away from their earlier origins. Homer’s epics form the ba-
sis for future considerations, but changes are obvious. Quickly, a multitude of
competing belief systems began to appear, stemming not only from drama but
also from more sophisticated philosophical thinking. Some systems, such as
those displayed in the Greek tragedies, which relied heavily on the ancient
myths, tended to stay closer to Homer than others. The Pythagoreans offered
the philosophy of reincarnation and Plato even suggested that Homer should be
censored in the perfect world of his Republic. The effect was that, over time, the
Homeric concept of a bleak afterlife was abandoned in lieu of one where there
was hope for personal transcendence and reward after death, as well as punish-
ment and damnation for evil. In addition, interaction with the dead became
more and more frequent and much more personal.

Possibly the most important innovation made by the Greek tragedians, espe-
cially for our present purposes, is in their treatment of the dead themselves,
rather than any serious new philosophical implications for the afterlife. Sarah
Iles Johnston discusses this idea at some length, pointing out that in later Greek
literature, specifically the tragedies, it was possible to summon aid from the dead
much more simply than it was in Homer.?* The most obvious example is the
summoning of the dead king, Darius, in Aeschylus’ Persians. It was not only dra-
matically appropriate for the poet’s purposes, but it also set a new standard
when, in the words of H. D. Broadhead: “Darius’ ghost should rise majestically
from the tomb in response only to libations and prayers, and that he should not
require blood-offerings, as did Homer’s ‘strengthless heads of the dead.”4® While
the Odyssey left the suggestion that the dead could be summoned through com-
plicated and practically impossible feats, such dramas as these describe the pos-
sibility of contact between the living and the dead as much more attainable.
Certainly, the other ancient civilizations of the Near East also believed in their
ability to communicate with the dead to some extent, but they did not expect
to receive straightforward answers from them, and certainly did not describe
their appearance as blatantly as did the Greek tragedians.

The Greek Oracles of the Dead, in which devotees would follow the instruc-
tions of priests in order to encounter deceased loved ones either in dreams or awake
in a darkened setting, catered directly to this developing belief. Appearances of the
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dead occurred so frequently in the tragedies that a device known as Charon’s Steps,
after the mythical boatman of the dead, was created. The device consisted of a pas-
sage under the stage, leading from backstage to the chorus, where a trapdoor would
enable the actor to rise up from the underworld. Ghosts appear in each of The Eu-
menides, Alcestes, Hecuba, Polyxena, and of course The Persians, sometimes sum-
moned, but sometimes coming of their own accord. Still, while the Greek tragedi-
ans allow for easier access to those beyond the grave, all is not perfect in the land
of the dead. Darius points out that, “[[Jeaving Hades is especially difficult, and the
gods of the underworld are better at taking than releasing.”! And, again, he ad-
vises those still on Earth to, “[lJend your souls to pleasure a day at a time, despite
the difficulties, since wealth is of no use to the dead.”*

For a brighter view of the afterlife, we must turn to the enigmatic mystery cults
of, among others, Orphism and Eleusis. Little is known about these cults, aside
from the fact that they have roots dating as far back as the works of Homer. Al-
though the Eleusinian mysteries and the Orphic cults are the best known of the
mystery religions, there were a number of similar cults in the ancient Greek world.
While the differences between these cults may have been quite profound, they
shared the common elements of obscurity, and the belief in man’s immortal soul
and future life in a way quite opposed to that gleaned in Homer. The second Home-
ric Hymn to Demeter tells the tale of the sanctioned kidnap of Demeter’s daughter,
Persephone, by the Lord of the Underworld, Hades. In the hymn, the link is drawn
between Demeter, goddess of fertility and the harvest, and her daughter who ends
up spending part of the year in the depths of the underworld and the remaining
part above ground with her mother. A cycle of death and rebirth, exemplified by
the cycles of the harvest, is thus illustrated and one can see the obvious similarity
to the cult of Osiris in Egypt.

The Orphic mysteries enjoyed an equally long following, dating to the time
of Homer and extending well into the Roman period. While the Eleusinian
mysteries focused on the goddess as a symbol of birth and rebirth, Orphism wor-
shipped, somewhat ambiguously, both the archer and Sun God Apollo, and the
earthy and effeminate Dionysus.

The Dionysiac sectaries accounted for man’s inner struggle: they perceived that he
is both pulled by the baser motives of the flesh and prompted by the nobler aspi-
rations of the soul. Their aim then was to purify the soul from the defilement of
its corporeal home that in purity it might enjoy its proper life. This end might not
be quickly accomplished: many rounds of life and death were needed before pu-
rification could be complete.?

In the mystery religions, the need for purification is important. In the world,
there is good and there is evil; the body is the locus of evil while the soul houses
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the purest good. The goal of every life, then, is to draw one’s self away from the
base bodily desires toward the nobler objectives of the soul, or higher mind. To
quote Empedocles: “He [Zeus; God; the divine intellect] is mind alone, holy and
beyond description.”* And for Empedocles, Love was the means of achieving
this higher union in a constant cycle of union and compartmentalization.*® Ini-
tiates to the mysteries would be almost guaranteed salvation as they were
vouchsafed the secrets by which to purify themselves before death. The souls of
the purified dead would then leave Earth and Hades behind to exist in a higher
place or to become one with the divine intellect. The uninitiated would be con-
demned to the eternal suffering of a Homeric underworld, or worse.

Alternately, successive incarnations would have the opportunity to improve
and draw closer and closer to purity with each successive incarnation. The
Pythagoreans stressed the need for “recollection” in order to remember the
deeds and sufferings of a previous incarnation in order to learn from past mis-
takes.% Pythagoras himself claimed to remember a long succession of past lives,
including one as the Trojan hero, Euphorbus.4” And so, there existed a tradition
of reward and punishment also involving reincarnation through successive
lives, which grew alongside the tradition of Homer. At first, these mystery reli-
gions were little more than tiny, individual cults, but the appealing notions of
eternal life in heavenly bliss won out over the earlier view of a dark and shad-
owy eternity. By the time of Christ, people from across the Near East were mak-
ing pilgrimages to places like Eleusis in order to be initiated.

Plato’s philosophy on life after death represents some of the most sophisti-
cated thought to come out of ancient Greece, conveyed through the voice of
Socrates in a number of dialogues. These dialogues display a certain inconsis-
tency, which may be accounted for by a philosophy that only evolved as their
author matured. Alternatively, it may be that Plato simply refused to commit to
one set of beliefs in favor of the freedom to adjust according to the specific ar-
gument. In any case, there are some ideas that come through solidly enough
that we can discern a framework for what might be considered Platonic
thought, bearing a striking similarity to the Orphic mysteries.

The Phaedo emphasizes the diametrical opposition of body and mind (or soul,
which is essentially equated with mind for Plato). Mind is equated with the di-
vine, while the mortal flesh of the body is looked down upon as base. The body
is but a vehicle and a servant to the higher mind. Says Socrates: “Then if you
see a man resentful that he is going to die, isn’t this proof enough for you that
he’s no lover of wisdom after all, but what we may call a lover of the body?’
Wisdom comes from a higher mind, a divine source, and it is the mind which
should dominate the body as the gods dominate humankind. One must only lis-
ten to hear the guiding principle emanating both from within and without;
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Socrates had his daemon and looked to his dreams to discover his purpose, which
came to him from the divine source.

While his logical argument for the immortality of the soul has little value by
way of evidence, Plato relies heavily on tradition in asserting the belief that the
divine element, the soul or mind, continues to exist beyond the death of
the body. Socrates cites the “ancient doctrine” of Orphism when describing how
the souls of the dead exist in Hades.*” He describes various scenes, all of which
basically tell the same story of how the souls of the dead are judged in the un-
derworld. Those that have led exceptionally good lives, like Menelaus, travel up
to a heavenly place called the Isles of the Blessed. Those who have been ex-
ceptionally evil, such as Tantalus and Sisyphus, are sent into Tartarus to suffer
eternally. All others are sent to various levels of purgation where they are pre-
pared for a new life of learning.

Philosophy is the goal of life, specifically to know the higher philosophy and
to live the good life of a lover of wisdom. Plato alternates between giving the
dead the opportunity to decide their own fate in the next life based upon what
they have learned as of yet,® or to be a victim of a doctrine much like the In-
dian system of karma, in which a man is obliged to, “undergo the same treat-
ment as he himself meted out to his victim, and to conclude his earthly exis-
tence by encountering a similar fate.”! Even still, the evil man is doomed by his
ignorance to pick a life in which he will suffer, so the choice, when it is given,
is indeed a loaded one.

Plato recounts the story of Er, who woke from the dead on his own funeral
pyre to describe what he experienced beyond the threshold of death. What Er
reports is a world quite unlike that described by either Enkidu or Homer. Er de-
scribes meeting other souls in a festival-like atmosphere where the dead camp
in tents, embracing old friends, and telling stories of their experiences. There
are judges as well, who tell Er that he must go back and tell people what he has
seen. These judges divide the souls up and force them to either ascend to a
heavenly realm of joy or descend into a painful hell. Er does not describe what
these realms might be like, though he witnesses the bright and shining souls re-
turning from heaven as well as the filthy, weeping souls returning from hell. In
both cases, they are prepared for another life on earth after this brief period of
purgatory with the hopes that they will eventually achieve a higher state of
mind that will release them from the cycle.>?

Plato is also concerned with people who fear death. In order that no person
should fear death in any way, he goes so far as to suggest that certain parts of
Homer’s works ought to be edited to prevent their fostering a fear of death in
the Guardian class of his Utopian Republic. On more rational grounds, Socrates
speaks the following:
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There is good hope that death is a blessing, for it is one of two things: either the
dead are nothing and have no perception of anything, or it is, as we are told, a
change and a relocating for the soul from here to another place. If it is complete
lack of perception, like a dreamless sleep, then death would be a great advantage
.. . [for who doesn’t love an uninterrupted sleep?] . . . If death is like this I say it
is an advantage, for all eternity would then seem to be no more than a single
night. If, on the other hand, death is a change from here to another place, and
what we are told is true and all who have died are there, what greater blessing
could there be, gentlemen of the jury?3

And so, Plato reveals a systematic belief in the existence of the human
soul beyond the death of its body, in some distant location, which serves as a
purgation before reincarnation into a new life. The overall purpose of this
process is for humanity to achieve a love of wisdom and eventually go on to
join the divine in heavenly bliss. There has been some contention among
scholars as to whether Plato believed in the existence of the individual after
death, which is not necessarily the same as the existence of one’s soul.>
Considering his emphasis on the individual in life and the descriptions of
separate, individual souls in his arguments, it is hard to believe that he
could have meant anything else. However, one must remember that the
Greeks placed much less importance on individual survival than do modern
Western religions. Still, Plato does mention instances of the dead nurturing
hatreds beyond the grave. This alone is enough to suggest that Plato is de-
scribing the existence of individual souls, at least in the purgatory between
lives. When the soul is reborn, it has no memory as it is forced to march the
Plains of Forgetfulness, and thus begins a new life with a clean slate. On the
other hand, though we are told little of the Isles of the Blessed, one might as-
sume, especially when we recognize the Orphic influences at work in Plato’s
ideology, that it is a place of total union between all things and the divine
intellect.

The Neoplatonists emphasized the idea of unification of the individual soul
with the higher divinity. “Soul extends from the Divine Mind down to the last
shadow of reality in bodies, where it is found in Nature.”>> Plotinus argues from
experience as his own mystical experiences of union with the absolute suggest
that the individual soul is also a part of a greater whole and will, in the end, be
reunited with that whole. He had the transcendent feeling of leaving his body
and merging, albeit temporarily, with the divine. This paradox is characteristic
of mystic philosophy and, to some extent, defies simple rules of logic. It must be
understood that every soul is both an individual and also part of the One. In
union with the One, the individual soul is not annihilated but instead becomes
more whole by reuniting with distant aspects.
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At the other extreme of belief, there were those who concerned themselves
so wholly with this world that they rejected the idea of any other world at all.
Aristotle is somewhat sympathetic to the Platonic notion with his ideas of di-
viding man into two parts, one passive and one active, with the latter domi-
nating the former. In a similar fashion to Plato, Aristotle argues that the body
be considered passive and under the control of a higher intelligence. Where
Aristotle differs, however, and where the tendency to focus on this world over
any other comes from, is in the locus of the self. Aristotle believed that the in-
dividual resided with the passive body, and that the active aspect was a higher
power. “Aristotle certainly regarded the active soul as similar to God if not iden-
tical with Him. But it could have no memory, no individuality, and therefore
no conscious life apart from the human body accompanying its earthly exis-
tence.”®

Therefore, when a person died, they were truly dead. An immortal aspect ex-
isted but it did not retain any sense of the individual. This idea, however, is not
as nihilistic as it may seem. It is simply a form of the Platonic doctrine of re-
union with the absolute expressed in a more extreme form. The thing that an-
imates is the divine. When a person dies, that part lives on. The individuality of
the self resides in the body and so it is that part that dies with the body.

The Stoics were one group of thinkers that took Aristotle’s doctrine of the
passive and active parts of man and adapted it by removing divinity from man’s
active aspect and simply renaming it, “the mind.” They argued that since every-
thing is matter, both the passive and active aspects, the body and the mind,
must also be matter. They simply explained that the mind was made of finer
matter than was the body and could thus interpenetrate the body. This finer
mind-matter thus interpenetrated all physical bodies, creating a kind of world-
mind. So, if everything is matter and it is all motivated by the same great ma-
chine, the Stoics devoted their attention to living in this world rather than
speculating on another one.

The paragon of materialism in the ancient world, Epicurus, went further still
with these ideas. Like the Stoics, he believed that all things were composed of
atoms and that there was no other aspect of man. The difference here, however,
is that Epicureans held that there was no separate mind-matter and no world-
mind interpenetrating all things. Atoms were the essential building blocks of all
things, including individual minds. Thus, when one’s body died and decom-
posed, so too did one’s mind. Immortality did not exist in the form of a world-
mind, let alone any divine union. Instead, the only form of continued existence
was a vicarious one lived by the indestructible atoms, which would eternally dis-
connect from one another at the death of the person and then reform into
something else. And so was born the Epicurean philosophy of pleasure seeking
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and pain avoidance during one’s only life. One may be reminded of the
Mesopotamian philosophy of eat, drink, and be merry, but rather than a bleak
afterlife to look forward to, the Epicureans proposed that there was no afterlife.

Despite these emerging materialistic philosophies, encounters with the dead are
not uncommon in ancient works. Beginning with what is already familiar from the
discussion of Mesopotamia and Egypt, apparitions are a very common occurrence
in the ancient Greek world. They appear in the works of Homer and then continue
to do so right through into the Roman period. The variety of apparitions seen is re-
markable, and one reason for this is that in many cases the Greeks did not differ-
entiate between apparitions of gods, demons, or spirits of the dead. The source of
confusion comes from the translation of the two primary Greek words referring to
apparitions: eidolon and daemon. The former is often translated as spirit but might
equally refer to any image, or hallucination, that appears before a person. The lat-
ter is even more ambiguous, sometimes referring to the appearance of gods, dead
heroes, or even the souls of the dead in general. This confusion continues into the
Roman period with the Latin equivalent of manes, which maintains the broadest
definition of apparitions. Because of this, to distinguish what kind of apparition
one is dealing with one must look carefully at the context in which the words ap-
pear. There is always the conceived possibility that a particular vision might be a
god in disguise, throwing into question even the appearance of a dead friend, who
may simply be a god in another form.

A typical manifestation may appear in the form of a dream. E. R. Dodds de-
lineates three types of dreams as described in antiquity:>? 1) symbolic—like a
riddle in need of interpretation, as most dreams are thought to be even today;
2) visions—more specifically, precognitive dreams; 3) oracles—in which a re-
spected person, perhaps even a god, appears to reveal advice or information. It
is this latter class that is of interest here.

For instance, note the following passage from Homer’s Iliad:

No sooner had sleep caught [Achilles] . . . than the ghost of stricken Patroclus
drifted up . . . He was like the man to the life, every feature, the same tall build
and the fine eyes and voice and the very robes that used to clothe his body.?

Concerning such nocturnal visitations, the classicist Frederic Myers pointed
out that, “[d]reams of departed friends are likely to be the first phenomenon
which inspires mankind with the idea that they can hold converse with a spir-
itual world.”™ As the result of dreamtime appearances, many people, even to-
day, are convinced of the continuing existence of their beloved after death.

The Asclepian Oracles of the Dead provided individuals with a place where,
in addition to the healings normally ascribed to the god Asclepius, they could
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reunite with loved ones to ask questions or merely to be reassured as to their
continued existence. The oracles worked by a method of incubation. This in-
volved resident priests who would help induce clients into an altered state of
consciousness in which they would remain for some time, often through the
night. It was in this altered state that the visions would appear. Sometimes
the god Asclepius himself would appear to introduce the departed spirit in the
dream, sometimes he was thought to appear in some other form, perhaps even
that of the summoned spirit. There are several examples in the literature of the
use of these oracles and we may begin with an interesting excerpt from Plutarch:

[Pausanias had summoned a girl from town in order to seduce her.] When the girl
arrived she asked the attendants at his door to take away his light, and, as she moved
in silence through the darkness toward the bed on which Pausanias lay sleeping, she
accidentally stumbled and upset the lampstand. Pausanias, awakened by the noise,
snatched the dagger which he kept by his side and, mistaking the girl for an intruder
who meant him harm, struck her to the ground, where she died from her injuries.
Thereafter Kleonike [the girl] allowed Pausanias no peace, visiting him at night as
a phantom in his dreams and cursing him in a thyme which ran:

Your day of reckoning draws near
With punishment for lust severe.

.. . driven to distraction by the ghost of Kleonike, Pausanias had recourse to the
oracle of the dead at Herakleia, where he called up her spirit and pleaded for ab-
solution of her wrath. Kleonike, when she appeared, told Pausanias that a speedy
end to his troubles awaited him in Sparta, hinting it seems at his forthcoming
death. Such is the tale that many writers tell.%

There are also some cases of the Oracles of the Dead—the most famous be-
ing at Ephyra—at which it is uncertain if the pilgrims saw the apparitions in the
form of dreams or in an awakened state.®! In most cases, pilgrims were coming
simply to deal with the grief of having lost a loved one. They came for no other
reason than to see their mother, or child, or lover just one more time. In these
cases, there is no evidence that they saw anything other than a fulfilled wish,
especially in those instances where the apparitions appeared within a dream.
Spiros Mousselimis, in his study of the oracle at Ephyra, argues that a locally
grown hallucinogen may have been responsible for the visions.®

There are some examples that do lend themselves more readily as evidence
of something other than simple wish-fulfilling dreams. Herodotus provides us
with one such example in his Histories. The story tells of how Periander sought
out an Oracle of the Dead in order to ask his dead wife, Melissa, about the lo-
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cation of a lost object. Melissa orders him to appease her with clothes, as she
was not buried in the proper attire. After he burns clothing in her honor, she
again appears to him and gives him the exact location of the lost object.®3 This
story harks back to the notion of a cult of the dead, combining both the need
for respect and proper burial of the dead and the divinatory nature of commu-
nications from the dead. Similarly, Dodds finds four stories of apparitions
recorded in the Epidaurian temple record. One, as an example, concerns a miss-
ing sum of money. Here, the deceased appeared in a dream, introduced by As-
clepius, and then instructed the pilgrim as to where and from whom he could
find the money.%

At least Hesiod, Thales, Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Plato, among others,
all accepted the existence of disembodied spirits. They all accepted that a per-
son’s soul would leave the body after death and continue in some form of indi-
vidual existence, at least for a time. Within such belief systems, it is very likely
that souls might appear to the living. On the other hand, there were those ar-
dent doubters who rejected any notion of an afterlife. Much like today, the
overall atmosphere was one of skepticism, though the idea of ghosts was an ac-
cepted one. Materialists contended that the relationship between apparitions
and the dream state was the solution to the question of what ghosts were con-
stituted.®> Others recognized that many apparitions often appeared in the full
waking state as well, thus making the previous thesis untenable. Instead, they
resorted to the idea that since all things were physical, perhaps images might be
floating about in space like a filmy mass waiting to land in someone’s eyes.%® Of
course, there was always the possibility that these things were merely halluci-
nations and misinterpretations, though others were doubtless convinced of the
veracity of their visions when the spirits conveyed information otherwise un-
known to the living, as in the previous examples.

In addition to those ancient instances where information was transferred
from the dead, there are also some important cases of so-called crisis-apparitions
in the literature. In such cases, a living person bears witness to the ghost of
someone they thought to be alive, only to later confirm that the individual in
question had died at the time of the sighting. The Elder Pliny, for instance, re-
lates the story of a man named Corfidius who became aware of his own brother’s
death upon being visited by his apparition quite by surprise.¢?

We also find many examples of hauntings in the ancient texts. The most
common motivation usually attributed to the return of spirits of the dead is an
improper burial, just as it was for the other ancient Near Eastern cultures. Spe-
cial care must be taken to ensure that the dead are treated with respect and that
they are duly buried. The ghost of Elpenor demands a proper burial from
Odysseus, a demand that he dutifully complies with in order to avoid a spectral
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wrath.% This was also the request made by Patroclus to Achilles when he ap-
peared in the dream mentioned previously. In later texts, it also becomes im-
portant to not only respect the dead but to respect the living as ghosts might of-
ten come back to haunt those who had wronged them in life as well as in death.
Plato warns that would-be murderers should best beware, “full of fear and
loathing at his own violent sufferings,” for, “to the full limit of his powers he vis-
its his own anguish on the perpetrator of the crime.”®® Haunted houses are doc-
umented alongside haunted persons. The Roman comic playwright, Plautus, in
his play, Mostellaria (ca. 200-194 BCE), describes what may be, according to
Debbie Felton,™ the earliest haunted house story in Greek or Roman literature.
And Plutarch relates the story of a young man (perhaps ironically) named Da-
mon who was treacherously murdered while anointing himself with oil in a bath
house: “For a long time after, so our fathers say, ghostly figures were seen about
the place and moaning noises heard. Because of this they walled up the entrance
to the baths, and even now those who live nearby believe that the place is
haunted by apparitions and disturbing cries.”?!

Communication with the dead was thought possible from the earliest times,
as witnessed by Homer’s description of Odysseus’ ritualistic summoning of the
spirit of Teiresias and its evolution into the more simplistic summoning of Dar-
ius in Greek tragedy. The gradual simplification of access to the dead made it
possible for some to offer their services as necromancers who could, for a small
fee, summon up the dead to help or harm others. Johnston notes, “[a] passage in
Plato’s Republic [364 b5—c5] mentions experts who travel from door to door of-
fering to inscribe curse tablets (katadesmoi) and send ghosts against victims (ep-
agogoi) for a fee, which, in concert with the passage from the Laws just men-
tioned [933 d1-e5], assures us that there was in fact a thriving business in
manipulating the dead.””?

In addition, there were also so-called “belly-talkers” (engastrimuthoi), who
claimed to have a daemon resident in their bellies that could communicate
through their lips when in a trance.? Later, theurgists sought communication
with higher beings through trance mediumship. Similarly, there are the famous
Oracles of Apollo where, unlike the Oracles of the Dead already discussed, vis-
itors could expect to receive answers from the gods, speaking through the
mouth of a woman, the Pythia. While the first few examples deal with direct
contact between the living and the dead, the latter tend to focus more and more
on divine beings rather than deceased individuals, at least as intermediaries if
not complete replacements. The dead were identified with divinity, and so com-
munications from the dead would not have been discouraged, per se. On the
other hand, the prevailing view among the general populace was that spirits of
the dead required offerings and respect, and that the only ones who remained
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earthbound were of the most dangerous kind. Combining this view with the
practice of certain necromancers of conjuring curses from the dead described by
Plato, one can readily understand the level of suspicion surrounding communi-
cation with the spirits of the dead. It was considered safer to receive communi-
cations from gods and nonhuman daemons than to summon up generally irate
spirits.

From another perspective, the ancient Greeks also believed it was possible
for the soul to leave the body during life and travel outside the body. Plotinus
was mentioned previously for his mystical ecstasy, but the experience was
known to others as well. By way of example, Pliny the Elder describes one Her-
motimus of Clazomenae, who was accustomed to having his soul leave his body
and roam about, reporting back to him what it had seen on its journeys. This
detailed account goes on to describe how Hermotimus’ body would remain in a
half-conscious state while his soul was away on these forays. Unfortunately, the
distracted Hermotimus was ill prepared when some enemies captured his body
while the soul was traveling and burned him alive.” In any event, the soul was
thought capable of leaving the body during life, with only death severing the tie
between them.

From this discussion a clear progression of ideas can be drawn. The earliest
civilizations, Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Greek, held certain fundamental
beliefs in common, especially those relating to experiences of contact with the
dead. Commonly, the average person was believed to enter into a dark and dis-
mal realm in which one became but a shadow of one’s former self. Heroes and
kings, most noticeably in the Egyptian system, were given a special place in the
afterlife. As ideas developed, richer notions of the individual’s fate after death
appeared. In most cases, ideas of an eventual paradise were not fully developed,
while those of hellish punishments were devised for the particularly evil. No-
tions of reincarnation dealt more fully with the distribution of rewards and pun-
ishments. In any event, contact with the dead through mediumistic communi-
cations as well as actual sightings maintained the belief that humans have some
aspect that survives the death of the body.

Notes

1. J. S. Cooper, “The Fate of Mankind: Death and Afterlife in Ancient Mesopotamia,” in Death
and Afterlife: Perspectives of World Religions, ed. Hiroshi Obayashi (New York: Greenwood, 1992),
p. 20.

2. W. G. Lambert, “The Theology of Death,” in Death in Mesopotamia: Papers Read at the XXVIe
rencontre assyriologique internationale, ed. B. Alster (Copenhagen: Akademisk forlag, 1980), p. 53.

3. Jon Davies, Death, Burial and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity (London: Routledge, 1999),
p. 52.



32~ Chapter One

4. Edwin Oliver James, Myth and Ritual in the Ancient Near East (London: Thames and Hud-
son, 1958), p. 220.

5. Lambert, “The Theology of Death,” p. 58.

6. Morris Jastrow, “Descent of the Goddess Ishtar into the Lower World,” The Civilization of
Babylonia and Assyria (1915; repr., New York: Benjamin Blom, 1971), p. 454.

7. John Gardner and John Maier, Gilgamesh (New York: Vintage, 1985), p. 178.

8. Gardner and Maier, Gilgamesh, p. 224.

9. Gardner and Maier, Gilgamesh, p. 266.

10. Gardner and Maier, Gilgamesh, p. 270.

11. Cooper, “The Fate of Mankind,” pp. 28-29.

12. Mircea Eliade, A History of Religious Ideas, vol. 1, trans. W. R. Trask (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1978), pp. 94-95.

13. Eliade, A History of Religious Ideas, p. 86.

14. E. A. W. Budge, The Egyptian Book of the Dead (New York: Dover, 1967), p. 180, plate 28,
line 15.

15. H. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion: An Interpretation (New York: Harper & Row, 1961),
pp. 92-93.

16. Eliade, A History of Religious Ideas, p. 95.

17. E. A. W. Budge, Egyptian Religion: Egyptian Ideas of the Future Life (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1979), p. 168.

18. Jan Assmann, Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cor-
nell University Press, 2005), pp. 23-38.

19. Davies, Death, Burial and Rebirth, pp. 31-32.

20. R. O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead (London: The British Museum,
1985), pp. 112-113.

21. Jan Zandee, Death as an Enemy: According to Ancient Egyptian Conceptions, trans. W. E
Klasens (Leiden: E. ]. Brill, 1960), p. 2.

22. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion, p. 89.

23. See Assmann, Death and Salvation, pp. 330-348, for examples of some of the spells employed
to summon the dead in order to receive offerings.

24. Sarah Iles Johnston, Restless Dead: Encounters Between the Living and the Dead in Ancient
Greece (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999), p. 90.

25. W. J. Murnane, “Taking it With You: The Problem of Death and Afterlife in Ancient
Egypt,” in Death and Afterlife: Perspectives of World Religions, ed. Hiroshi Obayashi (New York:
Greenwood, 1992), p. 40.

26. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion, p. 89.

27. M. Idel, Golem: Jewish Magical and Mystical Traditions on the Anrtificial Anthropoid (Albany,
NY: 1990), pp. 3—4 cited in Assmann, Death and Salvation, p. 111.

28. Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt (Austin: University of Texas, 1994), p. 45.

29. Davies, Death, Burial and Rebirth, p. 32. This phenomenon is found in many other cultures
and can readily be equated with the normal human experience of night emission or perhaps sleep
paralysis.

30. Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, p. 46.

31. H. E North, “Death and Afterlife in Greek Tragedy and Plato,” in Death and Afterlife: Per-
spectives of World Religions, ed. Hiroshi Obayashi (New York: Greenwood, 1992), pp. 49-50.

32. K. Corrigan, “Body and Soul in Ancient Religious Experience,” in Classical Mediterranean
Spirituality, ed. A. H. Armstrong (New York: Crossroad, 1986), p. 361.



Ancient Conceptions —~ 33

33. Hesiod, Theogony, in Hesiod and Theognis, trans. Dorothea Walker (London: Penguin,
1973), p. 47.

34. Homer, The Odyssey, trans. Robert Fitzgerald (New York: Vintage Classics, 1990), Book 11,
pp. 185-206.

35. Odyssey, Book 11, p. 188.

36. Odyssey, Book 11, p. 201.

37. Odyssey, Book 11, pp. 204-205.

38. North, “Death and Afterlife,” pp. 50-51.

39. Johnston, Restless Dead, pp. 30-35.

40. H. D. Broadhead, ed., The Persae of Aeschylus (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1960), p. 306.

41. Aeschylus, Persians, trans. E. Hall (Warminster, UK: Aris & Phillips, 1996), line 685, p. 79.

42. Persians, line 840, p. 89.

43. C. H. Moore, Ancient Beliefs in the Immortality of the Soul (New York: Cooper Square, 1963),
pp. 8-9.

44. Corrigan, “Body and Soul,” p. 278.

45. D. O’Brien, Empedocles’ Cosmic Cycle (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1969).

46. E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1959), p. 152.

47. Diogenes Laertius, “The Life of Pythagoras,” in The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philoso-
phers, trans. C. D. Yonge (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1853), Books VIII, V.

48. Plato, Phaedo, trans. D. Gallop (Oxford: Clarenden, 1975), p. 13.

49. Plato, Phaedo, p. 16.

50. Plato, “Phaedrus,” A. Nehamas and P. Woodruff, trans. in Plato, Complete Works, ed. J. M.
Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), pp. 526-5217.

51. Plato, “Laws,” Complete Works, trans. T. J. Saunders, p. 1529.

52. Plato, “Republic,” Complete Works, trans. G. M. A. Grube, Book 10.

53. Plato, “Apology,” Complete Works, trans. G. M. A. Grube, p. 35.

54. Moore, Ancient Beliefs, p. 27.

55. E M. Schroeder, “The Self in Ancient Religious Experience,” in Classical Mediterranean
Spirituality, ed. A. H. Armstrong (New York: Crossroad, 1986), p. 380.

56. Moore, Ancient Beliefs, pp. 35-36.

57. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 107.

58. Homer, Iliad, trans. R. Fagles (London: Penguin, 1990), lines 72-79, p. 561.

59. E W. H. Myers, Essays Classical (London: MacMillan, 1883), p. 14.

60. Plutarch, Life of Kimon, trans. A. Blamire (London: Institute of Classical Studies, Univer-
sity of London, 1989), 6:4-7, pp. 38-39.

61. Spiros G. Mousselimis, The Ancient Underworld and the Oracle for Necromancy at Ephyra
(Ioannina, Greece: 1989).

62. Mousselimis, The Ancient Underworld, p. 53.

63. Herodotus, The Histories, trans. A. de Selincourt (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1972),
5:92, p. 371.

64. E. R. Dodds, “Supernormal Phenomena in Classical Antiquity,” in The Ancient Concept of
Progress: And Other Essays on Greek Literature and Belief (Oxford: Clarenden, 1973), p. 169.

65. D. Felton, Haunted Greece and Rome: Ghost Stories From Classical Antiquity (Austin: Uni-
versity of Texas Press, 1999), p. 21.

66. As per, Lucretius, for example: On the Nature of the Universe, trans. R. E. Latham (London:
Penguin, 1994), p. xiii.



34 —~ Chapter One

67.

Pliny the Elder, Natural History, vol. II, Books III-VII, trans. H. Rackham (London:

William Heinemann, 1947), Book VII. LII. 177, p. 625.

68. Odyssey, Book 11, p. 187.

69. Plato, “Laws,” Complete Works, pp. 1523-1524.

70. Felton, Haunted Greece and Rome, p. 50.

71. Plutarch, Life of Kimon, 1:8, p. 25.

72. Johnston, Restless Dead, p. 119.

73. Much of the rest of the information on trance mediums in ancient Greece can be found
in Dodds, “Supernormal Phenomena,” pp. 156-210, and Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational,
pp. 283-311.

74. Pliny the Elder, Natural History (1947), VIIL. LII. 174, p. 623.



CHAPTER TWO

Judaism

While most of the ancient schools of Mediterranean thought have seen their
adherents disappear with the passing centuries, leaving only echoes in the so-
phistications of modern thought, one in particular has evolved and survived
through to the present time. The history of Judaism is a long and complicated
one, spanning a period of well over two thousand years, though traditional myth
and legend extend as far as four thousand years and more. From pre-biblical
times, the beliefs of the Jews have evolved and adapted to integrate a number
of ideas, often seeming to come into conflict with one another. These differ-
ences have led to a wide spectrum of differing forms of Judaism, though they all
remain linked through certain key beliefs and their use of the same sacred scrip-
tures. In modern times, perhaps as a result of attempts to divest Judaism of any
semblance of superstition, the Jewish faith has often been characterized as a
“here and now” religion. Simcha Paull Raphael, in his excellent Jewish Views of
the Afterlife, notes: “As an inadvertent result, both Jews and non-Jews have
come to believe that Judaism does not have any conception of a life after
death.”! Certainly, Jews are encouraged to take each day as it comes and to live
each day not with a view to reward in the next life but with eyes firmly set on
living in the proper way today. Rabbi Joshua Liebman, writing in 1946, urges
Jews to accept death as a friend of life: “I often feel that death is not the
enemy of life, but its friend, for it is the knowledge that our years are limited
which makes them so precious. It is the truth that time is but lent to us which
makes us, at our best, look upon our years as a trust handed into our temporary
keeping.”?
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The psychologist Victor Frankl describes in moving detail how the horrors of
life in a Nazi concentration camp forced one to completely alter the way one
looked at life, suggesting perhaps another source of the modern focus on taking
one day at a time.

What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward life. We
had to learn ourselves and furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that
it did not really matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us.
We needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead to think of our-
selves as those who were being questioned by life—daily and hourly. Our answer
must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right action and in right conduct.
Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to find the right answer to its prob-
lems and to fulfill the tasks which it constantly sets for each individual.’ [empha-
sis in original]

Despite the pragmatic outlook taken by many modern Jews, eschatology has
been a central part of Judaism from the very beginning. A review of the histor-
ical development of these ideas will illustrate that even if such beliefs are little
discussed in Judaism today, they remain central to the Jewish way of life and
have been overwhelmingly influential not only within the development of Ju-
daism but also in the formation of the other great monotheisms to be discussed
in later chapters.

The earliest Jewish ideas of life after death are drawn from the Jewish Bible,
or Tanakh, consisting of three sections known as the Prophets, the Writings, and
the Torah, the latter being considered the first five books of Moses. Together,
these form what Christians (with some debate over some books) refer to as the
Old Testament. There is actually very little mention of life after death in the
Jewish Bible, which is likely one reason for the modern ignorance of such mat-
ters. What meager reference there is, however, paints a fairly clear picture of
what the ancient Israelites believed awaited them after their deaths. What we
find is a fate very similar to the bleak underworld of Mesopotamia and the
Hades of ancient Greece.* Sheol, as the biblical Jews called the underworld, is
described as, “[a] land of thick darkness, as darkness itself; a land of the shadow
of death, without any order, and where the light is as darkness,” and elsewhere,
“the nether-most pit, in dark places, in the deeps.”® Those that went down to
this dark pit in death became mere shadows of their former selves. The hapless
author of one of the Psalms laments: “I am counted with them that go down
into the pit; I am become as a man that hath no help.”” And again, in Job—
Eyov in the Hebrew—the life and death of a person are summed up as follows:
“He cometh forth like a flower, and withereth; he fleeth also as a shadow, and
continueth not.”8 There is no sense of reward for the meritorious, or any sense
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of a truly individual existence whatsoever. Sheol remains the dark abode of all
those who die, regardless of station and deed. Exceptions occur very rarely, and
an individual of nearly divine stature might escape the fate of Sheol, as, for ex-
ample, Enoch who did not die but was instead taken up to walk with God.?
With the exception of certain very special individuals, the dead are a multitude
who throng the nether regions with a dull purposelessness. C. H. Moore points
out how the dead might gain some brief pleasure vicariously through a limited
involvement with the world of the living. “The most for which man can hope
is that his shade may be aware of what is done in the world of the living.”1° Cer-
tainly, this is not much of a future to look forward to at the end of one’s life.

The dead were thought to maintain a certain amount of contact with the
world above. In biblical times, it appears that the dead were sometimes conjured
to communicate with the living. Despite the clear admonition in Deuteronomy
(Devarim) of necromancy as an “abomination,”!! the practice was obviously
fairly common in the ancient Middle East. The story of King Saul’s encounter
with the Witch of En-dor provides a perfect example of the kind of mediumistic
phenomena prohibited in the Bible.!? In this story, Saul, who had himself made
an edict against necromancy, chooses to consult a medium to summon the spirit
of Samuel for advice. The medium sees the spirit approach, and although invis-
ible to Saul, he soon recognizes Samuel by his description and then falls to the
ground in awe at the voice of Samuel speaking to him, perhaps through the
mouth of the witch herself. The ghost of Samuel then foresees the future and
reveals that Saul and his war efforts are doomed.

Immediately, we can see the close parallels between the earliest ancient be-
lief systems. An anonymous and powerless existence awaits every person in the
dark, gloomy world beneath our feet. Still, while powerless below the surface,
the dead could be summoned, through certain rituals, to share their supernor-
mal knowledge of worldly affairs with the living.

Aside from entreating such favors as advice and divination, the living were
also expected to pay the dead a certain amount of respect. Burial rituals, for in-
stance, were considered extremely important. Leaving a person unburied was
considered the most abhorrent of punishments. “The fear with which depriva-
tion of burial was viewed [among the Hebrews| points to a belief, common
among the Babylonians and Greeks, that the soul could not rest if its body re-
mained unburied.”3 The possibility also exists that such care for the body indi-
cated an early conception of the buried body as the locus of the spirit after
death, and Sheol thus equated with the grave itself. Simple burial was not always
enough, as many were buried with other objects, perhaps intended to help the
dead in the grave—evidence of a materialistic view of the afterlife. Archaeo-
logical evidence shows that people in early biblical times gave food to the dead
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and made small offerings at graves.!* Whether all of these offerings were made
out of respect for the deceased or were intended to curry favor with their spirits
is unknown.

The monotheism of the Bible forbade the practice of necromancy as a form
of idolatry and denied any form of ancestral worship. If people were performing
rituals and providing sacrifices directed toward the dead, they were obviously
shirking their responsibilities to Yahweh, the Creator. The scriptures of the Jew-
ish Bible were considered to come straight from the Divine. In order for a belief
to be officially maintained by the faithful, it would have to be found within the
scripture. In the post-biblical rabbinic period, beliefs were refined and began to
develop a specifically Judaic flavor. Whatever ties the living had to the dead in
terms of divination and communication were suppressed.

Judaism eventually felt the influence of two disparate foreign philosophies.
The emerging Greek concept of the immortality of the soul as distinct and sep-
arate from the body was increasingly popular, especially when compared to the
dreary collective of Sheol. On the other hand, the belief in physical resurrection,
attributed to the Persian prophet Zarathushtra, began to take hold in the Jew-
ish mind as well, appealing to the traditional belief in the importance of bodily
existence. In both cases, the idea of reward or punishment after death for one’s
deeds during life was a new one. As these ideas infiltrated the Jewish mind,
there was a great political pressure on the people that required just such radical
ideas to preserve the faith.

Under Greek rule, particularly during the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes in
the mid-second century BCE, the Jewish people were being punished for their
religious beliefs and were offered rewards to give up their faith to take up pagan
practices. Many Jewish people made the change under threat of death. The rab-
bis then took to interpreting life and death in a new way, both to bring solace
to the suffering faithful and to save the faith itself.

Because of suffering inflicted upon the Jewish people, they were forced to change
their beliefs. Those who kept to the old traditions were being tortured, while
those who converted to Greek ways were rewarded. This caused a shift as divine
reward could not be given to both peoples. Thus, it was said that those who re-
mained loyal to the Torah would rise again one day to enjoy eternal life.!>

So, where in the earlier worldview, life itself was a reward from God, when
life became a hell on earth, the idea of a “World to Come” became necessary in
order to find some solace from the fact that some were being rewarded for leav-
ing the faith while those who remained true to God were suffering mightily.
And so, these foreign ideas were combined one with the other and added to the
uniquely Jewish notion of a Messiah, a savior who would come to emancipate
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the Jewish people, to form what would become the traditional eschatological
scheme of Judaism.

The transition to such a view was not an easy one. Several schools of thought
developed, each arguing toward its own ends. Most notably, three main schools
of Jewish thought appear in the records. The Sadducees, who formed the upper
class clergy, argued for a more traditional approach, regarding death as the ulti-
mate conclusion of one’s days. Since they came from the upper classes of Jewish
society, they did not feel the same need for future rewards, as they were secure
enough that they could still regard life as the ultimate reward.1® It was a group
known as the Pharisees, on the other hand, who argued in favor of feeding the
hopes of the masses for divine retribution in the afterlife. This notion, having
the backing of the majority of the population, not surprisingly became the main
line of thought. The third group, the Essenes, represented the mystical school
and were concerned with a monastic way of life, taking a position somewhere
in between the two main alternatives. Of this group, Philo is the most famous,
attempting in his works to integrate harmoniously the more esoteric Platonic
philosophies with the theology of the Hebrew Bible.17 As is typically the case
with mystics, Philo and the Essenes remained relatively obscure in the grand
scheme of Judaic development in early times. “Though Philo’s writings were
highly influential in non-Jewish circles, he was totally unknown to Jews until
the Renaissance [and the writings of Moses Maimonides, discussed later].”18

By the end of the second century CE, Talmudic rabbis, who recorded evolv-
ing interpretations of the Tanakh in accordance with changing circumstances,
in the texts called Talmud, went so far as to make the Pharisee position a part of
the Jewish canon. Jews were obliged to believe in a resurrection of the Jewish
people that would take place after the coming of the Messiah. This was likely a
reaction to avert the spreading Hellenization of the Israelites. Resurrection, ver-
sus the simple immortality of the soul conceptualized by Plato, appealed to the
Jewish people for several reasons, as outlined by Raphael:

Resurrection held the promise that events would continue in the land of the liv-
ing, with the righteous victorious. Second, resurrection promised a revival of the
Jewish people as a community. It was insufficient that individuals would receive
their reward alone, particularly in the context of a religion that saw its relation-
ship with God as communal and therefore demanded national reward. Third,
body and soul were viewed as an integrated whole in this lifetime and hence in
the future, too.!°

The Talmudic rabbis found references in the scriptures of the Tanakh to sup-
port their position on resurrection, despite the lack of any detailed mention of
life after death. Many of the passages cited allude only vaguely to resurrection.
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Deuteronomy quotes: “I kill, and I make alive; I have wounded, and I heal.”20
Of course, as the order of the words in this passage is confusing, the author may
simply be referring to the initial creation of life rather than an actual resurrec-
tion. Others are more easily understandable, such as the following from Isaiah:
“Thy dead shall live, my dead bodies shall arise—awake and sing, ye that dwell
in the dust—for Thy dew is as the dew of light, and the earth shall bring to life
the shades.”?! This latter passage is more certain in its message of the dead ris-
ing from the earth, but one cannot be certain that the author intended a phys-
ical rising up or a spiritual one. Perhaps the clearest, and most often cited, pas-
sage referring to resurrection is Ezekiel 37. The prophet is vouchsafed a vision
of a valley of dry bones, the remnants of the people of Israel. He is instructed to
prophesy over the bones thus:

‘Thus saith the L-rd GOD unto these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter
into you, and ye shall live. And [ will lay sinews upon you, and will bring up flesh
upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and ye shall live; and
ye shall know that [ am Hashem.” So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as I
prophesied, there was a noise, and behold a commotion, and the bones came to-
gether, bone to its bone. And I beheld, and, lo, there were sinews upon them, and
flesh came up, and skin covered them above; but there was no breath in them.
Then said He unto me: ‘Prophesy unto the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say
to the breath: Thus saith the L-rd GOD: Come from the four winds, O breath, and
breathe upon these slain, that they may live.” So I prophesied as He commanded
me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood up upon their feet,
an exceeding great host.2?

The vivid imagery of this passage convinced many of the biblical merit of
the doctrine of resurrection. Some have argued, however, that the passage is
simply a poetically worded allegory about the state of the nation of Israel,
which through a collective faith in God could rise from dry lifelessness to
form a great army marching into the Holy Land. In addition, the passage does
not favor individual resurrection, but instead insists on the resurrection of a
nation.?? Still, it is these passages upon which the authority of resurrection
came to rest. One further passage possibly relating to a resurrection, though
certainly pertaining to the afterlife, is found in Daniel 12:2. “And many of
them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life,
and some to reproaches and everlasting abhorrence.”?* Here, not only do we
have the confusion as to whether a physical or spiritual awakening is in-
tended, but more importantly, we discover that first of all, not all of the dead
will reawaken and second, of those that do, some will be rewarded and oth-
ers punished.
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Thus, the common early belief in a collective underworld of nameless shades
was transformed by the Jews in a manner similar to what we have already seen
in the Greek world. The souls of the righteous were brought up to heaven, and
the contemptuous went down to the punishment of a place called Gehenna.
While this dualistic notion of reward and punishment appeared in some of
Plato’s work, it also appeared in the teachings of Zoroaster, whose details of a
fiery pit seem to align more closely to the notion of Gehenna. Not all rabbis have
accepted the existence of Gehenna, but the prevalent position became that it
was a pit in the depths of the earth, or a bleak and distant valley, similar to Sheol
in its dreariness but different in its geography and intent, as will be described.?>
Many today believe punishment in Gehenna to be a temporary fate, if it is even
accepted as a possibility at all. It was at least accepted amongst the rabbis that
the righteous would be rewarded in the end and that the wicked would some-
how be punished; however, the details surrounding these basic tenets were hotly

debated.

Some sages argued that the righteous and the wicked would go to their respective
places only after resurrection and final judgement. Others maintained that the de-
parted would assume their assigned locations immediately following death. Some
asserted that the soul would remain with the body for a brief period (three days,
seven days, twelve months, etc.) and then ascend. Others declared that after
death the soul returns to a heavenly “treasury” and waits there until the period of
resurrection.2

While resurrection per se is alluded to only vaguely in the Tanakh, the con-
cept appears more and more frequently in the Apocryphal and pseudepigraphi-
cal literature. Though these texts have not been incorporated into the Jewish
biblical canon, they reflect rabbinical thinking at the time.?” No more obvious
statement can be made than is found in II Macabees 7:9: “You, you fiend are
making us depart from present life, but the King of the universe will resurrect
us, who die for the sake of His laws, to a new eternal life.”?8 Further, the Dead
Sea Scrolls list resurrection among the powers of God, and broaden the scope of
resurrection to include all of mankind regardless of deed or faith.? So, it is dur-
ing this short period that discussion of the doctrine of resurrection led to a
broadening of the idea. From the national resurrection in Ezekiel through to the
selective one based upon deeds represented later in Daniel and Il Macabees, res-
urrection became democratized and a fact of life for all humankind. As for the
fate of non-Jews, the rabbis of the second century differed sharply in their opin-
ions. The minority view argued that gentiles do not have any place in the world
to come. The position as stated by another sage, Rabbi Joshua be Hananiah,
prevailed: “Righteous gentiles have a place in the world to come.”°
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The doctrine of resurrection preserved the ancient concept of the impor-
tance of the physical body in order to have a life after death. While the Jews
never went to the extremes seen in ancient Egypt when it came to preserving
the bodily remains, proper care and burial of the dead body was always impor-
tant. The cadaver itself was thought to remain sensitive to its surroundings. The
dying were thought to be actually able to feel the worms devouring their de-
caying flesh as their soul hovered nearby, waiting for an opportunity to reenter
the body up until the decaying process had begun. While the rabbis acknowl-
edged this belief, they discouraged the “superstitious” practice of providing food
for the dead at the grave. The practice carried on amongst the people, however.
There were many who believed that at the time of resurrection, the individual
would be raised in the same clothes they had been buried in, encouraging many
to bury their loved ones in the best clothes available.?! The luz, a small bone at
the base of the spine, was thought to be the kernel around which the resurrected
body would be built. This was the only part of the body thought to survive de-
composition. For this reason, cremation was impossible lest the resurrection of
the person be hindered.’? Even the paradise of the eventual world to come had
been conceived of as a sensual place, with the three main pleasures being Shab-
bat, sunshine, and sexual intercourse.’3

Important to our present discussion is the fact that the soul was thought to
hover about the body for a few days before departing to await the resurrection.
[t was never agreed upon as to where the soul went during this interim period.
Some say it travels to paradise or Gehenna, others that it simply enters a kind of
torpor. Whatever its ultimate fate, it seems obvious from the rabbinic literature
that the souls of the dead remained accessible to the world of the living at least
for a time. In much the same way as the encounter with the witch of En-dor,
communication with the dead carried on despite the rabbis’ promotion of the
biblical prohibitions. Repercussions from the dead were feared throughout this
period, and even later, just as they were in ancient times. It became custom for
the living to ask forgiveness, in front of witnesses, from the dead in order to
avert any spiritual harassment. Complaints from the dead were not unheard of,
with the most frequent concerning disrespect not only while living but also af-
ter death, particularly when the grave was disturbed or the dead were buried in
insufficient clothing.3*

But positive encounters with the dead were reported as well. The Talmud de-
scribes the tale of Rav Nahman appearing, soon after his death, in the dreams
of his friend Raba. The sole purpose of his visit was to console his friend, who
had been mourning him at length, as he describes the moment of his death as
harmless, “like pulling a hair out of milk.”> There is also the tale of Rabbi Ak-
iba ben Joseph’s encounter with the dead man, tormented by Sisyphian labor
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until his still living son should behave piously. In this story, the rabbi takes the
man’s suffering to heart and goes in search of the living son. Upon finding the
boy, he teaches him the Torah, training him to become a reader at the syna-
gogue, and thus saves the dead man from further torment.3¢

And then there are completely chance encounters with the spirits of the
dead. The story is told of a man who accidentally overheard two spirits talking
in a cemetery one night.3? They spoke to each other of the best time to plant
crops for the upcoming year and the man followed their instructions. His suc-
cess was such that he returned to the cemetery the following year to eavesdrop
once more. Again, they discussed the best time for planting and the man again
followed their advice. Soon after this, the spirits discovered that they had been
spied upon and when the man returned, they refused to speak for fear of being
overheard once more.

Dreams are also a constant source of spiritual encounters and divine com-
munication in Judaism. Not only in death but also during sleep, the soul was
thought to leave the body, demonstrating the influence of Plato’s dualistic ideas.
It became a common practice to thank God upon waking for allowing the soul
to reunite with the body. These nocturnal out-of-body experiences were taken
as important portents. Numbers 12:6 reads in part: “if there be a prophet among
you, I the Lord do make Myself known unto him in a vision, I do speak with
him in a dream.”*® Sometimes divine communication would come from an an-
gel, Baal Hahalomoth, the dispenser of dreams, or the dreaming soul might en-
counter the spirits of the dead who would give information to them. Joshua Tra-
chtenberg enumerates a number of examples of dream encounters:

Reports of the dead appearing in dreams are numerous. The teacher and father-
in-law of Eliezer b. Nathan, R. Eliakim b. Joseph, visited him one night to correct
a misconception which had led to an erroneous ritual decision; R. Meir of
Rothenburg once helped an earnest student, who had never met him in life, to
unravel a badly snarled Talmudic passage; Rashi disclosed to his grandson Samuel
the correct pronunciation of the Tetregrammaton; according to popular legend,
on the third night after he had been tortured to death, R. Ammon of Mainz ap-
peared in a dream to his teacher, R. Kalonymos b. Meshullam, and dictated the
solemn Unetanneh Tokef which he had composed while writhing in pain. These
are a few of the more notable visitations. Visions of the lot that deceased ances-
tors are enjoying, whether in Paradise or Gehinnom, disclosures of hidden treasure,
exhortations to repay debts contracted by the visitant, such is the burden of most
dreams about the dead.®®

One prevalent fear was that of the body’s susceptibility to attack while the
soul was away. Specifically, demons were thought capable of entering a sleeping



44 ~~ Chapter Two

body and taking control of it. The demons, themselves being evil beings, were
sometimes the souls of people who had been terribly evil in life. They were
thought to populate desolate and dangerous regions such as deserts and ruins. In
some cases, possession occurs when the demon or evil spirit, called Dybbuk, en-
ters the body of a living person, whether asleep or awake. In most cases, a seri-
ous change in personality is evident and it is often this that signals that posses-
sion has occurred. The possessed individual actually begins to act as though
they were a different person. A rabbi is necessary to exorcise the possessing en-
tity in these cases, and force it from the victim.?® The beliefs of the victim are
crucial to the success or failure of the exorcism. That is to say, the more confi-
dence the victim has in the efficacy of the rituals, or the stronger one’s faith in
God, the more likely the exorcism is to be successful.

In addition to dreamtime visitations, there are also reports of deathbed vi-
sions. Many have witnessed the Angel of Death at their deathbed. Further, the
angel was often accompanied by attendants or spirits of the dead. The Talmud
records the story of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai who proclaimed to those about
him that he saw the deceased King Hezekiah of Judah coming to greet him as
he lay on his deathbed.#! In addition to the visions of specific beings such as
these, there are also reports of a life review in which the dying person literally
sees his life flash before his eyes, or they are shown the good and bad they have
done throughout life.4?

Martha Himmelfarb examines the genre of tales of those who had been
vouchsafed a view of heaven and hell and points out a number of trends that
seem to form a lineage of belief from the Orphic Greeks through Judaism to
Christianity, and possibly back to Judaism again.** Due to a paucity of actual de-
scriptions of heaven, Himmelfarb focuses almost exclusively on journeys to hell,
or those parts of otherworldly journeys specifically relating to hell. From such
Jewish sources as the Darkhei Teshuvah and Gedulat Moshe, both medieval texts,
as well as older Christian apocalyptic texts, certain features of punishment and
torment appear consistently. Namely, Gehenna is described as a dark, smoky
place flowing with rivers of fire.** Sinners are hung painfully from hooks de-
pending upon the nature of their transgressions. Slanderers are hung by their
tongues, while adulterers are hung from their genitals, for example. There are
also instances where various beasts torment the sinners while they hang, unable
to protect themselves. Women who have had abortions or committed infanti-
cide are seen with beasts suckling at their breasts. Finally, there are punishments
similar to those found in the ancient Greek myths, denoted as “tantalising pun-
ishments” by Himmelfarb, an example of which might be the torture of one who
broke his fast too early being hung inches above a body of water though unable
to drink and being within view of a ripe fruit tree but unable to reach it.*> Thus,
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these horrible physical punishments, whether seen as temporary or eternal, can
be contrasted with the enjoyment of the simple pleasures of life in the “World
to Come” as described previously.

The Jewish view of life after death remained relatively unchanged over the
next several hundred years until religious philosophers began to move away
from a strictly physical view of the resurrection and to place an increasing em-
phasis on the spiritual side of things. Moses Maimonides (d. 1204) is recog-
nized as the single most important thinker in Judaism during the Middle Ages,
and is considered one of the most respected Jewish thinkers to this day. Mai-
monides encouraged a dualistic view of humankind, like Philo before him, ar-
guing for a more Platonic understanding of life after death. The body and the
soul were considered separate entities, in fact, even considered irreconcilably
different. “Matter is matter, spirit is spirit, and ne’er the twain shall meet is
the dictum of the Maimonidean view.”#® With the death of the body, the soul
was thought to leave the body only to be resurrected in an allegorical sense,
rising up into the light of Heaven in a new spiritual body. For the most part,
Maimonides seems to completely ignore the notion of physical resurrection in
his own philosophy, while still acknowledging its place as a dogma.*’” Many
scholars have debated what appears to be a contradiction in the works of Mai-
monides concerning this issue of resurrection. Only one of his works, Treatise
on Resurrection, engages with the topic. The apparent contradiction comes
from the fact that while in his other works Maimonides is focused completely
on the spiritual reality of the afterlife, in the Treatise he argues wholeheartedly
in favor of the physical resurrection urged by the rabbis. At least one scholar
solves the contradiction by arguing that Maimonides was not in fact the au-
thor of this paradoxical work.4 Whether or not Maimonides did in fact write
the Treatise is of little import when we consider the effect upon later eras.
From the Middle Ages and the time of Maimonides to the eighteenth century,
the doctrine of spiritual immortality overtook that of bodily resurrection and
became the central belief in Jewish thought. Maimonides encouraged an un-
derstanding of the Tanakh that involved allegory rather than a literal reading,
thus encouraging the evolution of beliefs. Still, many of the rabbinical laws
remain firmly held in the philosophy of Maimonides. Of particular interest
here are the continuing enforcement of laws condemning idolatry and its as-
sociation with cults of the dead. From his writing one can be certain that
many people still practiced the same kinds of rituals to placate and communi-
cate with the dead as they had done in previous centuries, despite Mai-
monides’ admonition of these rites as “stupid practices.”® The very fact that
he felt the need to attack them asserts that they existed as a constant threat
to Judaism.
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With an increasingly spiritual view of the afterlife came an increase in ghost
stories during the Middle Ages as well. In a change from antiquity, ghosts in this
time are described with more character. Ghosts are said to converse with one
another, pursue their studies, hold councils to judge spiritual disputes, and even
congregate in ghostly services at night in the synagogue.’® Despite the varied
colorful descriptions, certain central themes continue to appear just as they had
in more ancient tales. For instance, many ghosts continue to appear simply to
comfort their friends and family. There is a story of an undertaker who encoun-
tered one of his “clients” on the steps of the synagogue one morning. The spirit
simply told him he had appeared in order to reassure his friends that he had ar-
rived into Paradise.’!

Respect for the dead and the place of burial remained an important practice.
Another story tells of a man who decided to build a musical instrument from
the wood of another fellow’s coffin. The dead man appeared in a dream de-
manding respect and warning the living man not to use that wood for his cre-
ation. The man persisted regardless and built the instrument as he had planned.
Soon, he became gravely ill. His son then smashed the instrument, which ap-
peased the spirit and made his father well again.>?

Further emphasis on the divergence of spirit and body in Jewish thought stems
from the mystical school of Kabbalah that came into prominence around the time
of Maimonides, having been passed down through oral tradition for centuries be-
fore. One of the main mystical texts of this esoteric movement, the Zohar, has been
described as containing “some of Judaism’s most sophisticated teachings on the af-
terlife.”> A complex system is constructed in this text that envisions numerous
worlds, or levels of reality, interlocking one with the other. Various angels and
demons control the different levels, some of whom are responsible for the state of
humans as beings in the flesh. The soul is believed to come from God and to even-
tually be destined to reunite with Him. In the meantime, souls will transmigrate
from one body to the next always learning until they can finally leave the cycle of
life and simply return to God. The Kabbalists went even further than Maimonides,
or Philo before him, in attempting to integrate Neoplatonic and Jewish ideas by in-
troducing the notion of reincarnation and also gathering together a number of
folkloric and often superstitious beliefs found among the common people to create
an esoteric system of extreme complexity.

Apart from basic ideas concerning reward and punishment, life after death, the
Messiah, redemption, and resurrection, there is hardly a commonly held belief
among the Jews regarding eschatological details. This lacuna provided an obvious
opportunity for free play for the imaginative, the visionary and the superstitious,
and so became the field in which the kabbalists left their mark: for they dealt ex-
tensively with just these concepts.>*
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There are a great many examples of supernatural phenomena in the Kabbal-
istic literature that applies directly to the topic of life after death, much of it
growing out of the kind of folklore that had been circulating through oral tra-
dition for ages. Deathbed visions are common with the Zohar repeatedly men-
tioning “angelic beings, visionary guides, deceased relatives, and even some
rather unfriendly demonic-looking characters.”® The Angel of Death found in
the rabbinic literature also commonly appears. More typical of mystics around
the world, the Kabbalists report the ability of the soul to leave the body to travel
among the various levels of reality, encountering other beings. Ecclesiastes
12:6-7 says: “Before the silver cord is snapped asunder, and the golden bowl is
shattered, and the pitcher is broken at the fountain, and the wheel falleth shat-
tered, into the pit; And the dust returneth to the earth as it was, and the spirit
returneth unto God who gave it.”*® This passage has been interpreted by Kab-
balists to infer a silver cord connecting the so-called astral body of the soul to
the physical body here on Earth. It was believed that once this cord was severed
the soul would not be able to return to the body and only then was the body
truly dead. The concept of an “astral body” can also be found in the zel and
zelem of the multifaceted soul conceived by the Kabbalists.>?

As there are multiple worlds conceived of in Kabbalah, so too are there mul-
tiple souls. After death, some aspects remained with the body until it was de-
composed, some remained longer, while others departed for the spiritual realms.
At certain times of the month or year, it was thought that the aspects of the soul
would come together again at the grave site, providing the opportunity for the
living to visit the grave and thus commune with the dead.>® Beliefs such as this
persisted despite previous efforts to eradicate them on the grounds of supersti-
tion. Basically, even conservative Jews, “grew to accept necromancy, asserting
that the Tanakh forbade only the use of idolatrous-like rituals, marked by the use
of special outfits and incense for conjuring up the dead. If the practitioner con-
jured up the dead through the use of holy names, as provided by Jewish mysti-
cal texts, then it was permitted.”® So, the common belief that one can still
communicate with the dead persisted despite the best efforts of the rabbis until
it was finally accepted as a legitimate practice.

The notion of reincarnation in the Kabbalist philosophy requires special at-
tention because it is unique in Jewish thought.

The Kabbalists describe three types of reincarnation: gilgul, ibbur, and dybbuk. Gilgul
takes place during pregnancy. Ibbur (impregnation) occurs when an “old” soul enters
the body of another individual at any time during its lifetime. The soul dwells in the
new body for a limited period and performs certain acts or commandments. Finally,
when an evil soul enters a person, causing mental illness and temporarily manifest-
ing itself as a foreign personality, the invading soul is called dybbuk.%©
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The dybbuk have already been mentioned. Ibbur are benign souls who simply
need to complete the tasks assigned to them in their own lifetime, but were pre-
vented from completing these tasks due to a sudden death. This implies that
every person has a certain purpose in life that must be completed before mov-
ing on. The notion of gilgul, unlike the notion that souls might occasionally pos-
sess people, is one not encountered in Judaism until the Kabbalists introduced
it. In Kabbalist philosophy, the idea of reincarnation that had been drawn from
Plato is adapted to fit the Jewish framework with the ultimate goal being even-
tual resurrection. It was first suggested by the earliest Kabbalists that reincarna-
tion occurred only to the wicked as punishment for their sins. The righteous
went to Paradise to await the resurrection and the “World to Come.” Reincar-
nation, or the transmigration of souls, was a punishment meant to be both
severe and just. This is an interesting reversal from the ancient notion that life
itself was the reward and death the punishment. Later, the idea evolved to in-
clude everyone in the transmigration of souls with every soul reincarnated in or-
der to purge itself from the sins of life. This idea echoes the Platonic conception
of reincarnation in which souls continue to learn right living in successive life-
times. It came to be viewed as, “an opportunity for the soul to fulfil its mission
and make up for its failures in previous transmigrations.”!

There is no evidence of the transmigration of souls appearing in any Jewish
philosophy before the twelfth century. Still, some Kabbalists found references to
their ideas in the writings of certain Talmudic rabbis, as well as in the Tanakh it-
self. The only passage consistently referred to in this context is extremely vague,
however: “One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh; and
the earth abideth for ever.”®? Certainly, this passage need not refer to anything
other than the actual physical passage of time as the older generation dies off in
the wake of a younger one. There is no explicit statement that these successive
generations are made up of the same souls. Similarly, the following excerpt from
Exodus 20:5 (Shemot) has been interpreted to refer to the punishment visited
upon an individual in successive incarnations: “[Flor I the Lord thy God am a
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third
and fourth generation of them that hate Me.”® Rabbi Phillip Berg argues that
God could not be so vengeful as to punish the children of those that had sinned
and so these subsequent generations must also be the same as those who had
passed before them, thus implying reincarnation.®* Within the wider context of
the Bible, however, it is more likely that God is threatening subsequent gener-
ations only so far as they carry on the same iniquities of their forefathers, namely
rejection of God. In any event, the Kabbalists took reincarnation for granted
from their earliest writings. King David was said to be the reincarnation of
Adam himself, who was then meant to later reincarnate in the form of the Mes-
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siah.% Successive incarnations between Adam and the eventual Messiah would
fill specific roles all with the aim of preparing the way for the final incarnation.

Hasidic Judaism is one group among which the Kabbalist theory of reincar-
nation has been widely accepted, not to mention other mystical and supernat-
ural aspects as well. Growing out of the public interest in magic and the super-
natural during the eighteenth century in Eastern Europe, Rabbi Israel ben
Eliezer, the Ba’al Shem Tow, or “Good Master of the Name,” distinguished him-
self among other Kabbalist magicians and founded a distinct school of Jewish
thought based on spiritual and allegorical interpretations. Hasidim are believed
to have special God-given gifts, including the ability to heal, to speak with spir-
its of the dead and to read the past-lives of others, even recognizing those who
have incarnated in inanimate forms or in those of plants and animals.®

Today, the many branches of Judaism embrace various forms and combina-
tions of the beliefs described. As the Tanakh, being the ultimate authority in all
schools of Judaism, makes so little mention of the afterlife, it is considered an
open question to a large extent. Only the most orthodox Jews hold onto the no-
tion of a literally physical resurrection, others preferring to view things more
metaphorically instead. The resurrection that is to take place is more often con-
sidered to be one of a purely spiritual nature, having more in common with the
dualism of Maimonides than with the older views of the rabbinic period and be-
fore. The concept of reincarnation is not widespread in Judaism in the least, but
it remains for many a valid alternative all the same, the Kabbalah having been
largely absorbed into the common Jewish mind. In any event, a life after death
is expected at some point within Judaism despite the “this-life” orientation of
many modern Jews. The resurrection will occur in one form or another once the
Messiah finally arrives to usher in a world of paradise for the faithful, and either
a world of suffering or simply complete annihilation for the unbelievers. The
words of Aryeh Kaplan help maintain the proper perspective: “If man were im-
mortal, it would be very easy for him to become totally immersed in the mate-
rial world and forget life’s spiritual values. Immortality and extreme longevity
will therefore have to wait until the Messianic Age, when spiritual values will
be firmly imbedded in man’s nature.”®7
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CHAPTER THREE

Christianity

Near the beginning of the rabbinic period of Judaism, a charismatic figure
emerged upon the Middle Eastern stage and attracted a loyal following who saw
him as the promised Messiah that would usher in the Last Day and the Final Res-
urrection. This man was variously titled rabbi, prophet, and Son of God. To most
in the modern world he is easily recognized by the name of Jesus Christ, from the
Greek, christos, meaning “the anointed one,” which is itself a translation of the
Hebrew messiah. In the years following his death, and more importantly his res-
urrection three days later, a religion sprouted in his name that has since grown
to become the most pervasive religion in the world today, molding the worldview
of the Western world for centuries. Jesus was born into Judaism, his early follow-
ers were Jews, and his views reflect the Jewish ideology that he grew up with.
Christianity and Judaism parted ways considerably as time went on, however, in
no small part through the teachings of this new rabbi. Christians accepted the
Tanakh of the Jews as scripture but added to it the so-called New Testament, re-
ferring to the Jewish Bible as the Old Testament. Together, the Holy Bible of
Christianity records the deeds and sayings of God, his prophets, and Christ,
mainly from the purported perspective of those who knew Christ or his disciples,
culminating in the four Gospels and the writings of St. Paul.

The first significant divergence between Christ and the Jews came with his
interpretations of the old scriptures. Whereas the Jews relied on their rabbis to
interpret the Tanakh and to establish doctrine, Jesus preached from a very per-
sonal understanding of the word of God. The idea that one man could claim a
specific understanding of scripture posed a real threat to the rabbinic authority
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that prevailed at the time. To properly describe the Christian understanding of
death, one must realize that, “Christianity emerged as an interpretation of what
Judaism should be—of how, in other words, the covenant promises and com-
mands should be implemented in that day and at that time.”!In some cases these
interpretations agreed with the rabbis, in others they differed considerably. In
the end, the only source of information as to what exactly Jesus said in terms of
these interpretations has been filtered through the writing of others, as Jesus
himself left no written texts. The Gospels provide the most detailed informa-
tion on the life of Christ, having ostensibly been written by those who knew
him or who were contemporaries, within several decades of his death. From
what is told in these narratives, Jesus was born of a miraculous virgin birth. Mir-
acles followed Jesus throughout his life as he healed the sick, transformed water
into wine, caused limited food to spontaneously multiply, and even raised the
dead back to life. While these miracles certainly where seen as proof of the di-
vine provenance of Jesus as Messiah, the words that he spoke were always seen
as much more important.

It was Christ’s interpretation of the Old Testament that originally gar-
nered his following, though it was his death and the subsequent miracle of
his resurrection that proved, for Christians, his divine status for all time. He
was persecuted by both the Jewish and Roman authorities and was eventually
nailed to a cross and thus executed. Where Christianity could have died with
Jesus on the cross, his resurrection three days later cemented the faithful into
what would prove to be a formidable religious movement. In order to ade-
quately understand the Christian understanding of life after death, it is es-
sential not only to examine what Christ himself is reported to have said, but
also to look more closely at the events surrounding his death and miraculous
resurrection.

The Gospels refer to an afterlife much more often than the Hebrew Bible
had, though there are only two instances of deliberate teaching on the subject,
and only one of them by Jesus himself. Much of what is said in the New Testa-
ment assumes an understanding of the Jewish concepts of resurrection and judg-
ment. The Gospels of both Matthew and Luke refer to the double-edged fate
awaiting man after death, warning that the means to salvation are difficult and
that many will fail to achieve it: “Enter ye in at the straight gate: for wide is the
gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which
go in thereat. Because straight is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth
unto life, and few there be that find it.”? This division between two possible
fates is further emphasized in the Gospel of Mark, where Jesus makes explicit
mention of the fires of hell that await the unworthy, encouraging believers to
do what must be done in order to remain true:
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And if thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life
maimed, than having two hands go into hell, into the fire that never shall be
quenched: Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. And if thy
foot offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter halt into life, than having
two feet to be cast into hell, into the fire that never shall be quenched: Where
their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. And if thine eye offend thee,
pluck it out: it is better for thee to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye,
than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire: Where their worm dieth not, and
the fire is not quenched.’

The idea of a division of the world to come between the heavenly Kingdom
of God and the torturous underworld of hell stems directly from intertestamen-
tal Judaism, the period within which Jesus was born and lived. As we have al-
ready seen, the traditional Jewish view of a shadowy Sheol was giving way to a
varied state of torment or reward depending upon how one led one’s individual
life. The intertestamental Book of Enoch describes how the spirits of the dead
are sent to Sheol to await judgment and following ascension or torment.* Jesus,
then, echoes this evolution of Judaic thought, emphasizing the horrors of hell,
what came to be called Gehenna among the Jews.

Jesus was particularly interested in the salvation of those who were among
the more unfortunate members of society, preaching to the common people.
While on the one hand there are those statements, as quoted previously, which
denote an emphasis on good behavior symbolized through choosing the
“straight path,” Jesus also makes several references to the blessed future state of
the poor and downtrodden. Luke recounts the parable of a pair of men who die,
one rich and the other poor. Throughout life, the poor man, Lazarus, suffered,
living a life of hardship. The rich man, named Dives, on the other hand, lived
in the lap of luxury, ignoring the plight of his poor neighbor. Dives is forced to
suffer the torments of hell while Lazarus is accepted into the bosom of Abraham
after death. When the rich man begs for some respite, Abraham answers, “Son,
remember that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy good things, and likewise
Lazarus evil things: but now he is comforted, and thou are tormented.”> Here it
becomes obvious that Jesus is preaching a philosophy of compassion for the less
fortunate, both through encouraging those who can afford it to give to the poor,
and also assuring the sufferers that they will be taken care of in the next life.

The most famous illustration of Christ’s views on who is deemed worthy of re-
wards in the afterlife is that found in Matthew. Chapter 5 begins with Jesus’s
promise, “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” and
includes the famous maxim, “Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the
earth.”® From such passages it is clear that Jesus preaches not only a doctrine of
torment and punishment for the evil and salvation for the good, but additionally
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admonishes the rich for their excesses in this life and promises the poor comfort
in the afterlife. Unfortunately, Jesus nowhere specifically outlines just what his
views of this afterlife are, seemingly assuming some familiarity with such beliefs,
likely closely related to those of Judaism.

There is, however, one instance where Jesus makes a clear statement about a
specific aspect of the afterlife. The Sadducees, conservative Jews opposed to the
notion of resurrection, posed what was meant to be a trick question to Jesus,
confronting him on the issue of resurrection.” They proposed the hypothetical
situation of a woman who was obliged by tradition to marry her husband’s
brother after his death. The husband had seven brothers, each of whom died
one after the other, while the wife married each in his turn. The question, then,
was after the resurrection, which brother would the woman be married to? Jesus
answered simply: “Do ye not therefore err, because ye know not the scriptures,
neither the power of God? For when they shall rise from the dead, they neither
marry, nor are given in marriage; but are as the angels which are in heaven.”®
From this simple passage it is obvious, first, that Jesus supports the notion of an
eventual resurrection of the dead, but more interestingly, that the state of man
after resurrection is different from that before death. No more will such worldly
matters as marriage have any meaning, but men will be “as the angels.”

On this last part of the statement, and the meaning of what it might mean
to be “as the angels” there is no small debate. For instance, in placing the em-
phasis on the reference to angels, Franz Mussner interprets as follows: “‘Like an-
gels’ means that through the resurrection we shall be liberated from all those
conditions to which we are subjected on earth; above all, we shall be liberated
from death and from all conditions of the flesh, so that we shall no longer need
to procreate.” This interpretation certainly bears the mark of Plato in the di-
chotomy of spirit and body. From another point of view, Alois Winklhofer, in
seeming contradiction to Christ’s words, states, “The soul is not ‘like the angels’;
it does not become a pure spirit, but always keeps its essential ordering to a body
as its organs. As long as it is separated from the body it remains imperfect.”1°
Winklhofer here implies that the angelic state of perfection requires the union
of body and soul, which he would argue occurs at the day of resurrection, a con-
tention not unfamiliar in particular Jewish circles. It will be helpful to examine
the nature of angels to gain a better appreciation for exactly what it is that Je-
sus was talking about in this important passage before going further into the de-
veloping debate.

The Jewish Old Testament was already replete with images of angels, the
messengers of God. In the New Testament, this function as messengers is car-
ried over and angels play an active role. Tradition established that angels were
created before man and were given the same freedom to choose good or evil.
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Those that chose good were made ministers of God, while those that chose evil
were condemned to hell.!! This new conception of angels indicates an interest-
ing evolution. For the pre-Christian Jews, there were no fallen angels. Satan was
a title of office, not a personal name. The personification of Satan, associated
with the name Lucifer in the New Testament,!? reflects a growing partisanship
for dualism over the older Jewish notions.!3

On the actual nature of angels, there is agreement in large part, however.
The Bible describes a distinct hierarchy of beings from Seraphim and Cherubim
to the Archangels and Angels, all of which share certain common characteris-
tics.!* They are described as ethereal, nonmaterial beings. In his book on the
subject, Father Pascal Parente states: “Being spiritual and completely immate-
rial [the angel] does not fill or occupy space, not even the smallest dimension,
not even a single point. His presence in a place is determined, and occasionally
made known, by his activity there and not by his substance which has nothing
in common with matter.”!?

Angels became increasingly important in later theological discussions, forming
the theme of lengthy discussions by the church fathers and later, writers. The no-
tion of angels still captures the modern imagination as a recent poll states that 69%
of Americans believe in their existence.!® St. Augustine authoritatively summed
up the nature of angels, in the fourth century CE, as follows:

The Angels are spirits . . . but it is not because they are spirits that they are An-
gels. They become Angels when they are sent, for the name Angel refers to their
office not to their nature. You ask the name of this nature, it is spirit; you ask its
office, it is that of an Angel, (i.e., a messenger). In as far as he exists, an Angel is
a spirit; in as far as he acts, he is an Angel.!7

It seems obvious, then, that when Jesus refers to resurrected humans as being
like angels, he is referring to a spiritual element, which allows them to simultane-
ously remain ethereal and occasionally appear as a seemingly physical manifesta-
tion in the pursuance of their duties. It later became a matter of Catholic doctrine
that the angels are, “pure spirits, incorporeal substances, free and independent from
any material body, ethereal or otherwise.”!8 Certainly, this does not agree with the
position held by Winklhofer and others who contend that the resurrected body
must be the same physical body that died, or indeed any physical body at all. One
must turn back to the biblical narratives of Jesus’s life and death to see whether the
New Testament supports the Judaic notion of a physical resurrection or this con-
cept of a spiritual form for humans after the Last Day.

The key evidence in Christianity for a physical resurrection as imagined by
the pre-Christian Jews lies in the four Gospel accounts of the crucifixion and
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resurrection of Jesus Christ himself. It is most certain historically that Jesus, the
man, was crucified; the only question is over the veracity of his resurrection. All
four Gospels tell a similar tale of the resurrection, though they each differ on cer-
tain specific details.!® From these, a composite story can be constructed that runs
as follows. Three days after the crucifixion of Jesus, and his subsequent burial in a
tomb, Mary Magdalene, and perhaps some other women, went to the tomb bear-
ing spices with which to anoint the dead savior. Upon arrival, the tomb was found
to be open. The body of Jesus was missing from the tomb and in his place are one
or two angelic men who explain that Christ has risen from the dead. Three of the
four accounts have Jesus then appearing to Mary Magdalene to prove that what the
angels have said was indeed true. In all cases, Mary and the women return to tell
the apostles of what has become of their Messiah and they are not believed. The
apostles assume that the women are seeing things. Following this, Jesus appears to
the apostles in various scenarios. Though they doubt their sight at first, they in-
variably come to accept that Christ has been resurrected from the dead, at which
time he then ascends into heaven.

From this account, it is often considered a given that the Gospels tell a story
of the bodily resurrection of Christ and not a spiritual one. The references to
physical phenomena are few but significant. Matthew claims that the women,
when Jesus appeared before them, fell to their knees and held his feet.2> Mark
explains that Jesus appeared at dinner with the apostles, though it does not say
here that he specifically ate with them, only that he was with them while they
ate.?! In Luke, however, Jesus is first described as breaking bread and later shown
to actually eat fish and honeycomb in order to prove his existence.?? Finally,
John, in typical form, expands with the story of Thomas; the sole doubter
among the apostles even after Christ shows them his wounds. He is invited to
touch the wounds, which after doing so convinces him of the truth of Christ’s
return.?> Of course, there is also the important fact that the body of Christ is
missing from the tomb, begging the question as to where the body has gone.
And so, there is ample grounds for the belief that Christ had risen in a physical
body, but this is not an unambiguous conclusion.

Jesus appears, seemingly out of thin air, in all four Gospels. He is described as
appearing to two of the apostles in “another” form,?* and in Luke, further details
are given as Christ appears in the form of an unrecognized man and travels with
the unknowing apostles for a short time, after which time he vanishes before
their eyes.? Jesus also appears in an unrecognized form during a fishing expedi-
tion, according to John’s Gospel.2¢ Finally, Jesus appears several times through-
out the four accounts, and disappears at will, even being taken up to heaven be-
fore the eyes of the apostles. Certainly, feats such as this lend themselves more
readily to a spiritual form, rather than a purely physical one.
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Other books of the New Testament, particularly those attributed to St. Paul,
seem to confirm the idea of a nonphysical resurrection. While the Acts of the
Apostles describe much about Christ’s resurrection and appearances to his apos-
tles, it is in the Epistles that we find the clearest statements about life after
death. [ Corinthians, chapter 15, gives an account of Christ’s death and resur-
rection similar to those found in the Gospels, but it then goes into a focused
commentary upon the event and what it means to others. Paul goes into quite
a bit of detail in discussing the state of man before and after the resurrection.
The core argument can be summed up with verse 44: “It is sown a natural body;
it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual
body.”?" Clearly, Paul indicates that the post-resurrection man is fundamentally
changed from his present state. The corruptible, physical body is dead and gone
and in its place is a fresh, incorruptible spiritual body. Alan Segal clearly links
Paul’s thought to Jewish mysticism and the notion that Paul, agreeing with the
Hebrew prophet Enoch, believed that in his conversion he had been trans-
formed into a higher state of being that would only be fully realized upon his
death.28

Unfortunately, the specifics of what exactly a spiritual body consists are left
out of Paul’s writing, and this is perhaps the source of the continued debate over
resurrection. What is much more important than the form of the resurrected, to
the average Christian at least, is the fact of resurrection itself. The fact that
Jesus died and then was resurrected, in Paul’s belief, is proof enough that every
person will share in that same fate on the Last Day.?? The philosopher, C. D.
Broad disagrees with the logic of this, however, and enters a debate that has
lasted centuries, stating:

if Christianity be true, though Jesus was human, He was also divine. No other hu-
man being resembles Him in this respect . . . the body of Jesus did not decay in
the tomb, but was transformed; whilst the body of every ordinary man rots and dis-
integrates soon after his death. Therefore, if men do survive the death of their
bodies, the process must be utterly unlike that which took place when Jesus sur-
vived His death on the cross. Thus the analogy breaks down in every relevant re-
spect, and so an argument from the resurrection of Jesus to the survival of bodily
death by ordinary men is utterly worthless.?

[t seems difficult to justify, in light of the New Testament writings, a belief in
the literal physical resurrection of one’s body after its death. In addition to the
apparent dearth of scriptural evidence, there are many logistical problems fac-
ing this view of resurrection as opposed to the spiritual-body form envisaged by
St. Paul. Obviously, the earliest pressure to imagine a physical resurrection
comes from the prevailing Hebrew view discussed in chapter 2. The Jews
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believed that the body and soul were inextricable from one another and that the
resurrection of the chosen people would return the dead to their original bodies
to live eternally. As John Hick argues, any reappearance of Jesus Christ after
death would have to have been seen within this Hebrew context by the apos-
tles and thus described in terms of a physical resurrection, leading to the ac-
counts recorded in the Gospels.>! Certainly, there was some tradition of spirits
that might have accounted for apparitions of the dead; there are several in-
stances in the Gospels when witnesses to a resurrected Jesus do not at first be-
lieve their eyes and doubt that they have even seen him. Luke goes so far as to
say of the apostles, upon seeing Jesus: “But they were terrified and affrighted,
and supposed that they had seen a spirit.”3? So, while the apostles would have
been familiar with the notion that ghosts might sometimes appear, they pre-
ferred to interpret the appearances of Jesus in terms of the resurrection, espe-
cially when considering that the Gospels were written with the missionary in-
tent of converting a largely Jewish population.

The visions of Jesus after his death were all the more important as it was no
ordinary man who had died, but one who was believed to be the Messiah. This
fact alone required a different framework from which to describe these visions.
William Neil explains that the very concept of Jesus’s divinity required: “A cru-
cified Messiah was so complete a travesty of all that had ever been hoped for
and promised that Jesus’s claim to be what the prophets foretold would never
have been countenanced for a week, let alone two thousand years, if the cross
had been the end.”? Since the Jews anticipated the coming “end times” and res-
urrection, the death of the Messiah required a resurrection to validate his sig-
nificance. Krister Stendahl, in the introduction to Immortality and Resurrection,
echoes these ideas in stating that the resurrection served both to pinpoint the
dawning of a new age as well as vindicating Jesus as the true Messiah.3* Thus,
one can see that whatever form Christ took, be it physical or not, the visions of
his return would be interpreted to fit the Procrustean bed of contemporary ide-
ology, namely Jewish beliefs of an imminent resurrection.

The argument has haunted Christianity through the ages, and continues to
do so even today. The church fathers, who laid down much of the church doc-
trine, encouraged the physicalist interpretation, despite what seems to be the
exegetical conclusion drawn from a strict reading of scripture. They began to
outline their theology throughout the second century. Growing slowly out of Ju-
daism and still unable to conceive of a life without a body, they leaned more
heavily upon the Hebrew 