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FOREWORD 
 
The Sixteenth of these annual Seminars addressed itself to a subject that had in it the 
elements of the exotic, the awe inspiring and the controversial. What does the Christian 
community say to a seeking and changing world on the subject of the beginnings and 
endings of human life, of abortion, euthansia, suicide, and even on "dying well"? 
 
The Gospel has always of course, proclaimed the hope of eternal life and bodily resurrection. 
On this there can be no equivocation and this changes drastically the idea of death. But 
how much has the Gospel message been influenced in the church's proclamation by Greek 
ideas of immortality? What is the Christian answer to death? 
 
What are the differences in attitudes toward death between East and West? Between 
Christianity, Buddhism and Shinto? What are peculiarly Japanese concepts? 
 
Do we do terminal patients a disservice by denying the reality and finality of death? 
 
How does the Christian community support the terminally ill patient and the patient's 
family? Should a person dying of cancer be told the truth? When? 
 
If you seek categorical answers to all of these questions you will not find them here. But if 
you are seeking every indication of the Spirit's will for his church today both inside and 
outside of scripture, then you will enjoy listening with this group of seventy or so serious 
missionaries as they try to find answers unashamedly tempered by the social milieu in 
which they find themselves. 
 
The Seminar Committee hopes that putting these papers in permanent form will make 
them more useful to seminar participants. At the same time we hope that it will make them 
available to a much larger circle of interested people, both in and out of Japan. 
Unfortunately the correctives, enrichments, and embellishments of the discussion periods 
cannot be adequately recorded here. 
 
 
 
Carl C. Beck 
Compiling Editor 
For the Continuation Committee 
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THE ORGANIZED CARE OF THE DYING PATIENT (OCDP) 
 

Tetsuo Kashiwagi, M. D. 
 

Dept. of Psychiatry, Yodogawa Christian Hospital 
 
 
 
In our civilization death is too often viewed as a failure of the health care system, and the 
terminally ill patient seldom receives the emotional as well as physical support he needs in 
order to "die well." But, as a pioneering unit has learned, when the hospital conceives its 
role to be the relief of suffering in all dimensions, an organized approach can bring positive 
benefits not only to the patient and his family but to the hospital staff as well. 
-Melvin J. Krant, M.D. 
 
In recent years, the dying person's needs have evoked more and more medical concern. To 
create a working strategy of good care that encompasses psychological, spiritual and family 
care, as well as direct biological care, has emerged as a challenge. The trend in medical care 
has been to emphasize the denial of death. The hospital which places the greatest value on 
cure and rehabilitation, leads away from the dying patient. But the fact is that the hospital is 
the place where the dying patient is treated. 
 
Some of the greatest frustrations inherent in this contradiction falls to the lot of the 
physicians, the nurses, the social workers and the other paramedical staff, and especially to 
those aware of institutional prejudice against the dying patient and those who are concerned 
about the lack of time to support him and his family. What is lacking, I believe, is organized 
care for the dying patient (OCDP). OCDP is a term approach to the dying patient. 
Physicians, nurses, social workers, paramedical staff and pastors make one team to take 
care of the many needs of the dying patient. Such organized care would mean that 
professional burdens are shared, so that a humane and dignified death is made possible for 
the patients, as well as a concern for his family. This paper will describe an attempt we are 
making to organize such care at the Yodogawa Christian Hospital (YCH). 
 
YCH is a community general hospital with 154 beds. We have an average of 9 deaths 
(including neonatal and infant deaths) in a month. Our OCDP members consist of attending 
physicians, a head nurse, a charge nurse, usual nurses, nurse aids, social workers, a hospital 
chaplain, a worker of the evangelistic department and a psychiatrist. We meet at least once 
a week regularly and discuss one or two cases of terminally ill patients. We are learning 
mapy things from the dying patient and his famiily. 
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I will summarize what we are doing through OCDP. 
 
1. The organized evaluation of the patient's psychological state. 
 
In order to give appropriate care, it is extremely important to know what a patient really 
thinks. But a patient often shows one face to his attending doctor and shows quite a 
different face to a nurse. One patient did not show any anxiety about death to his attending 
doctor at all. Perhaps he wanted to be a "good patient" for his doctor. But this patient spoke 
about his anxiety to the nurse. During our discussion about this patient at our OCDP 
meeting, his doctor realized from the nurse that his patient had great anxiety about death. 
 
Another patient did not tell about her anxiety to her doctor nor to the nurses. They thought 
the patient did not know she was dying of cancer. But she knew it, because she overheard 
the conversation between her doctor and her family. She could not express her anxiety to 
any of them (her doctor, the nurses or the family), because all of them tried to hide the fact. 
However, she could not carry this anxiety by herself and the person she chose to talk to 
about her anxiety was the orderly who came to her room every day to clean it. 
 
Thus, a patient has many faces. Therefore, it is very difficult for an attending physician, 
who can spend only a limited amount of time with the patient, to know what his patient is 
really thinking. In order to know this, many team members who contact the patient in 
different ways exchange their informations and observations. Each member has to train 
himself to be able to pay special attention to the patient's feelings when he visits the patient. 
 
2. The approach to the family. 
 
The team approach to the family of the dying patient is a very important aspect of OCDP, 
because the burdens of the family are very heavy. For example, when the diagnosis of 
cancer is established, the patient is not told this fact but the family is, often with the 
physician's remark-"You had better not tell him." 
 
This is almost always the case in Japan. From this point on, the burden of the family starts. 
How can the family handle this burden? For example, what happens if the husband is 
diagnosed as having cancer and the wife has to take care of him without letting him know 
this fact, especially if they have been very close and have shared everything up until this 
time? In such a case we can talk with the wife, share her sorrow and give her support. The 
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task of the social worker is very important in this respect. At YCH, every patient admitted 
to the ward of internal medicine is interviewed by a social worker to find out about any 
family, economic, emotional or social problems. Therefore, if the patient becomes 
terminally ill, social workers are in a good position to help the family because they already 
know the family background. Let me tell you about a patient with far advanced ovarian 
cancer. 
 
She did not know it. Her husband had died from a car accident one year before. She had a 
son, 20 years old and a daughter, 18 years old. Her son had a fiancee and they had planned 
to get married a year or so later. But the social worker found out that the patient was so 
worried about her son's marriage that she wanted them to get married while she was well 
enough to attend the wedding. Then a social worker talked with her son and his fiancee and 
conveyed the desire of the patient. They decided to marry sooner and the patient was able 
to attend the wedding. The patient appreciated the worker's arrangement and died without 
this anxiety. 
 
In this way, the OCDP team, with the cooperation of the family, can offer important help to 
the patient who definitely wants to do something while he is alive. 
 
We see the dying patient is very lonely and at the same time we must pay attention to the 
solitude of the family. For a member of the family, especially, when the only person he can 
talk to becomes terminally ill, it is difficult for him to overcome his solitude. If he can have 
someone with whom he can share his sorrow and solitude at that time, he will appreciate it 
very much. Nurses and social workers can help the members of the family at this critical 
time. 
 
3. To help the attending physician. 
 
One of the most important jobs of the OCDP team is to help the attending physician. It is 
essential to make the attending physician realize that the team does not intend to deprive 
him of his authority as a doctor. We think that the care of both the dying patient and the 
family is important, but the attending physician is too busy and has too many things to do 
to take care of both his patient and the family. Social workers have to work in close com-
munication with the attending physician to fulfil the needs of the family. Bedside visiting is 
another area where the team can help the attending physician, especially when the patient is 
terminally ill with cancer. The attending physician can not do much, except to give the 
patient a pain killer, in terms of physical or biological care. When he visits the patient's 
room, he will be asked almost always, "What can you do about this pain?" 
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He finds it is burdensome to visit the patient's room. When he visits the patient, he would 
like to escape from the room as soon as possible. Each member of the team can visit the 
patient with a different purpose. Social workers may visit him to talk about family 
problems, a psychiatrist may visit him to take care of his anxiety and emotional problems, 
and a hospital chaplain may minister to him spiritually. At some stage the patient may not 
want to talk with anybody. Then just visiting without talking will be enough. Sometimes the 
attending physican and nurses are too busy to talk with the patient when he feels like 
talking. At such times, it is helpful to have other team members to talk with the patient. 
 
4. Mutual help among team members. 
 
The attending physician is not the only person who is helped by the team. Each team 
member is mutually helped. At the regular meetings we discuss everything openly. 
Problems in nursing care, difficulty in dealing with the patient's hostility, complicated 
family problems and many other things are discussed. Each member of the team is 
encouraged as they deal with some of the same problems together as a team. 
 
5. Carrying out the agreed upon plan of action. 
 
The OCDP team must be united as it confronts the patient and his family. If communication 
between the attending physician and the nurses is not very good, the patient may get one 
explanation from his doctor and another one from the nurses. He gets confused and may 
lose his faith in the care he is getting. When we discuss the case and decide the appropriate 
way to him, each member can approach him in this way. Sometimes every team member 
has the same attitude and role, but at other times each member takes his own specific role. 
For example, the attending physician explains the progress and the plan for future medical 
treatment, the nurses encourage the patient, the social workers support him, a psychiatrist 
helps him to accept the disease and a pastor has fellowship with him and ministers to him 
spiritually. 
 
6. To encourage each one to carry out his own job. 
 
One of the advantages of the team approach is that we can do our own job. It is quite 
impossible for a busy attending physician to deal with complicated family problems. But 
the team should do something about it if it is the main cause of the patient's anxiety. Social 
workers especially can help physicians in this area. Physicians can concentrate their energy 
and time on medical care of the patient, while social workers can deal with family 
problems. 
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Sometimes the dying patient becomes very hostile towards the nurses and doctors and may 
refuse necessary treatment. Or the patient may become extremely depressed and may not 
say anything to them. In such a case a psychiatrist can help them by counseling the patient 
or by giving appropriate medicine. This may be too much of a burden for some nurses who 
are too busy and psychiatrically untrained to deal with this kind of patient. By having help 
from a psychiatrist, nurses can continue their regular nursing care. This does not mean that 
it is unnecessary for nurses to deal with emotional aspects of the patient. Many times nurses 
are faced with the emotional aspects of the patient. But if the condition of the patient is 
severe and they can not handle it, a psychiatrist can be of help as one member of the team. 
Sometimes a patient has a conflict in the area of his understanding of the Christian faith and 
his acceptance of death. In this case it is helpful to have the hospital chaplain minister to the 
patient in the area of spiritual concerns. 
 
Thus we are able to serve in the area in which we have been trained through this team 
approach. 
 
7. The organized evaluation of the conditions of the patient and the family. 
 
In order to give good care it is important for the staff to know how serious the patient is 
physically, his physical strength, his emotional stage, the ability to accept the seriousness of 
his illness, his basic personality, how religious he is, his relation to his family, problems 
within the family, expected problems after his death and so on. It is quite impossible for a 
person to evaluate all these factors. The only possible way may be through the team 
approach, where each member has contact with the patient from a different point of view 
and shares this information with the team. This is true, for example, when we decide 
whether or not we should tell the patient he has cancer. Usually Japanese doctors do not tell 
the patient that he has cancer. My personal opinion is that this must be decided "case by 
case." This may sound like an ordinary or mediocre answer, but this "case by case" 
situation is not judged by a person, but by the team. The death of one humanbeing is a very 
complicated situation. We should think not only about the patient, but also about the family. 
It is very difficult for a doctor to evaluate all the aspects regarding a patient, because the 
patient only shows a small part of his whole existence to a doctor. I feel the physician will 
choose the safest way-if he does not tell the patient about the cancer. The doctor may say, 
"The reason I do not tell it is because he will be shocked and his condition will become 
worse if he knows this fact." But one of the doctors in our team said, "The biggest reason 
why I can not tell the fact is that I can not be sure whether I can handle the reaction of the 
patient after I tell him." I personally think that this fear would exist in any doctor to some 
extent. 
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When the diagnosis of cancer is made, the attending physician becomes depressed. He has 
been told by his senior doctors that he should not tell the patient about the cancer. He thinks 
that this is the correct attitude without thinking about the real reason behind it. The doctor 
can not keep this information to himself, because it is too heavy a load to carry by himself. 
So then he puts the burden on the family, by saying to them, "I'm sorry he has cancer. He 
may die soon, but you had better not tell him this fact." How do we handle this burden of 
impending death. Should the doctor carry it alone? Should the doctor tell the family and put 
'the burden on them? I think that some patients are better off if they know about their cancer. 
On the other hand, I admit there may be a possibility that we should not tell some patients 
about their cancer. 
 
I would like to present a statement by Dr. LaSalle D. Leffall Jr., Chairman of the Dept. of 
Surgery at Howard University, who gave four reasons why the surgeon should tell the 
patient the truth: 
 
1) The patient has the disease and should know. 
2) He should have time to put his affairs in order, especially if he has a poor prognosis. 
3) He will cooperate better with those caring for him if he knows. 
4) He might learn the truth from someone other than the physician, which leads to distrust 
and suspicion of the doctor." 
 
The difference of nationality between Japan and America should be considered, but I still 
think the above four reasons could be applied to the Japanese situation as well. 
 
8. Ministering Spiritually to the dying. 
 
One concern of the hospital chaplain for the dying patient is in the area of the patient's faith 
and hope in the Lord Jesus Christ. The reason the chaplain is on the O.C.D.P. team is that 
the Yodogawa Christian Hospital has been interested in ministering to the "whole man" 
since the hospital was first started. 
 
As a gospel minister, the hospital chaplain is not only concerned with the patient's existence 
in this life, but in the life to come. When death comes, is the patient prepared to meet his 
Creator-the Lord Jesus Christ? It has been a great experience to be with the dying, who die 
in the Lord. Death to them is not punishment, but a great joy! 
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Summary: 
 
Kubler-Ross states that the basic principle of caring for the dying patient is to make him 
have hope and care for him along with his real feeling or desire. In order to give this kind of 
care, I think the team approach will be the only possible way. As a team, we will probably 
come closer to the real desire of the patient. By the team approach we can get a great deal 
of information to make better judgements. The timing of telling the patient is also very 
important. The art of telling, is the art of supporting the patient and his family. It is difficult 
to tell the truth without making him miserable. Something always can be done to help the 
patient, even though there may be no cure for the disease. We try to say to the patient, "No 
matter what happens, we will be with you, doing what we can." 
 
 

Reference 
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SUMMARY OF THE CRITIQUE OF DR. KASHIWAGI'S PAPER, 
 

"ORGANIZED CARE OF THE DYING PATIENT"  
 

by C. F. Clark, M.D. 
Pediatrics and Psychiatry 
Japan Baptist Hospital 

 
 
I am thrilled to have had the privilege of hearing Dr. Kashiwagi's paper. His combination of 
Christian psychiatry and Yodogawa Christian Hospital's Social Service Department in 
organizing care of the dying patient is truly an advance we have hoped for many years in 
Japan. 
 
When our two hospitals began some 10 years ago, our greatest effort was directed toward 
getting cooperation between doctors in the various specialty fields of physical medicine. 
Now that this has, to a degree, been accomplished, we are tying to emphasize the 
importance of treating the whole person-his mind and soul, as well as his body. 
 
A diagram was presented showing a team approach to complete medical care which 
included the pastoral counselor and case worker in cooperation with the psychologist, 
psychiatrist and other medical staff. 
 
Unfortunately, most hospitals in Japan don't have the vision or finances to support medical 
case workers such as Yodogawa Christian Hospital has and their psychiatry staff has little 
interest in projects such as Dr. Kashiwagi has presented. Most of our Japanese pastors have 
not yet caught the vision of, or been trained to minister to hospitalized patients. 
 
We as missionaries, I feel, have a real opportunity to fill this gap and in Christian love be of 
tremendous assistance to the dying patient, his family and those providing his hospital care. 
In many local hospitals, there are dying patients who would welcome visitation by the 
missionary, I believe, and over a period of time, cooperation and respect of the hospital 
staff could be gained. 
 
I would like to ask Dr. Kashiwagi to elaborate a little more on how they decide which 
patient should be told his fatal diagnosis and if this is ever done despite the objections of 
the relatives. In Kyoto, about 90% of our patients' families object to the patient's being told. 
This makes it more difficult for us to help the patient spiritually and, since the patient 
usually seems to know he is dying, a sort of "cat and mouse" game results. On the one  
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hand, the family hides the truth, and on the other the patient hides his fear of dying from the 
family. I would hope that this team approach could help everyone to be more frank and 
open so that fears and spiritual preparation for death could be worked through. 
 
I would also like to ask Dr. Kashiwagi to tell us if any attempts are being made to follow up 
these families after the patient's death. Are the local pastors or missionaries contacted? It 
seems this coula be mutually helpful. 
 
In addition, comments about the psychological drain upon those ministering to the dying 
would be helpful. I feel that adequate rest and recreation for those involved is necessary in 
order to avoid depression. We can only help others through the overflow of our own 
personalities. 
 
Quotations from Paul Tournier's A Doctor's Casebook of the Bible were presented to 
illustrate the importance of Dr. Kashiwagi's concepts. 
 
Thank you, Dr. Kashiwagi, for a very stimulating and interesting paper! 
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FUNERALS IN JAPANFUNERALS IN JAPANFUNERALS IN JAPANFUNERALS IN JAPAN    
    

Marion F. Moorhead 
 

Missionary Pastor, Tokyo 
 
 
A study of funerals in Japan leads immediately to Eschatology or the study of the doctrine 
of the last or final things, as death, resurrection, and immortality. For, in reality what one 
believes about what happens after death largely determines what disposition is made of the 
dead body. This is well illustrated when we look at funerals as they are conducted in Japan. 
 
In his book, A Japanese Village, Dr. John F. Embree has this to say: "There are several 
common features running through the three great events of a man's life (birth, marriage, 
death). In the first place an intermediary is present at all three: at birth the midwife to bring 
one into the world and give one a name; at marriage the 'nakaudo' to bring two families 
together through their children; and at death the Buddhist priest to pave the way for one to 
enter paradise. At all three there is a party for relatives, and at the party the intermediary is 
always given a place of honor. All three are primarily family affairs."1 
 
Japanese funerals may be divided into several general categories. Most services for the 
dead are conducted according to Buddhist rites. There are, however, funerals according to 
Shinto and Christian traditions. In more recent history there has developed the 
non-religious service for the dead. There are perhaps other types of funeral services in this 
country but for our purposes here we will confine ourselves to a consideration of the above 
four general types. 
 
Needless to say, "Let the dead bury their dead"2 has never assumed a great deal of 
significance in Japan. Since time immemorial Japanese people have devoted a great deal of 
time and energy to the care and disposition of the dead and to the appeasing of the spirit of 
the deceased. 
 
Before we look a bit more in detail at some of the factors involved in funerals in Japan, it 
should prove to be interesting at this point to mention the Chinese character or 'kanji' which 
is used for the word funeral. This kanji is composed of three elements or parts which seem 
significant in understanding the purpose of the funeral in Japan. The top part of the 
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character is `hana' or flower. The middle part is 'shi' or death. On the bottom there are two 
crosses or 'niju' which could stand for twenty. We might take an overview of the three parts 
and see the whole as meaning that flowers have been brought to honor the one taken by 
death with the prayer that he might have twenty good legs on which to proceed on his 
journey to paradise. The character is read `So.' With it is used the character for ceremony or 
rite which is read `shiki.' 
 
The general word for funeral in Japanese, as noted above, is 'soshiki.' There are other words, 
however, which are used to describe certain steps in and types of funerals. A 
'kokubetsushiki' is a farewell service and may be conducted in addition to the regular 
funeral service and at a different place. A 'tsuitoshiki' is a memorial service which is usually 
conducted at a time somewhat later than the funeral. 
 
The actual burial of the remains is called a 'maisoshiki.' This service may take on several 
forms. There is the 'doso' or burial in the ground. 'Kaso' is the cremation of the body. 'Suiso' 
is burial at sea. 'Kuso' refers to having the remains strewn in the air. 'Choso' is a custom in 
some lands and may have been practiced in Japan at times. It refers to abandoning the dead 
body to the ravages of nature-especially to birds which come and eat away the flesh. 
 
A 'kinenkai' is a service for the dead which is conducted after the person has been dead for 
a long time. Families often observe these services of remembrance on the anniversary of 
the death for up to hundreds of years. 
 
 

Buddhist Funerals 
 
Services for the dead according to the rites of Buddhism are conducted by a priest in the 
home, a hall, or a temple. The body is always placed with the head towards the north. The 
service is usually characterized by the quoting of sutras by the priest, the burning of incense, 
and the giving of a Buddhist name, which is called 'kaimyo.' The purpose of the service is 
to appease the spirit of the dead and send it forth on its trip to paradise. Because of the 
belief that the spirit remains on the premises for forty-nine days there are many activities 
during that period. 
 
After death the Buddhists hold that the spirit of the deceased is hovering between two 
worlds. This is called 'chuin.' It becomes the responsibility of the family to go through 
certain rituals in order to insure the very best possibilities on the future road. 
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There are six paths or 'rokudo no tsuji' which the departing spirit must confront on its way 
to nirvana. These are as follows: 1. 'Jigokudo' or hell; 2. 'Gakido' or reincarnation as a 
hungry child or devil; 3. 'Chikusodo' or reincarnation as a bird or beast; 4. 'Shurado' or 
reincarnation in a state of carnage or pandemonium; 5. 'Ningendo' or reincarnation as a 
human being; and 6. 'Gokudo' or paradise. 
 
The time and date of death is very important since this time must be observed carefully. The 
dead must die seven times. These succeeding deaths occur every seven days until the 
seventh death or the forty-ninth day. Since the spirit is present for each of these recurring 
deaths and due to the rather strenuous schedule demanded of it during this trying time, food 
must be provided for it every day. 
 
The unseen problem involved in the `rokudo no tsuji' is that it is seemingly an endless 
process. It may and probably does take thousands of years. It is never made clear how many 
times one may go around the cycle of these many existences. It could possibly be the last 
time but then it may not. 
 
Before the seventh death or the forty-ninth day a special memorial service must be 
observed. This is called 'tsuizen kuyo' and is very significant in determining the future road 
to be trod by the spirit of the dead. In his book, Japanese Things, Mock Joya has this to say: 
"Kuyo or tsuizen kuyo is a Buddhist service for the repose and salvation of the dead. It is 
held not only for ancestors and members of the family who have died but it is also observed 
popularly for fish, animals, and various inanimate objects. 
 
The custom of burying fish, and animals, and setting up stone or wooden marks on the spot 
was followed by the people long before the introduction of Buddhism. This ancient habit 
must have been further encouraged by Buddhist principle. Today, though most of such 
'kuyo' services are held with Buddhist rites, there are many which show no Buddhist 
influence. 
 
“Kuyo”is very commonly held for needles, fish, eels, and dolls.;These services differ 
according to districts, but the idea is to pray for the salvation of those things that are 
sacrificed for the livelihood or comfort of human 
beings."3 
 
The fate of the dead is in the hands of "The Great Judge." Dependent on the way the family 
and friends have faithfully observed various rituals and have followed the instructions of 
the priest, the final disposition will be made. Because of a desire for obtaining a good 
habitation for the spirit of the dead relative, most Buddhist adherents devote a great deal of  
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time and money to carrying out the observances required of them. 
 
Here we again quote from Joya : "The happiness of the spirit of the dead in the afterworld, 
according to Buddhists, depends largely upon the prayers and offerings made by the family 
and friends left behind in this world. 
 
"After 'shijuku-nichi' the spiritcof the dead finally leaves this world and enters a new life, 
reincarnated. The departed might appear as another man, a woman, an animal, a bird, or an 
insect. And in this new reincarnation the happiness of the new soul is believed to be in 
proportion to the frequency and earnestness of the prayers offered and the religious services 
performed by those who are left behind. If a relative is leading a miserable life in his new 
existence, he can be saved and helped to a better existence. 
 
"This shows why all Buddhists believe that the services after death are very important for 
the happiness of the departed. 'Nenki' (years service) are numerous. 'Ikkaiki' (first service) 
comes on the first anniversary of the death, and 'sankaiki' (third service) comes on the 
second. There is no ‘second service’ and the second anniversary is called `third service.' 
This is because the Japanese way of counting years and ages is used, and all following 
services are also numbered according to the Japanese way of counting. The sixth 
anniversary is called 'shichicaiki' (seventh service), twelfth anniversary jusankaiki' 
(thirteenth service) and the fiftieth service is celebrated on the forty-ninth anniversary. 
 
"After the fiftieth service, a service is held every fiftieth year. These services are special 
occasions, observed by all Buddhist families wishing the happiness of the dead. Some 
devout people observe every anniversary after death with some sort of a religious service. 
Generally, however, only the above mentioned 'nenki' are kept. 
 
"These 'nenki' are important occasions, and people who do not hold such services for their 
ancestors are considered unfilial and dishonorable. And since filial piety is one of the 
greatest virtues taught by the Buddhist, many Japanese outdo themselves by meticulous 
observance of all these services. 
 
`So even after death, a Japanese is feted and remembered by his descendents and friends for 
many years. "4 
 
In her book, A Daughter of the Samurai, Etsu Inagaki Sugimoto has this to say about the 
observance of 'nenki' in her family: "But the memory of love and pity cannot die. For 
almost three hundred years my stern old ancestor has lain among his people in his 
extravagant bed of vermilion and charcoal; and for almost three hundred years the  
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descendents of the name whose honor he upheld have, in respect for his unexpressed heart 
wish, held each year a sacred service in memory of `The nameless." 5 
 
In the above quotation the word "The Nameless" was attached because the ancestor 
involved had committed 'harakiri' or ceremonial suicide under less than desirable 
circumstances. 
 
The Buddhist's extreme caution and tremendous faithfulness in tending to the affairs of the 
dead explains why someone has remarked, "It is good to LIVE by Christian teachings, but 
it is good to DIE by Buddhist teachings." 
 
 

Shinto Funerals 
 
A service for the dead conducted to Shinto rites is much simpler and less involved than that 
of the Buddhist rites. The service is called 'norito' or service of celebration or 
congratulation. It is conducted by a Shinto priest or 'Kannushi' in the home of the deceased. 
The body is always placed with the head to the east. 
 
The Shinto service is conducted without incense or the excessive use of flowers. The main 
ornament is composed of the leaves of a tree called 'sakaki.' With these branches the priest 
ushers the departed spirit into the future place of abode called `Kami no Kuni' or the 
`Country of the gods.' In that place the deceased is to become a god in his or her own right. 
 
The relaxed attitude of the Shintoist toward death and the practice of holding a celebration 
or congratulatory service could help to explain the high incidence of suicide in Japan. On 
one occasion I recall a Christian saying in the presence of a suicide, "That certainly takes 
courage. I wish I had that kind of courage." 
 
The above mentioned attitude, coupled with the Buddhist consistent and long suffering care 
of the dead, makes it easier to understand the concept of the worship of ancestors or 'sosen 
suhai' in Japan. This further explains why many people, especially the oldest son or 
'chonan' in a family has a difficult time to become a Christian. The responsibility for 
continuing the observances for the ancestors falls on his ahoulders. This involves filial piety 
and this is one of the strongest emotions in the breast of an oriental in general and in a 
Japanese in particular. 
 
Again Mrs. Sugimoto shares with us in The Daughter of the Samurai: Speaking of the  
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element of terror in religion she holds that Buddhism was softened and lost some of its 
fearfulness in "the goodly company of our jolly and helpful Shinto gods. Not one of these 
do we dread, for, in Shintoism even death is only a floating cloud through which we pass on 
our journey in the sunshine of nature's eternal life."6 
 
 

Christian Funerals 
 
Funerals conducted in the Christian tradition in Japan are usually in a church or in a home 
and are conducted by a minister or pastor. The service is characterized by the singing of 
hymns concerning heaven, Scripture passages, of thanksgiving and praise, and a brief 
message of hope and comfort. In some instances eulogies are offered by friends and 
business associates. 
 
The purpose of the service is to honor the dead, commend the spirit to its creator and 
Heavenly Father, and to comfort the bereaved family. There is no specified position for the 
body or casket. Usually, the service is conducted after cremation. 
 
At some funerals white flowers are placed in the coffin with the corpse when it is at the 
place of the funeral. This act of honoring the dead is not in general practice. Most Christian 
funerals have floral offerings, usually with the names of the donor, either an individual, a 
company, or an institution prominently displayed on a thin piece of wood. 
 
 

Non-Christian Funerals 
 
There are some people who have embraced no religion at all in life who prefer that their 
funeral be conducted in the absence of any religious rites. These memorial services or 
'tsuitoshiki' are usually presided over by a member of the family, a representative of the 
company where he worked, or a prominent person in government. Quite often this practice 
is observed by the people of the intelligentia, such as art groups, or culture groups. In some 
cases a labor party or a political party may take charge of the funeral. 
 
The trappings of funerals without any religious influence are about the same as other 
services conducted in temples and churches. The picture of the departed is prominently 
displayed. Elaborate floral pieces are arranged around the hall. Eulogies honoring the 
deceased are the central part of the service. 
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This type of funeral is practiced by communists since they decry religion. However, it has 
been reported that at some such services everyone present is requested to observe a period 
of 'mokuto' or silent prayer. 
 
 

Superstition and Tradition 
 
Just as funeral customs vary in different parts of the United States and in various countries, 
it is evident that there are many superstitions and traditions along this line in Japan. 
Naturally, we cannot cover a large number of these in this paper. However, it may be 
helpful to mention a few. 
 
There are many superstitions related to the handling of the dead body. We note two in 
particular. When a corpse is moved into a building for a farewell or funeral service, it is 
considered a bad omen to move it from the building through the same door or passageway. 
Therefore, care must be exercised to ascertain that at least two doors are available in the 
room where the service is to be conducted. 
 
Another superstition dictates that there should be two tombs for the deceased. One of these 
is for the urn containing the remains. This is usually in a temple. The other is for the 
placing of a marker on which the name of the departed one is placed. This is to confuse the 
evil spirits. 
 
Almost everything about a funeral in Japan, as in the case of weddings, is within the limits 
of hard and fast tradition. For instance, the all night vigil or 'otsuya.' This corresponds to the 
wake in the western world. Again we turn to Joya: " 'Otsuya' or all night watch is a very 
important part of the Japanese funeral or memorial service. It is indeed more important in 
many respects than rites performed at temples, shrines, or churches. 
 
"When someone in a family dies, the following evening or a later evening is selected for 
holding 'otsuya' when relatives and friends of the deceased and neighbors assemble and stay 
until the next morning, keeping watch by the remains of the dead. 
 
"It is a religious rite that has been observed since early days equally by all the people, 
whether their faith be Shinto, Buddhist, or Christian. During the night the assembled people 
join in offering prayers, burning incense, or reciting Buddhist sutras, led by Buddhist 
priests who are always in attendance on the occasion. They have gathered in memory of the 
deceased, and so they talk of his or her virtues, faults, mistakes, success, habits and 
manners. It is an evening to visualize and remember the deceased."7 
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Originally, 'otsuya' was observed in temples and at shrines but in more recent years it is 
conducted in the home. It has become an occasion for feasting and Joya has this to say: 
"The more joyful and merrier the 'otsuya' the more satisfied is the family of the deceased, 
as it is an indication of respect paid by friends and neighbors to his memory." 8 
 
Another tradition has to do with the division of the valuables of the deceased. Called 
'katami-wake,' this is when the keepsakes of the one who has died are distributed. These are 
usually such things as watches, jewelry, clothing, ornaments, pipes, or walking sticks which 
used by the dead one. 'Katami-wake' takes place after the 'shijijukaiki' or after the spirit has 
departed the premises. 
 
Sometimes problems arise in the 'katami-wake.' It is not always possible to distribute the 
items according to the wishes of all concerned. This is especially true with reference to 
clothing since there is the belief that the spirit of the person remains therein for a time. 
 
Along with 'otsuya' and 'katami-wake' there are certain other traditions. Some of these are 
the reversing of the standing screens, the inverting of the hanging scrolls, leaving off fish at 
the feast, and the turning of the deceased person's clothing wrong side out for airing out of 
doors. 
 
 

Points of Conflict 
 
When the various aspects of funerals in Japan are considered there soon develops some 
problem areas for Christians. These are chiefly in relation to what Christians should do 
when attending funerals which are conducted according to other religious traditions and to 
what influence non-Christian funeral customs have on Christian services for the dead. 
Some of these may only be surface matters of little significance while others may be of a 
more serious nature. Some may relate only to tradition and local custom while others take 
on a deeper significance. In other words, the problem is related to remaining true to 
Christian theology in a non-Christian culture. 
 
In this connection I propose to discuss briefly the matter of the use of the picture of the 
'otsuya' or vigil, the burning of incense, eulogies, putting flowers in the coffin, and 
cremation. 
 
The thing which is the focal point of attention in a funeral in Japan is an enlarged picture of 
the deceased one. It is usually flanked by profuse floral offerings which are sometimes all 
white. Black crepe is draped around one side of the picture. 
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The use of the picture in the funeral need not necessarily be an undesirable thing. In some 
cases it would be preferable to an unembalmed body. (Embalming is not practiced in Japan 
and there is no equivalent word in Japanese to describe the process). In the case of 
mangling accidents and prolonged illnesses the picture might be preferable. However, the 
use of the picture of the deceased in a healthy and happy pose is not the problem. The 
problem lies in the addressing of eulogies and remarks to the picture and bowing before it 
as if indeed it was the actual person. This practice concurs with the Buddhist belief in 
'chuin' or hovering between two worlds. 
 
The all night vigil is in keeping with Buddhist teaching that the spirit of the departed 
remains on the premises for a time. This practice in more recent times has seemed to 
degenerate into an all night feast and party that has not too much relationship to the one 
who has died. This must add a great deal to the burden of an already bereaved family to say 
nothing of the expense. 
 
The burning of incense in religious services has a long history. It is first mentioned in the 
Bible in Exodus 30. In verse one is the command, "Make an altar on which to burn 
incense." In verses 34-38 are detailed instructions for the making of incense. In Psalm 
144:2 reference is made to incense in relation to prayer: "Let my prayer be like incense 
duly set before thee." In Revelation 8:4 we find these words, "The perfume of the incense 
mixed with prayers ascended up to God from the altar where the angel had poured them 
out." 
 
The use of incense in funerals is thought by some to have been begun as a fragrance to 
offset the odor of an unembalmed, decaying body. This may be true. However, it has 
become a part of the ritual at the time of the funeral even when the body is not present. The 
concept is that it is pleasing to the spirit of the one who has died and whose spirit is still 
present. It becomes an act of worship. 
 
The practice of eulogies in funerals in Japan is almost universal. Sometimes these take the 
form of lengthy appologies for wrongs done, acknowledgment of weakness in not having 
done more for the deceased, or elaborate promises to work hard for the furtherance of a 
cause which was dear to the departed friend. These are given, except in some Christian 
services, while facing the picture and are usually addressed in the first person. In this form 
it becomes an act of worship. 
 
When the casket is in the place of the service quite often flowers are prepared in advance so 
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that each person present can come and place one on or in the coffin. In some cases these 
flowers placed within the coffin completely surround the body and cover the face of the 
corpse. This is especially true when the deceased happens to be a woman. 
 
In some cases the flowers are placed before the picture. This use of flowers seems to relate 
to the Shinto practice of using a small branch of the 'sakaki' tree or 'tamagushi.' As one 
approaches the Shinto altar he places the leafy sprig in a reverse position to the way he 
received it from the priest. If the use of flowers in a funeral is in that spirit, it becomes an 
act of worship. 
 
The last thing we consider in this section is cremation or the burning of the remains of the 
person who had died. Japanese are required by law to practice cremation. Facilities are 
available in most communities. Whereas formerly it took many hours the process can now 
be accomplished in a short time. In most crematories there are facilities set up for 
conducting religious rites but these are usually prepared for non-Christian services. 
Foreigners can get a permit for the burial of the body. However, there are not many 
cemeteries which are especially designed for the burial of bodies. 
 
 

Observations and Conclusions 
 
What Would You Do? is the title of a book written in 1949 by Daniel Johnson Fleming, 
Professor Emeritus of Union Theological Seminary in New York. The subtitle is What 
Would You Do When Christian Ethics Conflict with Standards of Non-Christian Cultures?9 
That is the matter which confronts the Christian in Japan today. I am sure Dr. Hays will 
enlighten us on this important subject later on. 
 
Any act of worship toward anyone or anything other than God becomes a problem to a 
Christian. To compromise at this point runs counter to the teaching of the Bible and to one's 
Christian conscience. For that reason I personally refrain from participating in those parts 
of a funeral service which I consider to be acts of worship toward the spirit of the deceased 
I believe this can be done without becoming offensive provided that there is a genuine 
desire to express one's love and concern to the bereaved family. It is possible to show 
respect without worship. When requested by the family involved, I see no problem in 
inculcating local customs and traditions in funeral services so long as they do not 
compromise basic Christian teachings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



24 
 
Dr. Fleming, in a chapter on "Helps in Making Decisions" says, "Many feel that they must 
make a distinction between fundamental and secondary issues. There is a Lutheran 
principle that in matters nonessential to the salvation of the soul, the church should refrain 
from repressive interference; though warnings in such things might be necessary. There are 
ceremonial and ritualistic observances that are neither forbidden nor enjoined in the 
Scriptures, and on that account are held to be matters for the individual conscience." 10 
 
I have no difficulty with the cremation of the body. In fact, I prefer this method of disposing 
of my own remains unless some use could be made of it which would prove helpful to 
medical science. It is a clean, quick, and inexpensive way to dispose of something which is 
no longer needed. Since God created and gave to me the body which I have, I am perfectly 
willing to trust to Him the creation of the body which shall be mine in eternity. Cremation 
is certainly preferable to burying bodies if my experience in Japan is any criteria. 
 
As already mentioned, I do not object to the use of a picture in a funeral service in which I 
may be involved. I do not prefer it, and, if asked, would recommend in love that it not be 
used. However, it is a deep seated custom of long standing and most families and friends 
would feel that something important were missing if the picture were not used. 
 
I do not personally bow to pictures, burn incense before them, or present flowers in a 
ceremonial way to them. These assume acts of worship which are basically not acceptable 
to me. For that reason, I feel that it would be better to omit the picture and incense from the 
funeral service if possible. 
 
To speak of one's good qualities is in good taste at the funeral. However, an excessive use 
of eulogies seems out of place. The life a person has lived and the acts of kindness they 
have shown speak louder than any eulogy at the final service. To me the most important 
things are those which indicate what God has done through him or her with the ulitmate 
praise going to God. I personally refrain from lengthy references to the departed person 
except to give important facts from the life history. 
 
One final word. The Gospel of Christ is not a system of do's and don'ts but is the message 
of the love of God expressed in Christ for the salvation of all mankind. Our business is to 
share that love everywhere and with everyone we can. 
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(1) What a cemetry means, what is the need especially of a cemetry in Japan? 
 
In answering this question, we must, first of all, see the concepts of death among Japanese 
people. And these could be seen from three dimensions, that is to say, of the dead body, of 
the soul, and of the mourning customs. 
 
1. Death and the dead body. 
 
The first important duty for the bereaved family is to keep the evil spirits out of the dead 
body, because it has been supposed to be a most dangerous time for the body to be attacked 
by evil spirits shortly after death. 
 
For that reason, there has been a widespread custom to put cutlery, a sword or even a razor, 
on the body, and to put a light beside the body all through the day and night. 
 
In some places, especially in country side, after the burial people would watch the place 
where the body was buried rather frequently during certain periods. Places such as Ryukyu 
and Amami, there has been a custom of the aerial sepulchure, and people would watch the 
dead body as it is changing day by day, while they are eating, drinking, singing, and 
dancing beside the body. There can be seen a motive of watching the body in order to keep 
the evil spirits away from it. 
 
Nevertheless, in ancient days, people had no concern for the ashes. Then, they wanted to 
find a separate place to celebrate a ceremony for the repose of the soul of the dead, rather 
than to stick to the place where the dead was buried. 
 
2. The soul (Reikon). 
 
It has been thought that the soul of the dead does not leave the body, but stays around the 
body until certain steps of the mourning ceremony should have been done, and afterwards 
the soul, put at rest, departs from the body. 
 
Accordingly, there has been such a custom, at the moment of death, of calling for the soul 
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(Tamayobi), calling for the man dying (Hitoyobi), or tapping a wooden-box measure 
(Masu-uchi), beside the man dying, or on the top of the house, or on a tree, or on a hilltop 
near the village. These are done for the unlaid ghost, and done in order that the soul should 
not wander about and that it may rest in peace. 
 
At this point we could see the significance of the funeral services that the bereaved family 
and their folks ought to observe for the dead to put his body into the tomb and send the soul 
to the place where it rests in peace. 
 
In the case of unnatural death (Higo-no-Shi), such as accidental death or an unmarried 
lady's death, those souls would take a longer time before they rest in peace. 
 
Eventually, until recently to the common people, tomb or cemetry had been thought to be 
an impure place and to be beyond their consideration. On the other hand, people should 
have to have another place to commemorate the dead in terms of ancestor's worship, that is, 
for the Shinto people a household shrine or a shelf for the family Gods (Kamidana) and for 
the Buddhist a household Buddhist altar (Butsudan). 
 
 
(2) Why are ashes of the dead buried in two or more places sometimes? What bones 
are selected and why? 
 
With regard to this question, no clear answer could be given in any way. However, we 
could find some clue to see why Japanese people have a custom of Bunkotsu (burying parts 
of a person's ashes in separate places). 
 
1. Buddhist's viewpoint. 
 
In many places in Japan, we see the monuments called Busshari (Buddah's bone, sarira in 
Sanskrit). This kind of monument has been believed to be the worship place and a small 
fragment of Buddah's bone is consigned in it. From this connection, the word Shari is also 
used for a grain of rice. 
 
On the other hand, according to Buddhist teaching, man shall become, by dying, a Buddah 
or attain Buddhahood, or enter Nirvana (Nehan in Japanese pronunciation). While he is still 
in the flesh, this could happen if he could keep himself away from the bondage of carnal 
desires (SokushinJobutsu). 
 
So, it is rather natural to bury parts of a person's ashes in separate places, one part in the 
ancestor's tomb and another part in the place which is con venient for the bereaved family 
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to visit, and, moreover, in some other places. 
 
Concerning which bones should be selected to bury in the place where people would visit 
frequently, we often hear the name of the bone Nodobotoke (Adam's apple in English), and 
actually this is selected for that purpose. In some cases, teeth or hair of the departed may 
also be selected. 
 
Shintoist or primitive Shamanistic system of double tombs (Ryobo-sei) which might be 
influential on Bunkotsu system. 
 
In recent days, a cemetry or tomb is supposed to be both the place where the dead body or 
ashes is buried and also the place where people visit the departed. However, it is reported 
that in Japan there used to be a so-called double tomb system (Ryobo-sei). That is to say, 
people had to have two or more places to bury the dead body. 
 
The first tomb was called Noba (a spot in the field), Nobaka (tomb in the field), Umebaka 
(burying tomb) or even Sutebaka (throw-away tomb). This kind of tomb should be prepared 
or located at a spot far away from the living place or village, that is, in most cases in the 
wood, in the deep valley, at the sea-shore, or on a hill-side. An interesting coincident is that 
the name Hayama is supposed to be such a hill-side where the dead body should be buried. 
There is set no permanent monument or any kind, and the spot should be left behind even in 
people's memory. 
 
The second tomb, in most cases, has a permanent monument, like stone pole, or similar 
kind, and it is located rather close to the village, even within the home site. 
 
It has been thought that death separates the soul from the body. So that, even when they 
take the inhumation, they want to have the double tomb system, while when they take the 
cremation to shorten the duration the soul being bound in the dead body in order to make it 
free apart from the body. 
 
This kind of custom is still maintained in some places, but, as a whole, it is on the wane, 
because of declining tendency of impurity of death, and of the spread of the tendency of 
setting much value of the skeletal remains. Primarily, cremation does not request the double 
tomb system as such. However, we can see that there still remains some similar concept in 
burying parts of a person's ashes in separate places. 
 
 
(3) Why at funerals are the dead spoken to in a seemingly direct address? 
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In answering this question, I do not think there is need to speak much. Because, as I have 
mentioned about the souls of the dead, it has been thought as staying around the body. 
Another thing taken into consideration with this matter is the importance of calling back the 
souls of the dead (Tama-yobi or Hito-yobi). 
 
So that, there is nothing for the traditional Japanese to wonder at in the fact that the dead 
are spoken to even in a seemingly direct address. 
 
The phrase or sentence which is often heard in words of condolence is as follows: "Yumei 
Sakai wo kotoni-su to iedomo" ("Although Mr. N. and we are now living in two different 
worlds, he in the world of the departed and we in the world of the living. ..") .... This kind 
of wording shows a feeling as though the speaker could communicate with the departed in 
the world of the spirit. 
 
And so, even praying for the repose of the soul sounds also like a direct address, rather than 
an intercessory prayer or a prayer of commitment. 
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The subject of this paper is so broad that the discussion of it will have to be selective and 
suggestive rather than comprehensive and exhaustive. Though passing references will be 
made to some developments during the interbiblical period, the literature of this period as 
such will not be examined. This is not to deny the importance of this area of study. The 
writer does not feel prepared to undertake such a study, nor will the limitations of space 
permit it. Moreover, if as generally accepted among Protestants, the Bible is defined as 
consisting of 66 books, the study of the literature of the interbiblical period does not fall 
within the scope of a paper dealing with "Biblical Perspectives on Death." 
 
 
PART ONE : THE OLD TESTAMENT 
 

I. Death in the Old Testament 
 
A. The Origin of Death. 
 
The Old Testament demonstrates little interest in the origin of death as such. For the most 
part death is treated as a completely natural phenomenon. Man is dust and to dust he will 
return (Gen. 3:19; cf. Eccl. 3:20, 12:7). The psalmist asks, "What man can live and never 
see death?" (Psa. 89:48). "We must all die, we are like water spilt on the ground, which 
cannot be gathered up again," says an unnamed woman to David in II Samuel 14:14. Man 
is like grass that soon withers (Isa. 40:6-7; Psa. 90:5-6). 
 
And yet there are passages that suggest that death is somehow connected with the judgment 
of God upon man. God is the source of life. "The Lord God formed man of dust from the 
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath (neshamah) of life; and man became a 
living being (nephesh)" (Gen. 2:7). The psalmist avers, "For with thee is the fountain of 
life." (Psa. 36:9). In the light of this it is not surprising that God warns that if man disobeys 
and eats of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil he will die (Gen. 2:16-17). Moreover, 
the words, "You are dust, and to dust you shall return" are a part of the curse that God 
pronounced upon man for his disobedience (3:19). Considered in this light, it is not enough  
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to interpret death as simply an inevitable natural phenomenon. Nevertheless, according to 
the Genesis account, Adam did not die immediately, but lived well over eight hundred years 
after the fall, his total life-span having been nine hundred and thirty years (Gen. 5:4-5) .1 
Later as a divine judgment upon sin man's life-span was limited to a hundred and twenty 
years (Gen. 6:3).2 In his farewell address to the people of Israel Moses promises that life 
will follow obedience, but warns that the consequence of disobedience will be death (Deut. 
30:15-20). He probably means simply that God will bless obedience but punish 
disobedience. 
 
The presence of a tree of life in the Garden of Eden as well as a tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil suggest that from the first immortality was a possibility open to man (Gen. 
2:9). To keep man from taking of the tree of life after the fall and living for ever the 
Genesis story says that God drove man out of the garden and that east of Eden he placed a 
cherubim and a flaming sword to guard the tree of life (Gen. 3:24). 
 
Davidson interprets Genesis 2-3 as meaning that man was created neither mortal nor 
immortal. 
 
He was not made so that he must die, for the narrative represents him as surrounded by the 
means of living for ever; nor was he made so that he could not die, for the event has too 
clearly shown the reverse.3 
 
Whether he should die or not was dependent upon his free choice. By his rebellion against 
God man brought death on himself. 
 
 
B. Terms Describing Death. 
 
In the Old Testament a variety of terms are used to describe death. It is breathing one's last 
and dying (Gen 25:17; 35:29; 49:33), being spilt on the ground like water (II Sam. 14:14), 
withering like grass (Isa. 40:6-7; Psa. 90:5-6), returning to dust (Gen. 3:19; Psa. 34:15; cf. 
Eccl. 12:7), going the way of all the earth (Josh. 23:14; I Kings 2:2), going to the house 
appointed for all living (Job 30:23), going down into the pit (Psa. 143:7; Isa. 37:18), being 
gathered to one's people (Gen. 25:8; 49:29, 33; Num. 20:24, 26; 27:13; Deut. 32:50; Judg. 
2:10), sleeping with one's fathers (I Kings 2:10), and sleeping the sleep of death (Psa. 13:3). 
With a number of varied metaphors the Preacher depicts death: "Man goes to his eternal 
home, and the mourners go about the streets; ...the silver cord is snapped, or the pitcher is 
broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern, and the dust returns to the earth 
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as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it" (Eccles. 12:5-7). 
 
 
C. Various Perspectives on Death. 
 
1) Death is in some wayy associated with the departure of life or breath. Rachael died in 

giving birth to a son, but as her soul (nephesh) was departing (that is, as she was dying), 
she called his name Benoni (Gen. 35:18). The son of the widow of Zarephath became so 
ill that there was no breath (nesharnah) in him (I Kings 17:17). As the widow was 
lamenting about the death of her son, Elijah took the boy from her and laid him upon his 
bed in the upper chamber where he lodged. Stretching himself out upon the child he cried 
unto the Lord: "0 Lord my God, let this child's soul (nephesh) come into him again" (I 
Kings 17:21). "And the Lord hearkened to the voice of Elijah; and the soul (nephesh) of 
the child came into him again, and he revived" (I Kings 17:22). Describing man's 
dependence upon God for life, Elihu says: "If he [God] should take back his spirit 
(ruach) to himself, and gather to himself his breath (neshamah), all flesh would perish 
together and man would return to dust" (Job 34:14). Even the creatures of the sea are 
dependent upon God for life, so that when God takes away their breath (ruach) they die 
and return to dust (Psa. 104:29). 

 
2) Death is under the control of Yahweh. Yahweh is the living God (a recurring theme of 

the scriptures) and is thus the Lord of life and death. "In his hand is the life (nephesh) of 
every living thing and the breath (ruach) of all mankind" (Job 12:10). Yahweh is the one 
who kills and makes alive, who wounds and who heals (Deut. 32:39). The psalmist 
relates that when the snares of death encompassed him and the pangs of Sheol laid hold 
on him, in anguish he cried to the Lord: "0 Lord, I beseech thee, save my life" (Psa. 
116:3-4) ! When the Lord heard his prayer, he broke out into gratitude and praise: 
"Gracious is the Lord and righteous; our God is merciful .... For thou has delivered my 
soul (nephesh) from death . . . " (Psa. 116:5, 8). 

 
3) Death is viewed as a one-way street with all of the traffic of humanity passing through 

its portals but none returning. "He who goes down to Sheol does not come up; he returns 
no more to his house, nor does his place know him any more" (Job 7:9-10). David 
laments concerning his young son who has died: "Can I bring him back again? I shall go 
to him, but he will not return to me" (II Sam. 12:23). 

 
4) In some passages the dead are regarded as having a certain degree of self-consciousness 

and the power of speech and movement.? The shades(rephaim) of Sheol are stirred up  
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to meet the king of Babylon when he dies and they taunt him with the greeting: "You are 
become as weak as we" (Isa. 14:10); Rachael is depicted as mourning from the grave for 
her children gone into captivity in the exile (Jer. 31:15). The whole practice of 
necromancy, though severely condemned throughout the Old Testament, was based upon 
the presupposition that the dead live on, and that they have knowledge of things to come 
that can be communicated to the living through the medium of witches or wizards. The 
witch of Endor speaks of Samuel whom she calls up from the dead as "a god (elohim) 
coming up out of the earth" (I Sam. 28:13). Samuel fortells the death of Saul and his sons, 
saying, "Tomorrow you and your sons will be with me" (I Sam. 28:19). 

 
5) There are other passages in which death is viewed almost in terms of non-existence or 

extinction. Job speaks of death in terms of non-existence: "From now I shall lie in the 
earth; thou wilt seek me, but I shall not be" (Job 7:21). The Preacher speaks in despair of 
the state of the dead: `A living dog is better than a dead lion. For the living know that 
they will die, but the dead know nothing, and they have no reward; but the memory of 
them is lost" (Eccl. 9:4-5). He makes no distinction at all between the death of men and 
that of beasts: "For the fate of the sons of men and the fate of beasts is the same; as one 
dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath (ruach), and man has no advantage 
over the beasts; for all is vanity" (Eccl. 3:18-19). Though at times Job speaks of death in 
terms of extinction (Job 7:21), at other times he recognizes a degree of 
self-consciousness among the dead. Nevertheless, they are completely unaware of what 
is taking place on earth. "His sons come to honor, and he does not know it; they are 
brought low, and he perceives it not. He feels only the pain of his own body, and he 
mourns only for himself" (Job 14:21-22). Pedersen interprets this as a strong expression 
of "the isolation of the dead: he can no longer take part in the weal and woe of his family, 
but is left to his own corruption. "9 

 
6) There are passages which speak of death in terms of sleep. The psalmist prays that God 

will lighten his eyes, lest he sleep the sleep of death (Psa. 13Twice in Jeremiah Yahweh 
speaks of death as a perpetual sleep from which one does not awaken (Jer. 51:39, 57). 

 
7) Sometimes the state of death is defined in terms of a diminution of the vital forces of life. 

"Weakness, illness, imprisonment, and oppression by enemies are a kind of death," 
declares Gerhard von Rad. "One so ill as to be handicapped in many active functions of 
life is in a state of relative death." 10 In agreement with this Jacob explains, "To be ill is 
to be in the hold of death and already really in Sheol."11 For this reason the psalmist can 
celebrate recovery from illness as victory over death (Psa. 30:2-3). 
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8) The Old Testament frequently distinguishes between good death and evil death, or 
desirable death and undesirable death. It is a good death when one dies "old and full of 
years," when he leaves children to perpetuate his name, and when he is buried in a 
sepulchre.12 When one dies in the prime of life (Isa. 38:10), or childless (II Sam. 18-19) or 
without the proper burial (I Kings 16:3f.; 21:23; Jer. 22:18-19( an important element in the 
good death is missing. Special emphasis is placed upon a long life (Gen. 15:5; Job 42:17), 
this being interpreted by the deuteronomic writer as one of the rewards for fulfilling God's 
commands (Deut. 5:16; 16:20; 30:19). 
 
9) In the Old Testament the dead are always regarded as unclean. Accordingly, any contact 
with a dead body renders one ceremonially unclean for seven days (Num. 19:11,16; cf. 
9:6ff; Ezk. 44: 25-26). 
 
 
D. Sheol. 
 
In the Old Testament Sheol is regarded as the abode of the dead. Since it is a pit in the 
deepest part of the earth (Num. 15:30; Psa. 63:1; 86:13; Ezk. 26:20), very appropriately the 
verb meaning "go down" is often used in reference to it(Gen. 37:35; 42:38).14 This location 
seems to imply some connection between Sheol and the tomb.15 At times it may have been 
thought that the tombs had channels that gave access to Sheol, but the dominant thought 
seems to have been that the dead dwelt in the tomb and in Sheol at the same time.16 
 
Called 'abaddon, destruction (Job 26:51; 28:22; Psa. 88:12; Prov. 15:11; 27:20), dumah, 
silence (Psa. 94:17; 115:17) or the land of darkness and dust (Job 10:21-22; 38:17; Dan. 
12:2), Sheol was regarded as the realm from which there was no return (Job 7:9f.; II Sam. 
12:23). "All men go there at death: rich and poor, kings and counselors, slaves and 
task-masters, rulers and subjects, small and great" (Job 3:14-20; 21:23-26; Eccl. 6:6).17 
Like the barren womb, the parched ground, and fire, Sheol is insatiable (Prov. 30:1516). 
The inhabitants of Sheol, rephaim, shades, "linger on in a shadowy form of existence, weak, 
frail, inactive, insubstantial, a pale ghostly reflection of their former selves."18 The 
inhabitants of Sheol greet the king of Babylon upon his arrival in Sheol with the taunt: 
"You too have become as weak as we." (Isa.14:10). 
 
Generally speaking, it was thought that the good and bad fared alike in Sheol, ethical 
distinctions being completely obliterated there (Eccl. 9:2-5). 19 
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Edmund Jacob, however, believes that in Isaiah 14 and in Ezekiel 32 a division is implied 
between the righteous and the wicked in Sheol. He notes, though, that it is only from the 
second century B.E. that this division of the righteous and wicked in Sheol is developed in 
all its breadth.20 
 
For centuries the real sting of death and Sheol was that Yahweh's grace had no further 
relevance to the dead, since in Sheol they were thought to be cut off from his hand.21 Far 
from bringing a more complete union with Yahweh, death spelled separation from him.22 
"The dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any that go down into silence" (Psa. 115:17). "For 
in death there is no rememberance of thee; in Sheol who can praise thee" (Psa. 6:5; cf. 30:9). 
"For Sheol cannot thank thee, death cannot praise thee; those who go down into the pit 
cannot hope for thy faithfulness. The living the living, he thanks you, as I do today" (Isa. 
38:18-19). Those who go down into the pit are those who Yahweh remembers no more, for 
they are cut off from his hands (Psa. 88:5). 
 
,Doubtless one of the basic reasons that such a negative view of Sheol persisted a long time 
is the fact that Yahwism had constantly to combat practices associated with the ancient 
Eastern belief in spirits and the cult of the dead.23 The logic of prophetic monotheism, 
however, demanded that there be no limits to God's sovereignty. "One of the major factors, 
therefore, both in redeeming Sheol itself from its original negativeness and in arousing 
hope of the resurrection from it to full life again, was the extension of Yahweh's sovereignty 
to the nether world."24 The first motive for such an extension of God's sovereignty seems 
to have been that unrighteous men might not escape judgment there (Amos 9:2; Deut. 
32:22). Gradually, however, the nether world was possessed by Yahweh's expanding power 
until Isaiah could challenge Ahaz: "Ask a sign of the Lord your God; let it be as deep as 
Sheol or high as heaven" (Isa. 7:11), and the psalmist could triumphantly affirm: "If I 
ascend to heaven, thou art there: If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there" (Psa. 139:8)! 25 
 
 
E. Burial Practices and the Cult of the Dead. 
 
 
A dual attitude toward the dead can be inferred from the Old Testament.26 On the one hand, 
the dead were regarded as unclean, as we have already observed. On the other, the dead 
were treated with great respect; that is, they were given proper burial in the tombs of their 
fathers, lamentation was made for them, and there is evidence that at times they were even 
accorded worship. 
 
The Old Testament mentions three ways of disposing of the dead-burial, exposure, and 
cremation.27 
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"Exposure and cremation were reckoned as dishonour and disaster."28 To save the bodies 
of Saul and Jonathan from exposure the men of Jabesh Gilead gladly risked their lives. 
After burning their bodies, they buried the bones under a tamerisk tree in Jabesh (I Sam. 
31:11-13). The shame of Jezebel's death was compounded by the fact that dogs ate almost 
the whole of her body (II Kings 9:34-37). The treatment accorded to the bones was the 
most important thing. The sin of the king of Moab which Amos denounces with especial 
vehemence was the fact that he burned the bones of the king of Edom to lime (Amos 2:1; cf. 
Ezk. 24:1-11). To have one's tomb rifled and the bones exposed would be a horror (Jer. 
8:1-2; Ezk. 6:5; Psa. 141:7) of the same kind as never having been buried at all (Jer. 16:3-6; 
25:33). Though Joseph's body was embalmed, according to the Hebrew writer, it was his 
bones that the Israelites took to Canaan (Gen. 50:25-26; Ex. 13:19).29 
 
To be properly buried was to be laid to rest in the tomb of one's fathers. This was known as 
being "gathered to one's people" (Gen. 25:8, 17; 35:29; 49:29,33;Num.27:13;Deut.32:50)or 
"to one's fathers" (Judg. 2:10). However, "those who had made a great beginning as the 
founder of a family could be buried where their life-work had been, i.e. among their 
posterity but not with their fathers.' 30 
 
Ryder Smith3l lists five reasons why the Hebrews so sedulously practiced burial and 
loathed exposure and cremation. First, there was the power of immemorial custom. Second, 
burial was a way of putting away defilement, for one became unclean if he even touched 
the bones of a dead man (Num. 19:16; cf. Ezk. 39:11-16). Third, burial was an expression 
of the Hebrew respect for the body. "The Hindu, despising the body burns it; the Hebrew, 
valuing the body, kept it as long as might be." Fourth, "burial in a family grave expressed 
the sense of history." Fifth, "Taken as a whole, the passages seem to imply that somehow 
burial was a boon to a dead man and exposure or cremation somehow a curse." 
 
R. H. Charles 32 enumerates a number of mourning customs practiced by the ancient 
Hebrews. (1) The mourner clothed himself with sackcloth (II Sam. 3:31; I Kings 20:31; Isa. 
3:24; 15:3; 22:12; Jer. 6:26) or laid it on his loins (Gen. 37:34; Jer. 48:37). This practice, 
being a means of expressing submission, was the way servants mourned the death of a 
master (I Kings 20:31-32). (2) The mourner put off his shoes (II Sam. 15:30; Ezk. 24:17) as 
if approaching a holy place (Ex. 3:5-6; Joshua 5:15). (3) Mourners cut off their hair (Isa. 
22:12; Jer. 7:29; Amos 8:10; Mic. 1:16; Ezk. 7:18; 27:31) and beards (Jer. 41: 5), or both 
(Isa. 15:2; Jer. 48:37); and made baldness between the eyes (Deut. 14:1-2). Charles follows 
Robertson Smith (The Religion of the Semites, pp. 323-336) in interpreting the hair cut off  
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in this way as designed as an offering for the dead. These rites, while condemned as 
idolatrous in the latter part of the seventh century (Deut. 14:1-2; Lev. 19:27-28), are 
mentioned by the eighth century prophets without any sense of impropriety (Amos 8:10; 
Micah 1:16). (4) Mourners made cuttings in their flesh for the dead. Again Charles quotes 
Robertson Smith (pp. 322-323), interpreting these incisions as "making an enduring 
covenant with the dead." Such rites were forbidden by the Hebrew law (Deut. 14:1; Lev. 
19:28). (5) The mourner covered his head. An expression of reverence for the dead, 
covering the head was probably a substitute for cutting off the hair (Ezk. 24:17). 
 
According to Charles, the above-mentioned mourning practices of the ancient Hebrews, 
were "part and parcel of ancestor worship." 33 Charles explains 
 
According to this belief the dead were not regarded as dead, but as in a certain sense living 
and sharing in all the vicissitudes of their posterity, and as possessing superhuman powers 
to benefit or injure. With a view to propitiate these powers the living offered sacrifices. By 
these sacrifices the vitality of the dead was preserved-F, and their honor in the next world 
upheld. A man made sacrifices naturally to his own ancestors : the departed ancestors and 
their living descendants formed one family.34 
 
In support of his view that the ancient Hebrews practiced ancestor worship Charles cites the 
following evidence.35 (1) They had teraphim or household gods (Gen. 35:4; 31:19, 30-35; 
Judg. 17:5; 18:17). Following Stade (Gesch. i 467) and Schwally (Leben nach dem Tode, 
35 sqq.), Charles identifies these as images of ancestors. He says: "This cult of household 
gods ... was firmly established in the family of Jacob before it went down to Egypt, and 
must have been observed by Israel during its entire stay in Egypt, seeing that it flourished 
among the people after their settlement in Canaan, and prevailed down to the latest period 
of the monarchy." (2) Sacrifices were offered to the dead (Deut. 26:14; Jer. 16:7 (?); Isa. 
8:19; 19:3; Ezk. 24:17; 24:22; II Chron. 16:14). Intended originally to give sustenance to 
the dead and win their favor, in later times the sacrifices came to be regarded as mere 
funeral feasts. (3) "The right of offering such sacrifices was limited to a son of the 
departed." This explains the importance of male offspring, for, according to Charles, "The 
honor and well being of the dead depended on the worship and sacrifices offered by their 
male descendants." Charles interprets Exodus 20:5; 34:7; Numbers 14:18 and Deuteronomy 
5:9 to mean that even in the afterlife men could be punished by Yahweh by the destruction 
of their posterity. This would mean that they would have no one to worship them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
38 
 
This led to the practice of adopting a son to carry on the family worship. Even a slave could 
be adopted in this manner (Gen. 15:2-3). (4) The law of levirate marriage grew up out of 
the necessity of a son for performing the rites of ancestor worship (Gen. 38:26; cf. Deut. 
25:5-10). (5) The family was originally a clan organization in which such rites were 
performed, the father serving as priest. Later the title was actually transferred to the priest 
(Judg. 17:10; 18:19). The special festivals held by the family from time to time point back 
to the family cult (I Sam. 20:29 
 
One may take issue with Charles' argument and scripture interpretations at this point and 
that but it is difficult to dispute his basic conclusion. Jacob says: "It must certainly be 
admitted that the Israelites shared with many other people the belief that the 
non-accomplishment of the funeral duties could incite the dead to unpleasant reactions 
against which it was better to take precautions."36 In a similar vein Adolphe Lods writes: 
"From such a mass of evidence it would seem that we are warranted in the conclusion that 
before their entry into Canaan the Hebrew tribes must have possessed a fully organized 
cults of the ancestors of families and clans. "37 
 
Recognizing the basic incompatibility of ancestor worship or the cult of the dead with 
Yahwism, the prophets waged a constant battle against it. This is reflected not only in the 
prophetic literature as such but throughout the Old Testament, particularly in Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy. Mediums, wizards, and necromancers are described as "an abomination to 
the Lord (Deut. 18'. 10-11). 
 
The most famous story of necromancy in the Old Testament is that of Saul and the witch of 
Endor. Despite the fact that Saul himself had put mediums and wizards out of the land (I 
Sam. 28:3), in a time of great crisis he consults one. Consulting a medium in this case is a 
last resort for Saul, since he is out of fellowship with Yahweh and cannot get a prophetic 
word from him. Reluctantly the witch complies with Saul's wishes and Samuel is 
summoned up from the dead. Samuel's prediction that Saul and his sons will be killed in 
battle are authenticated by the events of the next day (I Sam. 31). Probably this story is in 
the background of the strict prohibitions against consulting mediums or wizards (Lev. 
19:31; 20:6). If one is urged to consult a medium, he should answer, "Should not a people 
consult their God? Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living?" (Isa. 8:19). 
Leviticus 20:27 prescribes that a man or woman who is a medium is to be put to death by 
stoning. 
 
Along with sacrificing in gardens and eating swine's meat, sitting in tombs is mentioned in 
Isaiah 65:3-4 as one of the abominable practices of the Israelites. Cutting one's flesh on 
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account of the dead and making oneself bald on their behalf are practices that are also 
strictly forbidden (Deut. 14:1; Lev. 19:28; 21:5). Moreover, in offering his tithe to the Lord 
one is to vow that he has not offered any of it to the dead (Deut. 26:16). 
 
The basis- of the prophetic protest against necrolatry was the conviction that Yahweh alone 
is God and the legitimate object of worship. The effect of the protest, however, was to 
divest Sheol of any significance which it had hitherto possessed. As Fosdick says, "By this 
process of negation, emptying Sheol of such positive significance as it possessed, the 
Hebrew mind was driven, even more certainly than it might otherwise have been, to picture 
hope in terms of physical resurrection out of Sheol. "40 
 
 
F. Suicide. 
 
The word "suicide" does not occur in the Old Testament, and relatively few cases are 
recorded. The best known story is that of Saul and his armor bearer (I Sam. 31:4-5). Also 
recorded are the suicides of Ahitophel (II Sam. 17:23) and Zimri (I Kings 16:18). All of 
these are suicides growing out of despair, none being a samurai-type suicide to preserve 
one's honor. Though Samson suffers death when he pulls down the heathen temple against 
whose pillars he is resting, his purpose is revenge on his enemies, not suicide (Judg. 
16:28-30). Suicide seems not to have been a real problem in Old Testament times. It is to be 
noted that though Job was sorely distressed and longed for death there is no evidence that 
he contemplated suicide. 
 
 
G. Abortion. 
 
Abortion as such is not discussed in the Old Testament. There are, however, a few casual 
references to it. One such reference is found in the law which deals with men striving 
together and hurting a woman with child with the result that there is a miscarriage. If the 
woman is not hurt, the one responsible for the accident shall pay a fine for the life of the 
unborn child such as the woman's husband demands. If, however, the woman is hurt, then 
payment shall be made life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, etc. (Ex. 21:22-24). 
Obviously, according to this law, the life of the mother is regarded as more important than 
that of the unborn child. In great anguish of body and distress of soul Job laments about 
how good it would have been had he died in his mother's womb, before any eye saw him 
(Job 3:16; 10:18). 
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H. Prohibition of Murder, But Sanction of the Death Penalty. 
 
Since man is made in the image of God, he is not to take the life of a fellow man (Gen. 9:6). 
A prohibition against murder constitutes one of the ten commandments (Ex. 20:13; Deut. 
5:17). The Old Testament distinguishes between intentional homicide and accidental 
homicide. When the homicide is accidental, the law provides cities of refuge for the slayer 
(Ex. 21:13; Num. 35:9-15, 22:28; Deut. 19:1-10). When the homicide is intentional, 
however, the death penalty is prescribed (Num. 35:19; Deut. 19:12). Other crimes for which 
the death penalty could be exacted included adultery, rape, incest, the violation of sabbath 
laws, and cursing one's parents. 
 
 
I. Exceptional Cases: Escaping Death. 
 
Dathan and Abiram are swallowed up alive into Sheol (Num. 16:29-30). Enoch and Elijah 
are translated so that they do not see death (Gen. 5:22-24; II Kings 2:10-11) . The Dathan 
and Abiram story and the Enoch and Elijah stories suggest the possibility of escaping death, 
either by going directly to Sheol as in the case of the former, or by going immediately to 
God as in the case of the latter. "Pseudepigraphic tradition ascribes a similar fate to Moses 
by interpreting Deut. 34:5 in the sense of a taking away (cf. Assumption of Moses 
11:9ff.).41 Later tradition added Ezra and Baruch to the list.42 These people remained alive 
though invisible. Elijah's return was confidently expected (Mal.3:2ff.). It may be that in 
Psalm 49 the psalmist is longing for a translation similar to that of these famous 
characters.43 
 
 

II. The Unitary View of Personality in the Old Testament 
 
In Charles' interpretation of the Old Testament man consists of two elements, spirit or soul 
and body, according to the older view.44 Charles is almost alone in this interpretation, 
however, because most Old Testament scholars see the Old Testament as setting forth a 
unitary view of human personality. "Man is not seen as an immortal soul temporarily 
inhabiting a body, but rather as a body-soul unity."45 Three terms in particular are 
important for understanding the nature of man: basar, flesh, nephesh, life or breath, and 
ruach, spirit or breath. Each of these terms denotes the totality of man viewed from 
different aspects.46 Interestingly enough, the Old Testament has no word for body because 
its totality concept makes it unnecessary.47 Neville Clark48 skillfully dilineates the fine 
shades of meaning of these terms. Man is basar, flesh, this term designating the whole man 
in his frailty. Man is also nephesh, a living being. "Nephesh denotes the 
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whole man as an entity characterized by life visibly and externally identifiable.... " Finally, 
man has ruach, spirit. As God's invasive power, ruach belongs to God. "Particularly from 
the time of the exile there is a tendency to replace nephesh by ruach as the centre of 
aspirations and desires." Generally speaking, nephesh denotes life cencretely expressed, 
while ruach refers to the hidden strength of the living self. Clark summarizes by saying: 
"Man is seen as a psychomatic organism who is in his totality, related to God. As flesh 
(basar) animated by spirit/breath (ruach) he is constituted a living being (nephesh)." 
 
 

III. The Finality of Death or Denials of the Resurrection 
 
The hope of a resurrection was a very late development in the faith of the Hebrew people. 
Many obstacles along the way had to be overcome, one of them having been the grim view 
of the finality of death. As we have already noted, the strong assertion of the finality of 
death probably came as a protest against the cult of the dead. The fate of man is the same as 
that of beasts. Man has no advantage over them (Eccles. 3:18-20). "So man lies down and 
rises not again; till the heavens are no more he will not awake, or be roused out of his 
sleep" (Job 14:12). The simple reason is that "he who goes down to Sheol does not come 
up; he returns no more to his house, nor does his place know him any more (Job 7:9-10). 
The psalmist asks the question, "Do the shades rise up to praise thee?" and leaves it with a 
negative answer implied (Psa. 88:10). And Hezekiah clearly asserts, "For Sheol cannot 
thank thee, death cannot praise thee" (Isa. 38:18). Any joy or felicity that one is to know 
must come in this life. Therefore, "a living dog is better than a dead lion" (Eccl. 9:4). "The 
living, the living, he thanks thee, as I do this day" (Isa. 38:19). Thus the Preacher enjoins: 
"Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might; for there is no work or thought or 
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going" (Eccl. 9:10) . 
 
 

IV. Intimations of a Resurrection or of an Afterlife 
 
A. Exceptional Cases: Resusitation of the Dead.  
 
Jacob writes: 
 
The OT mentions several cases of persons' being restored to life by Elijah and Elisha-the 
son of the widow of Zarephath (I Kings 17:17-21), the son of the Shunammite (II Kings 
4:18-37), and the body of an anonymous individual reanimated by contact with the bones of 
Elisha (II Kings 13:20-21). 
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In these instances the resurrections are more akin to the cure of the very ill than to the final 
resurrection. They occur shortly after death, when the body has not yet been reduced to dust, 
and they only prolong life.49 
 
 
B. Anticipations of National Resurrection or Restoration. 
 
National resurrection is the theme of Hosea 6:1-3 and Ezekiel 37:1-14. The Servant of 
Yahweh in Isaiah 53:10-12 survives death in what amounts to a resurrection. Many 
scholars50 interpret the servant in this passage as the nation or a remnant of the nation. If 
the individual interpretation be accepted (and this seems to be the way Jesus understood it, 
Luke 24:46), it is best explained as a reference to the resurrection of the Messiah.51 
C. A Hope for Future Vindication. 
 
Job, sorely tormented by physical pains and spiritual agonies, raises the question, "If a man 
die, shall he live again?" only to reject this happy prospect (Job 14:13-22). Later, he 
expresses the hope that in a fleeting moment of consciousness his righteousness will be 
vindicated (Job 19:2527). There is no indication that Job expected more than a momentary 
experience of vindication. Had he attained to a real idea of immortality or resurrection 
doubtless it would have influenced his subsequent thought 52 The text of this passage is 
quite corrupt, and it is difficult to determine the exact line of Job's thought. Marvin H. Pope 
says, "The ancient versions all differ and no reliance can be placed in any of them. Various 
emendations have been proposed, but are scarcely worth discussing. "53 
 
 
D. Possible Glimpses of Immortality or Resurrection. 
 
Some scholars find glimpses of immortality in I Samuel 2:6; Psalms 30:3; 17:15; and 30:5. 
When each one of these is considered in the light of its context, however, the probability is 
that none of them contains a clear reference to an afterlife. Hannah prays: "The Lord kills 
and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up" (I Sam. 2:6). The general thought 
of the passage is that God is the author of the vicissitudes of life. "Death and birth, the 
sweeping out of life and the bringing into life, are alike his work."54 Mentioning the 
experience of the aged before that of the babe is the oriental way of expressing honor for 
age.55 In Psalms 30:3 the reference is not to a literal deliverance from Sheol, but to the  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



43 
 
healing of an illness that was so desperate that the psalmist regards it as rescue from the un-
derworld.56 The figure of "waking" in Psalms 17:15 does not necessitate the inference 
"after the sleep of death," and the word "morning" in Psalms 30:5 is probably simply a 
reference to the coming of light after darkness.57 
 
 
E. Probable Glimpses of Immortality or Resurrection. 
 
The chasid or saints in the psalms lived in especially close fellowship with God. For them 
death was a problem, for if they followed the traditional view death meant the termination 
of the beautiful relation with Yahweh which they had come to treasure. Thus the chasid in 
the psalms seem to catch faint glimpses of a meaningful afterlife. In Psalms 49:13-15 the 
psalmist says that whose who have foolish confidence are appointed for Sheol: "Death shall 
be their shepherd... Sheol shall be their home." But of himself he says, "But God will 
ransom my soul from the power of Sheol, for he will receive me." The psalmist seems to be 
saying that the inequalities of this life will be rectified in the next. "The wicked may have 
good fortune here, but the miseries of Sheol are all that he can look forward to; whereas the 
righteous may have suffering here, but hereafter he will have bliss, for God will take him to 
himself.,, 58 
 
The thought of Psalms 73 is similar to that of Psalms 49. Noting the :prosperity of the 
wicked in contrast to his own misfortune, the psalmist is tempted to conclude that virtue is 
unrewarded. Then he notes that the prosperity of the wicked is fleeting, and that even now 
in the midst of earthly misfortune he himself has the blessing of fellowship with God.59 
 
Nevertheless I am continually with thee; thou dost hold my right hand. Thou dost guide me 
with thy counsel, and afterward thou wilt receive me to glory. Whom have I in heaven but 
thee? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides thee (Psa. 73:23-25). 
 
What does the psalmist mean by saying "Thou wilt receive me to glory"? Taking note of the 
fact that Father Sutcliffe (Scripture,] ii, 1947, p. 107) understands the psalmist as referring 
only to this life, Rowley takes issue with this interpretation: "He first declares that he 
enjoys God's fellowship here and now, and if God is to receive him it must be to future 
fellowship. "60 
 
Psalms 16:10-11 seems to be saying essentially the same thing as Psalms 73. According to 
M. Buttenwieser, a modern Jewish commentator, Psalms 16 is dependent on Psalms 73.61 
The psalmist confidently declares: "For thou dost not give me up to Sheol, or let thy godly 
one see the Pit. Thou dost 
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show me the path of life; in thy presence there is fulness of joy, in thy right hand are 
pleasures for evermore." (Psalms 16:10-11). He is cherishing the hope of being delivered 
from Sheol and affirming the faith that in this life and even beyond he may continue to 
know God as his portion.62 
 
Rowley concludes that in all three of these psalms there is "an incipient faith that God, who 
is the source of man's well-being here, will continue to be source of the well-being of his 
own in the hereafter."63 In a long footnote Rowley mentions a number of scholars who 
disagree with his interpretation. Then he says: "That scholars are so divided in their 
understanding sufficiently indicates that no clear doctrine is here enunciated, and it is 
unwise to press the interpretation on either side. That is why I speak of a glimple, rather 
than of a firm faith."64 
 
 

V. Explicit Affirmations of the Resurrection. 
 
There are only two explicit affirmations of the ressurrection in the Old Testament, Isaiah 
26:19 and Daniel 12:2. In Isaiah 26:19, in the midst of a highly accocalyptic section (Isa. 
24-27, circa 300 B.C.), an unknown prophet voices the exuberant faith: "Thy dead shall live, 
their bodies will rise. 0 dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy: For thy dew is a dew 
of light, and on the land of the shades thou wilt let it fall." Here what had long been a hope 
becomes an affirmation. A personal resurrection, rather than just a corporate one, is now 
anticipated. The resurrection is seemingly limited to the righteous Israelites, who will, upon 
their rising, share in the blessedness of the Messianic Age. Yahweh will drop a life-giving 
dew upon the graves of the faithful, and these corpses will be revivified.65 This passage 
explains how Yahweh was to swallow up death for ever and wipe away tears from all faces, 
as in Isaiah 25:8 the prophet had claimed God would do. 
 
The second passage is Daniel 12:2 (169-165 B. C.). The Book of Daniel, which circulated 
under the name of an Old Testament worthy so the writing would gain acceptance in a day 
when the canon of Scriptures was supposed to be closed, is an attempt to bolster the 
courage of the Israelites in a day of extreme persecution, the Maccabean period. It contains 
the clearest assertion concerning the resurrection in the Old Testament. "And many of those 
who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame 
and everlasting contempt." Here for the first time there is the suggestion of a double 
resurrection, that of the righteous and the unrighteous. Nevertheless, the resurrection is not 
a universal one. The "many" may refer to the Israelites as over against the heathen, as 
Ewald claims;66 but a more likely interpretation is that "many" refers to the 
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martyrs on the one hand, while "some" refers to the apostates on the other. Charles,67 
having a theological bias against eternal punishment which is readily discernible 
throughout his book, interprets the idea of the resurrection of the wicked in Daniel 12:2 as a 
spiritual retrogression in doctrine. Exactly the opposite is the case, however. The 
resurrection, including the pre-eminently righteous and the preeminently wicked, is an 
ethical judgment based upon one's allegiance to the religion of Israel, and hence to Yahweh. 
Here for the first time the eternal aspects of the resurrection are indicated: "everlasting life" 
and "shame and everlasting contempt." 
 
 
VI. Interpretation: The Doctrine of the Resurrection Contingent Upon the Development of 
Certain other Theological Ideas. 
 
It is to be noted that the only clear affirmations of the resurrection in the Old Testament 
come near the close of the Old Testament canon, 300 B.C. and 165 B.C. The reason for this 
is that the doctrine of the resurrection would have been a theological impossibility until 
certain other doctrines upon which it was contingent developed. Five of these doctrines 
which were a prerequisite for a doctrine of resurrection may be listed: the extension of 
Yahweh's sovereignty, the emergence of individualism, the development of the idea of 
retribution, a growing experience of personal fellowship with God, and the evolution of the 
Messianic Hope and the synthesizing of national and individual eschatologies. 
 
A. The Extension of Yahweh's Sovereignty. 
 
Because of the prophetic battle against ancestor worship, necromancy, and the like, for a 
long time Sheol or the realm of the dead was thought to be completely "out of bounds" as 
far as Yahweh was concerned. He brought people down to Sheol, but not up from Sheol. 
Once in Sheol they passed out of his dominion and virtually out of existence as well. But 
the faith of Yahwism which had overcome all geographical limitations on earth (I Sam. 
26:19; Ruth 1:16; Jonah 1) could not long tolerate limitations under the earth. Even in 
Sheol men could not escape Yahweh's judgment (Amos 9:2; Deut. 32:22), nor there were 
they out of the reach of his grace (Psa. 139:8). But despite this extension of Yahweh's 
sovereignty to Sheol, there was always some incompatibility between him and death. For 
this reason "the solution of the problem of death could only be found in the triumph of life. 
"68 
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B. The Emergence of Individualism. 
 
The earliest ideas of immortality and resurrection in the Old Testament were corporate ones. 
The most that one could hope for in any personal way was to live a long life and after death 
live on in his descendants. A sense of what H. Wheeler Robinson calls "corporate 
personality"69 pervades early Hebrew thought (Joshua 7; II Sam. 21:1-9; Ex.. 20:5). But 
gradually the individual began to emerge from the group as important in his own right. The 
Deuteronomic Law enunciates the principle that the children shall not be put to death for 
the fathers, nor the fathers for the children, but that each person shall be punished for his 
own sin (Deut:24:16). Jeremiah, who prophisied between 626 and 586 B.C., that is, during 
the period that the Deuteronomic Law was found in the temple (621), also had a part in 
shifting the emphasis from "corporate personality" to the individual. He saw that God 
judges individuals as individuals. "In those days they shall no longer say: `The fathers have 
eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge.' But every one shall die for his 
own sin: each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge" (Jer. 31:29-30) . An 
inevitable consequence of the Exile was a breakdown in nationalism and a new upsurge of 
individualism. Ezekiel gave renewed emphasis to Jeremiah's teaching on individualism, 
going almost to the point of atomism (Ezk. 18:1-4). Strangely enough, despite his intense 
individualism, it was Ezekiel who formulated the clearest concept of a resurrection of the 
nation (Ezk. 37:1-14). As long as the individual was submerged in the group, no doctrine of 
resurrection was likely to be forthcoming; but when the "corporate personality" conception 
began to break down before the onslaught of individualism, the way was prepared, at least 
partially, for a doctrine of the resurrection of the individual. 
 
C. The Development of the Idea of Retribution. 
 
Another milestone along the road to a doctrine of the resurrection was the promulgation and 
rejection of the doctrine of exact temporal retribution. The early writing prophets had all 
taught that Yahweh is righteous and that he upholds a moral standard of righteousness in 
the world. They formulated their teachings, however, in corporate rather than individualistic 
terms. Then what had been taught in social relationships began to be applied in individual 
relationships. The Deuteronomic Law suggested an exact personal retribution (Deut. 24:16), 
and Ezekiel worked it out in minute detail with both positive and negative applications (Ezk. 
18:5-32). This view was naively accepted by the author of Psalms 37; but it was questioned 
severely, though finally accepted by the author of Psalms 73. Job, in the midst of his 
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distress, utterly repudiated the idea that he was suffering an exact retribution for his own sin. 
The writer of Ecclesiastes denies that there is any retribution at all. At death the wise fare 
no better than the fools (Eccles. 2:15), and the righteous are no better off than the wicked 
(Eccles. 9:2). But the idea of moral judgment and personal retribution was too precious to 
be cast aside completely. There was an insistent demand that the inequalities of life should 
be rectified beyond the grave. Hence there was a need for a doctrine of resurrection for both 
the righteous and the unrighteous. 
 
 
D. A Growing Experience of Personal Fellowship With God. 
 
The sense of personal fellowship with God was one of the chief factors in producing the 
doctrine of the resurrection. Life in Sheol, which was the only prospect a man had upon 
death, was nothing to be anticipated with joy. Because of this dread of going down into the 
pit, men clung tenaciously to this life. Quantitatively, this dread of Sheol expressed itself in 
the desire for length of days. If one died before reaching a ripe old age, it was an occasion 
for great lamentation, for he was deprived of the residue of his years (Isa. 38:10). 
Qualitatively, the horror of death and the listless existence that succeeded it caused men all 
the more avidly to seek for meaning in this life. They found it in fellowship with God (Isa. 
38:18-19). Devout souls among the Hebrew people could pray: "As the hart longs for 
flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, 0 God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living 
God (Psa. 42:1-2). "Whom have I in heaven but thee? And there is nothing upon earth that I 
desire besides thee" (Psa. 73:25). Concerning this experience of fellowship with God, 
Fosdick says: "Whenever in any religion, this development takes place, the sense of 
essential timelessness in the experience is not far off and the hope is sure to arise that such 
a fellowship contains the prophecy of its own continuance."69 Thus the experience of 
fellowship with the Eternal was the harbinger of a faith that would not allow death to have 
the last word, a faith that ultimately would wrest life from the gates of Sheol. 
 
 
E. The Evolution of the Messianic Hope 
and the Synthesizing of National and Individual Eschatologies. 
 
Before a doctrine of personal resurrection could be effected, as in Isaiah 26:19 and Daniel 
12:2, the national and individual eschatologies had to be synthesized.70 The national 
eschatology of Israel centered in the Messianic Hope. This was the dream of a future 
golden age in which Israel would be triumphant over all her enemies and Yahweh's 
kingdom would be established upon earth. When this faith was continually frustrated 
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by the disagreeable conditions of Israel's outward fate, the hope began to express itself in 
apocalyptic terms. The golden era would be inaugurated by a cataclysmic intervention in 
history by Yahwah, the God of Israel. But the question naturally arose as to whether the 
glories of the new era would be retroactive. What would happen to those who had been 
faithful to Yahweh and had died in anticipation of the Messianic Kingdom? Hebraic 
thought had now developed to the point where in its moral sensitivity it insisted that the 
righteous dead should rise to Share in the Messianic Age, and that the unrighteous should 
receive the just reward for their impiety. The necessary steps had been taken. The 
conceptions of the sovereighty of God, individualism, retribution, and fellowship had been 
developed to the point that a resurrection was conceivable. The result was a doctrine of 
personal resurrection in Isaiah 26:19 and particularly in Daniel 12:2. 
 
The form which the new hope took that of the resurrection of the body rather than that of 
the immortality of the soul, as in Greek thought, was conditioned by the Hebrew idea of 
personality. Holding to the unitary nature of personality, the Hebrew people could not 
conceive of an afterlife worthy of human aspiration apart from the body. Nothing could fit 
the needs of their thought patterns except a doctrine of the resurrection of the body. 
 
Though the resurrection faith was a late development in Hebrew thought, it gained 
acceptance quite rapidly. In New Testament times the Pharisees believed in the resurrection, 
but the Sadducees could not see beyond Sheol. It is clear, however, that the masses of the 
people sided with the Pharisees. Montefiore claims that the fundamental and far-reaching 
difference between the Judaism of 350 B.C. and that of A.D. 50 "would be that in 350 B.C. 
the average Jew believed that, so far as any bliss or happiness was concerned, whether 
higher or lower, death was the end; whereas in A.D. 50 he believed that, for the righteous at 
any rate, the higher happiness would actually not be experienced till beyond the grave. "71 
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PART TWO: THE NEW TESTAMENT 
 
In treating "Biblical Perspectives on Death" we must take note of a decisive difference in 
point of view of the two testaments. Whereas the Old Testament is dominated by the dread 
of death and only gradually very late does any clear hope of its conquest emerge, the New 
Testament is written from the vantage-point of the Resurrection and the meaning of death is 
reinterpreted in its glorious light. Hundreds of books have been written on the resurrection 
and to treat this theme with any degree of adequacy would require another book. 
Remembering, however, that our theme is "Biblical Perspectives on Death," the writer will 
desist from giving the Resurrection the kind of thorough treatment that it deserves. 
 

I. The Centrality of the Resurrection. 
 
A. The Perspective from Which the New Testament is Written. 
 
Upon the centrality of the resurrection in the faith of the New Testament modern scholars 
are generally agreed. Floyd Filson writes: "The entire. New Testament was written in the 
light of the resurrection fact. To all its writers, Jesus is the central figure of history, and they 
understand and interpret his career in the light of the Resurrection. "72 Holding that 
"Biblical theology finds its clearest starting point and interpreting clue in the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ,"73 Filson entitles his book on New Testament theology Jesus Christ the Risen 
Lord. In a similar vein A.M. Ramsey asserts: "The resurrection is the true starting-place for 
the study of the making and meaning of the New Testament.... For them (the first disciples) 
the Gospel without the Resurrection was not merely a Gospel without its final chapter; it 
was not a Gospel at all."74 Hugh Anderson maintains: "Save for Easter, there would have 
been no New Testament letters written, no Gospels compiled, no prayers offered in Jesus' 
name, no Church... The primitive tradition makes only minimal reference to the Virgin 
Birth and the Ascension, Paul non at all. If the Easter message were excised, everything 
would be gone."75 Likewise Karl Barth avers that in the New Testament the resurrection is 
"not just an appendix or afterthought to the main theme. It is not peripheral to the New 
Testament, but central; not inessential or dispensable, but essential and indispensable.... 
Everything else ip the New Testament contains and presupposes the resurrection. It is the 
key to the whole. "76 
 
The early church in its preaching (kerygma), according to the sermons in Acts laid special  
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emphasis upon the death and the resurrection of Jesus (Acts 2:22-24; 3:14-15; 4:10; 
10:39-41; 13:29-34),77 accenting the resurrection at times even when there was no specific 
mention of the death (17:31; cf. 7:56). The apostles regarded themselves as having been 
chosen to become witnesses of the resurrection (Acts 1:22). Speaking to the Jews 
assembled on Solomon's porch following the healing of the lame man, Peter declared: "But 
you denied the Holy and Righteous One ... and killed the Author of life, whom God raised 
from the dead. To this we are witnesses" (Acts 3:14-15). Concerning their witness Luke 
writes: "And with great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the 
Lord Jesus . . . " (Acts 3:1415). Though Paul preached "Jesus Christ and him crucified.. (I 
Cor. 2:2; 1:10, 23; Gal. 3:1; 6:14), he preached the cross not as an event isolated from 
resurrection, but one held in an indissoluble connection with it and illuminated by it (Rom. 
4:25; 6:4, 10; 8:34; I Cor. 15:3-4; II Cor. 5:15; 13:4; I Thess. 4:14). Peter praises God for 
begetting us into a lively hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (I Pet. 1:3), 
and the author f the apocalypse presents Christ's final victory in the light of the victory 
which he has already won through the resurrection. The crucified and risen Christ declares: 
"I am the first and the last, and the living one; I died, and behold I ani alive for evermore, 
and I have the keys of Death and Hades" (Rev. 1:1718). 
 
There is a tendency on the part of many scholars, particulary those of the History of 
Religions Schools, to interpret the death and the resurrection of Jesus in the light of the 
oriental myth of the dying and rising saviour-god. However, Oepeke declares rightly that 
this myth "constitutes neither the native soil of the Gospel nor a true parallel to it." He 
discerns the decisive difference in the fact that in the New Testament "the kernel and basis 
is spiritually and ethically significant history rather than nature myth or speculative myth. 
"78 
 
B. The Resurrection Tradition. 
 
Two special characteristics of the tradition call for attention. First, whereas the passion 
narrative is by its nature a continuous story, the resurrection stories, like most of the gospel 
material outside the passion narrative, are "self-contained units, originally unrelated to 
anything going before or coming after."79 Second, there are an unusually large number of 
discrepancies in the stories when they are compared with one another.80 As to the 
messenger, in Mark it is a young man in a white robe (Mark 16:5), in Matthew an angel of 
the Lord (Matt. 28:2-7), in Luke two men in dazzling apparel (Luke 24:4), and in John two 
angels in white (John 20:11-12). 
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Assuming that the ending of the Gospel of Mark has been lost and that 16:920 as it stands 
in the Gospel in its present form was not a part of the Gospel originally, Mark contains no 
resurrection appearance of Jesus but points to Galilee as the place where Jesus will meet his 
disciples (16:7). Matthew and John both mention appearances of Jesus in Jerusalem (Matt. 
28:8-10; John 11:29) and in Galilee (Matt. 28:11-20; John 21), Matthew highlighting the 
appearances in Galilee, John those in Jerusalem.81 Luke mentions only appearances in 
Jerusalem (Luke 24). The witnesses to the resurrection differ also from Gospel to Gospel. 
In Matthew it is the women (28:9-10) and the eleven disciples (28:16-20); in Luke, two 
travellers on the road to Emmaus (24:13-21), Peter (24:34), and the disciples (24:36-50); in 
John, Mary (20:11-18), ten disciples (20:19-23), eleven disciples (20:26-29) and seven 
disciples (chapter 21); none in Mark.82 Further complicating the problem is the fact that it 
is virtually impossible to synthesize the resurrection appearances recorded in I Corinthians 
15:3-8, the earliest extant record of the resurrection, with those in the Gospels.83 
 
The two most important features of the tradition are the appearances of Jesus and the empty 
tomb. It is to be noted, however, that outside the Gospels and I Corinthians 15 there is no 
mention in the New Testament of the resurrection apperances, except Christ's appearance to 
Paul (Gal. 1:16; II Cor. 4:6; cf. I Tim. 1:12-17), and that outside the Gospels there are no 
explicit references to the empty tomb. 
 
The tradition gives primacy to the resurrection appearances of Jesus. It was through these 
that the disciples came to know that Jesus had indeed conquered death and that he is the 
Lord of life. The earliest written witness to the resurrection extant today is I Corinthians 
15:3-8. In this passage Paul lists five separate appearances of the risen Lord besides that to 
himself. It is frequently pointed out by modern scholars that Paul puts the appearance of the 
risen Christ to him on the same level as that to the twelve. Since the revelations of the risen 
Christ to Paul seem to have been of a visionary nature, it is said that the appearances of 
Christ to the apostles must have been of the same type.84 In answer to this argument it 
should be pointed out that in I Corinthians 15 Paul is not discussing the nature of the 
resurrection appearances of Christ but the fact of them. In the church at Corinth Paul's 
apostleship was being challenged. Since his apostleship was based on the fact that he had 
seen the risen Christ (I Cor. 9:1-2), it would not have been to Paul's advantage to 
differentiate the nature of Christ's appearance to himself from those of his appearances to 
the twelve. His point was this: The same Lord who appeared unto them appeared unto me 
also. 
 
C. H. Dodd has made a particularly valuable form-critical analysis of the tradition in the  
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Gospels concerning the resurrection appearances of the risen Christ.85 Distinguishing the 
gospel material into two forms, the concise narrative and the longer circumstantial tale, 
Dodd finds a common pattern as follows: 
 
A. The situation: Christ's followers bereft of their Lord. B. The appearance of Jesus. 
C. The Greeting. 
D. The Recognition. 
E. The Word of Command.86 
 
Dodd points out further that these narratives are free of apocalyptic features, for the risen 
Lord communicates no revelations of the secrets of the other world as He often does in later 
apocryphal works.87 
 
C. F. Evans says that the resurrection stories are unique in the gospel material in that their 
intention is not to supply new information about the earthly Jesus but to place the whole 
life in a totally new dimension.88 "The language of the resurrection appearances is 
predominantly the language of sight, though the significance of what is seen is expressed in 
terms of what Jesus has to say."89 
 
 
S. H. Hooke points out another significant fact: 
 
None of the accounts make an attempt to describe the appearance of what had been seen. 
Here is where vision theories break down. The subject of a vision can describe what has 
been seen in detail, as we can see from the visions in Daniel, or in the visions of John in the 
Apocalypse.... The emphasis all lies, not on what they saw, but on whom they saw. 
 
Though all four Gospels bear witness to the empty tomb, there is a pronounced tendency 
among modern critical scholars to minimize or discount this tradition. They do this largely 
in two ways: first, by pointing out that there is no mention of the empty tomb in the earliest 
extant report of the resurrection, I Corinthians 15:3-8; second, by asserting that the empty 
tomb tradition was the result of a theological tendency to objectify the event, a tendency 
which can easily be traced in the tradition. 
 
In the passage in I Corinthians Paul uses the words "delivered" and "received," "technical 
language for the handing on of tradition. "91 Paul is passing on the tradition he has received, 
it is argued, but an empty tomb was not a part of it, for Paul makes no mention of it. In 
answer it should be said that though in this passage Paul does not say explicitly that the  
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tomb was empty he certainly implies it. Ramsey writes: 
 

Died-buried-raised: the words are used very strangely unless they mean that what 
was buried was raised up. What otherwise is the point of the reference to the 
burial? ... The most radical of critics, Schmiedel, and the most scientific of critics, 
Lake, agree that belief in the empty tomb is implied in these words.92 

 
A second method of discounting the empty tomb tradition is that of interpreting it as an 
expression of the theological tendency to objectify the event of the resurrection. The 
argument runs something like this. In the earliest tradition the resurrection and the 
ascension were probably viewed as one event without any differentiation (John 3:14; 12:32, 
34; Acts 2:33; Phil 2:9; Heb. 1:3-13; 8:1).93 Then later, emphasis was laid upon the ap-
pearances of Jesus to the disciples, the corporeality of Jesus' resurrection body, and finally 
the empty tomb.94 As far as the appearances are concerned, the earliest tradition has them 
in Galilee, far from any empty tomb. Afterwards, the Galilee tradition is combined with a 
later Jerusalem tradition in which the empty tomb emphasis is dominant. 
 
How are such arguments to be answered? That in the earliest tradition the resurrection and 
ascension are undifferentiated is an unproved theory. I Corinthians 15:3-4 would seem to 
point in the other direction. It is to be admitted that certain theological tendencies are 
discernible in the Gospels; for example, Luke's tendency to emphasize Jerusalem, and 
Matthew's tendency to appeal to the empty tomb as an objective proof of the resurrection. 
However, the admission of such tendencies is a far cry from recognizing the Gospel witness 
to the empty tomb as a fabrication without any factual basis. Indeed in a Jewish context it is 
difficult to see how any idea of resurrection at all could have arisen without an empty tomb. 
 
H. E. W. Turner writes: 
 

Both the evidence of the empty tomb and the visions appear to be necessary for the 
fullness of the Church's faith in the Resurrection to be possible. The evidence of the 
tomb, taken by itself, is `blind.' It might convey the worst possible news: the 
removal of the Body by some human agency.... If the empty tomb taken by itself 
might be described as `blind,' the visions apart from it might be considered to be 
`empty.' Apart from the evidence of the tomb, could we be sure that their content 
was objective? Would they be simply 'subjective'-evidence simply for a Jesus Who 
was alive only in the hearts of His faithful disciples? Or should we be able to go  
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further and to proclaim them as 'objective'-'telegrams form heaven,' as Keim once 
described them ... ? It would be difficult without the empty tomb to be sure which 
of the two descriptions was the more appropriate. Taken together, the two 
irresistibly suggest an intelligible account of a single supernatural, supra-historical 
event evidenced in two different and complementary ways.95 

 
The resurrection appearences and the empty tomb then are both to be accepted as factual 
and of vital importance. Nevertheless, if one is to be stressed above the other, there can be 
no doubt where the accent should lie. Though the empty tomb is of decisive significance, as 
Clark reminds us, "it remains a sign. It is not a halting place or a conclusion. The critical 
point of encounter is still the appearances. "96 
 
 
C. The Significance of the Resurrection. 
 
Pharisaic Judaism in the time of Jesus had an expectation of a general resurrection (Acts 
23:6). This would be an act of the living God at the end of history, an act that would divide 
this age from the age to come. "What is totally unexpected is the fact that the general 
resurrection has moved forward from the End to take present shape in the one case of Jesus 
the Messiah .... the Last Day at the end of history had taken shape on the third day in the 
midst of history."97 It is for this reason that Paul argues from the reality of the general 
resurrection to the reality of the resurrection of Jesus, and not vice versa. "For if the dead 
are not raised, then Christ has not been raised" (I Cor. 15:16). Starting with the general 
premise of the reality of the general resurrection, Paul understands the resurrection of Jesus, 
attested by various appearances of the risen Christ to the apostles and last of all to himself 
(I Cor. 15:5-8) as the first phase of this event. 
 
But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen 
asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as 
in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. But each in his own order: Christ 
the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ (I Cor. 15:20-23). 
 
In the Gospel of John, however, the reasoning has been reversed. There Jesus says; 
`Because I live, you will live also " (John 14:19). But Paul himself can and does reason in 
the same say. As the reality of the general resurrection discloses the possibility of the 
resurrection of Jesus, even so the resurrection of Jesus discloses the possibility of the  
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resurrection of those united by faith to their Lord. "For if the dead are not raised, then 
Christ has not been raised; If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and your are still 
in your sins. Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished" (I Cor. 15:16-18). 
 
The resurrection of Jesus is to be distinguished from all other resurrections in history to 
which the Bible bears witness. The resurrections in the Old Testament connected with 
Elijah (I Kings 17:17-21) and Elisha (II Kings 4:18-37; 13:20-21) and those in the New 
Testament connected with the ministries of Jesus (the daughter of Jairus, Mark 9:35-43; 
Matt. 9:18-26; Luke 8:40-56; the son of the widow of Nain, Luke 7:11-17; and Lazarus, 
John 11), Peter (Dorcas, Acts 9:36-42) and Paul (if Eutychus who fell out of the window at 
Troas was in fact dead, Acts 20:7-12) were no more than temporary resussitations of the 
dead. These could be called "the ultimate extension of healing."98 The simple fact 
remained that those so raised had to die again. At best the resurrections could be interpreted 
as eschatological signs of the coming of the Kingdom and of the messiahship of Jesus (Matt. 
11:2-6) or of the resurrection. It is evident that John interpreted the raising of Lazarus as 
such a sign, for in the midst of relating the story of this event he quotes Jesus as saying: "I 
am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me shall never die" (John 11:25-26). 
But the resurrection of Jesus was decisively different from these. "It is the resurrection 
alone that has finality, precisely because it belongs to the final act of God at the end of 
history."99 Paul confidently declares: "For we know that Christ being raised from the dead 
will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. The death he died he died to 
sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God" (Rom. 6:9-10). 
 
The early church knew Jesus as the risen, ever-living Lord. For this reason it could not be 
content simply to repeat his teachings or relate stories of his life. It was inevitable that the 
Proclaimer should become the Proclaimed, to quote a phrase often used in Bultmannian 
circles. The accent in the early church's preaching was laid upon the death and resurrection 
of Jesus. Peter boldly affirmed that by raising Jesus from the dead God had made him "both 
Lord and Christ" (Acts 2:36). The event of Pentecost meant that Jesus was not only 
remembered, he was known still, to use John Knox's famous phrase. Knox writes: "It is 
simply a fact about us as Christians that we both look back to Jesus and look up to him. He 
meets us in our memory of him and in our present life with him." 100 
 
The declaration that God has made Jesus "both Lord and Christ" is an affirmation both 
about the person and the work of Jesus. The resurrection cast its light upon the person of 
Jesus. Paul speaks of him as Jesus Christ our Lord, who was "designated Son of God in  
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power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead" (Rom. 1:4). 
The stupendous change which occurred was this: "Hebrew monotheists, without forsaking 
their monotheism, worshipped Jesus as Lord."101 The resurrection of Jesus also cast its 
light upon the work of Jesus. The messiahship of Jesus, heretofore veiled or obscure, was 
now fully disclosed and openly proclaimed. Surely Wrede, Bultmann, and the 
post-Bultmannians go too far when they deny any messianic consciousness on the part of 
Jesus and assert that because of the Easter event the non-messianic career of Jesus was now 
interpreted messianicly. Rather the truth seems to be that through the resurrection what has 
been implicit in the life and ministry of Jesus now became explicit; what had been veiled 
was now openly disclosed. 
 
In the light of the resurrection the cross also was reinterpreted. At first the cross appeared as 
a stumbling block to the Jews, and Paul himself seems so to have regarded it before he met 
the risen Christ (I Cor. 1:23). Before long, however, that which had been understood as the 
crime of the Jewish religious leaders which had been overruled by a mighty act of God 
(Acts 2:23-24, 36; 3:13-15; 4:10; 5:30; 7:52; 10:39;40) came to be proclaimed as an 
atoning death. Already it was so interpreted in the kerygma which Paul received: "For I 
delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in 
accordance with the scriptures... " (I Cor. 15:3). To this understanding of the cross Paul 
added his own interpretations (Rom. 3:24-26; 5:6-11; I Cor. 6:19-20; II Cor. 5: 14-15, 21; 
Gal. 3:12-14; cf. I Tim. 2:5-6). In the light of this understanding of the cross Paul could 
glory in the cross (Gal. 6:14) and call the preaching of Christ crucified the power of God 
and the wisdom of God (I Cor. 1:23-24). Without the light of the resurrection there would 
have been no doctrine of atonement. "If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and 
you are still in your sins," says Paul (I Cor. 15:17). Neville Clark: 
 
Jesus was the Christ-despite the Cross; this the Resurrection guaranteed. That might be a 
first solution; it could not be the last and wholly satisfactory word. Crucified and therefore 
the Christ. This was what became the substance of defiant proclamation.102 
 
 

II. The Constitution of Man 
 
As we have seen, most scholars see the Old Testament as setting forth a unitary view of 
human personality. The matter is not as clear in the New Testament, however. Some 
scholars appealing to I Thessalonians 5:23 and Hebrews 4:12 set forth a trichotomous view  
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of man. In the first passage Paul speaks of spirit (pneuma), soul (psuche), and body (soma), 
while in the second passage the author of Hebrews distinguishes between the soul (psuche) 
and spirit (pneuma).103 Other scholars, with stronger New Testament support, interpret the 
nature of man as dichotomous, consisting of a material element, the body, and an 
immaterial element, the spirit or soul.104 In supporting this view they point to passages in 
which terms "soul" and "spirit" seem to be used interchangeably (Compare John 12:27 with 
13:21; Hebrews 12:23 with Rev. 6:9) and to passages where the body and soul or spirit are 
mentioned together as constituting the whole man (Matt. 10:28; I Cor. 5:3; III John 2). 
 
There are a number of things which may be said in answer to both of these interpretations. 
In Mark 12:30 Jesus says: "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart (kardia), 
and with all your soul (psuche) and with all your mind (dianoia), and with all your strength. 
Are then heart (kardia) and mind (dianoia) two additional elements? And what of nous and 
noema (also frequently translated "mind," and splagchna (bowels), and suneidesis 
(conscience), and sarx (flesh), to mention only a few additional terms? Rather than viewing 
all of these terms as referring to different elements constituting the human personality it is 
better to think of them as designating the same personality viewed from different aspects. 
Sometimes Paul uses the term so'ma,which according to the dichotomous and trichotomous 
views designates one element in man, as referring to the whole man. "I appeal to you 
therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies (soma) as a living 
sacrifice ... (Rom. 12:1). "Do you not know that your body (soma) is a temple of the Holy 
Spirit within you, which you have of God" (I Cor. 6:19)? "Christ shall be magnified in my 
body (soma), whether by life or death (Phil. 1:20). The Bible has no word for personality, 
but soma in passages like these seems to be the nearest equivalent.105 Also to be noted is 
the fact that Paul can use psuche in the sense of every person (Rom. 2:9; 13:1) and sarx in 
the sense of no one (I Cor. 1:29; Gal. 2:16). These facts would seem to justify the 
conclusion that the New Testament as well as the Old Testament views man as a 
psychosomatic whole. 
 
Still an element of ambiguity remains and it is questionable if there is complete uniformity 
in the New Testament on this point. Paul can distinguish the inner nature from the outer 
nature, saying that while the latter is wasting away the former is being renewed day by day 
(II Cor. 4:16). He speaks of the true self as inhabiting an earthly tent and then putting off 
that tent and becoming "unclothed" (II Cor. 5:1-5). He speaks of being at home in the body 
and away from the Lord and away from the body and at home with the Lord (II Cor. 5:6, 8). 
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If James can say that "the body apart from the spirit is dead" (James 2:26), Paul can say that 
the spirit apart from the body is unclothed (II Cor. 5:1-5). Jesus tells his disciples not to fear 
those who can kill the body but cannot kill the soul, but to fear him who can destroy both 
soul and body in hell (Matt. 10: 28). Here soul and body together seem to designate the 
whole man, whereas body alone points to only a part of man, and not the most important 
part at that. 
 
 

III. Death in the New Testament  
 
A. Expressions Describing Death. 
 
In the New Testament as well as in the Old Testament a variety of expressions are used to 
describe death. It is expiring (ekpsucho, Acts 5:5, 10), breathing one's last (ekpneo, Mark 
15:37, 39; Luke 23:46), yielding up one's spirit (pneuma, Matt. 27:50; John 19:30), dying 
(apothenesko, the usual term), falling asleep (koimao, Acts 7:60; I Thess. 4:13, 14), a 
departure (analusis, II Tim. 4:6), the earthly tent in which we live being destroyed (II Cor. 
5:1). Speaking from a strictly Christian perspective, Paul views death as departing to be 
with Christ in contrast to continuing to live, that is, remaining in the flesh (Phil. 1:23-24) 
and as being "away from the body and at home with the Lord" (II Cor. 5:8). 
 
 
B. Three Kinds of Death. 
 
The New Testament alludes to three different kinds of death: physical death, spiritual death, 
and the "second death." Physical death is the experience referred to above under the title 
"Expressions Describing Death." Spiritual death is separation from God, existence under 
the condemnation of God: Because man is a spiritual being, made in the image of God for 
fellowship with God, the consequence of sin is not physical death alone. The words of 
Scripture "For the wages of sin is death" (Rom. 6:23) and "Then desire when it has 
conceived gives birth to sin; and sin when it is full-grown brings forth death" (James 1:15) 
speak not only of physical death but of spiritual death as well. Likewise Paul is alluding to 
spiritual death when he says, "To set the mind on the flesh is death . . . " (Rom. 8:6). The 
condition of the unredeemed man, man alienated from his Creator and living under the 
wrath of God, is that he is dead in trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1). Fear of physical death is a 
symptom of spiritual death. Paul says, "The sting of death (physical death) is sin" (I Cor. 
15:56). It is a man's bad conscience, the sense of guilt and of being out of the right relation  
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to God, that makes man a slave to the fear of death. When one believes on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, he passes from death to life (John 5:24; cf.11:26). The end-result of spiritual death is 
eternal death, the "second death" (Rev. 2:11). Being the final judgment of God upon sin, it 
is the most fearful of all. It is the irrevocable separation of the sinner from God in an 
existence which can be called "eternal destruction and exclusion from the presence of the 
Lord and from the glory of his might" (II Thess. 1:9) or eternal punishment in hell (Rev. 
2:11;20:14). 
 
 
C. Death as the Wages of Sin. 
 
One can hardly escape the conclusion that Paul regarded physical death as the penalty of 
sin: "Therefore as sin came into the world through one man and death through sin, and so 
death spread to all men because all men sinned .... If because of one man's tresspass, death 
reigned through that one man ... (Rom. 5:12,17; cf. vv. 18-20). "For as by a man came death, 
by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in 
Christ shall all be made alive" (I Cor. 15:21-22). If physical death is the penalty of sin, 
certainly spiritual death and the "second death" are to be regarded in this way (Rom. 6:23; 
James 1:15). 
 
 
D. The Triumph over Death. 
 
Because of his resurrection from the dead Jesus is the Lord of life and death. Death has no 
more dominion over him (Rom. 6:9). Since he is the one who died and lives for evermore, 
he has the keys of Death and Hades (Rev. 1:18). Therefore, those who belong to him will 
live through him (Rom. 6:8; John 14:19; I Cor. 15:20). Even now they have eternal life, a 
quality of life that has its source in God and was fully manifested in Jesus. This means that 
they will never perish, and no one can snatch them out of the Father's hand (John 10:27-29). 
In this sense Christ has already abolished death and brought life and immortality to light 
through the Gospel (II Tim. 1:10). And yet physical death as a phenomenon of this life 
continues. Nevertheless, its meaning has been changed. Because of the redemption which 
we have in Christ, it has lost its sting (I Cor. 15:54-56). It can never separate us from the 
love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom. 8:38-39). Those who through fear of 
death have been subject to life-long bondage are through Christ's victory over death and the 
devil delivered from this fear (Heb. 2:1415). Even physical death itself will be destroyed in 
the end-time when Christ shall have destroyed every rule, authority, and power (I Cor. 
15:24-26; cf. Rev. 20:14). Then death will be swallowed up in victory (I Cor. 15:54-55; cf. 
Hos. 13:14). 
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There is a polarity between the present and future aspects of redemption in Christ. 
 
We live our lives in a state of tension between the "already" and the "not yet." Christ has 
already come, the kingdom is already a reality, the age of fulfilment has already dawned. 
And yet Christ is yet to come, God's reign has not yet been perfected, and the age to come 
is yet in the future. Christ has already conquered sin, and we have already died with Christ. 
And yet, the struggle with old nature continues, and we must daily crucify the flesh with its 
passions and lusts. Christ has already conquered death; we already have eternal life. And 
yet death still remains as a fact of human experience, and we must live in hope looking for 
the final abolition of death (I Cor. 15:26). Christ has already won the decisive victory over 
the devil, and he has already delivered us from his power. And yet the devil still goes about 
like a roaring lion seeking victims to devour (I Pet. 5:8). Since the devil's final overthrow 
will not be consummated until the eschaton (I Cor. 15:24-25), we still need the whole armor 
of God to be able to stand against his wiles (Eph. 6:10 18).106 
 
Keeping before his readers the hope which they have in Christ, the writer of the apocalypse 
enjoins them to faithfulness. According to Genesis 3:24, because of his disobedience God 
drove man out of the garden and placed the cherubim and a flaming sword to guard the tree 
of life. Nevertheless, the risen Christ promises: "To him who conquers I will grant to eat of 
the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God" (Rev. 2:7). "Be faithful unto death and I 
will give you the crown of life" (2:10). "He who conquers shall not be hurt by the second 
death" (2:11) . 
 

IV. Unresolved Issues. 
 
A. The Resurrection of the Body Versus the Immortality of the Soul. 
 
In its basic view the Bible comes down strong on the side of the resurrection of the body 
rather than the immortality of the soul. The term "immortality of the soul" never appears in 
the Bible; neither does the Bible assert that the soul of man is by nature immortal. In the 
ultimate sense God alone has immortality. God is "the blessed and only Sovereign, the King 
of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality and dwells in unapproachable 
light ..." (I Tim. 6:15-16). He is "the King of the ages, immortal (aphtarto), invisible, the 
only God ..." (I Tim. 1:17). Man is by nature mortal, and he becomes immortal only when 
this perishable nature puts on the imperishable, and this mortal nature puts on immortality 
(athanasia, I Cor. 15:54). Men who are approved of God are "those who by patience in well 
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seek for glory and honor and immortality" (aphtharsia, Rom. 2:7). Thus in the biblical 
interpretation immortality is synonymous with redemption. 
 
1. The Biblical View Distinct from the Greek View. 
 
The Biblical doctrine of the resurrection of the body diverges from the Greek doctrine of 
the immortality of the soul at four important points. 
 
In the first place, the attitude toward the body is much more positive in Biblical thought 
than that in Greek philosophy. According to Greek thought, the body is the prison house of 
the soul. It is the impediment of the good life. At death man lays aside this impediment to 
enter upon a "blessed immortality devoid of embodiment."107 On the other hand, in the 
Biblical view the body far from being the prison-house of the soul is the vehicle of 
expression for the human personality. So important is the body for the Hebrew mind that 
Paul finds it difficult to think in terms of disembodiment and even describes this kind of 
existence as a state of being "unclothed" (II Cor. 5:1-5). 
 
Second, in Biblical thought man's continued existence after death depends not upon what 
he is in himself, but upon what he is in relation to God. In Greek thought belief in the 
immortality of the soul is grounded not in the soul's relation to God, but in the nature of the 
soul itself. Plato's arguments for the immortality of the soul, which have set the fashion for 
Western philosophy for over two thousand years, are according to Baillie108 based on 
animistic psychology. 
 
On the other hand, survival of death in the Biblical view is based not upon what man is in 
himself, but solely upon what he is in relation to God. Man has been made in the image of 
God, but this image of God in man is not some intelligence or the right of dominion over 
the lower creation but the fact that man stands before God in an inescapable relation of 
responsibility. "Whenever God speaks or with whomsoever He speaks, whether in wrath or 
in grace," says Luther, "the one addressed is immortal. The Person of God who there speaks 
and His Word show us that we are creatures with whom God wishes to speak for all eternity 
and in immortal fashion."109 
 
When the Sadducees asked Jesus a difficult question concerning the resurrection, he 
answered by quoting what God said unto Moses when He appeared unto Moses in the 
burning bush: "I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob." 
Concerning this passage Jesus said, "Now he is not the God of the dead, but of the living: 
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for all live unto him" (Luke 20:38; cf. Ex. 3:1-6). Thus Jesus found the proof for the 
resurrection not in man, but in man's relation to God. 
 
But here a word of caution is needed. It is easy to draw from this the inference that at death 
souls that are not in Christ are annihilated, that is, that they cease to exist. This inference is 
in fact made by the Millenial Dawnists (Jehovah's Witnesses), and by many liberal 
theologians. The Bible itself furnishes the best safeguard against annihilationism. It speaks 
of a double resurrection, that is, a resurrection of the just and the unjust (Dan. 12:2; John 
5:28, 29; Acts 24:15). Moreover, all of the Biblical teachings on hell presuppose that the 
wicked survive death, that they are not completely annihilated in the experience. Thus it 
appears that there is good foundation for the statement of Luther already quoted: 
"Whenever God speaks or with whomsoever he speaks, the one addressed is immortal." 
 
But it is an over-simplification of the problem to represent the matter as a clear-cut choice 
between the Greek doctrine of the immortality of the soul and the Biblical doctrine of the 
resurrection. Indeed perhaps one of the reasons that the concept of the immortality of the 
soul has held such a firm grip upon traditional theology is not just the failure to arrive at a 
sound Biblical theology, but that certain aspects of the doctrine seem to supply a need 
which arises from the Biblical materials themselves. This will be explained in the next 
section. 
 
A third point of difference between the Biblical view and the Greek view is that in the 
Biblical concept the life of the world to come is oriented with reference to God whereas in 
Greek thought it is not. In the popular religions of ancient Greece, as in the case in most 
animistic religions, the life after death is little more than survival. It offers not hope but 
dread to the one who anticipates it. Much of the Old Testament thought concerning Sheol is 
similar to Greek conceptions of the ancient world but in the New Testament we are in a new 
atmosphere entirely. Life after death is oriented with reference to the God revealed in Christ. 
For the saved this is life in fellowship with God; for the unsaved it is an existence in 
alienation from God. 
 
Finally, in biblical thought, and particularly in the New Testament, the interpretation of 
death and resurrection is grounded in Heilsgeschichte, a concept that was particularly 
offensive to the Greek mind. For the Greeks philosophical ideas, not historical events, were 
all important. The central importance that resurrection has in the New Testament is based 
upon the resurrection of Jesus as the first fruits of the general resurrection. How 
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foreign this was to the Greek thought pattern is seen in the fact that when Paul mentioned 
the resurrection in his speech at the Areopagus in Athens the sophisticated Greeks there 
laughed him to scorn (Acts 17:30-32). 
 
2. Cullmann's View of Total Death. 
 
In his well known book Immortality of the Soul or Ressurrectioh of the Dead? Oscar 
Cullmann sets forth a view which may be termed that of total death. Contrasting the deaths 
of Jesus and Socrates, Cullmann maintains that the difference in which these two great men 
faced death was determined by their basic understanding of what it means to die. Socrates 
could greet death with perfect composure because he viewed death as a friend that would 
liberate his soul from the prison house of the body and enable it to return to its eternal home. 
Jesus faced death with fear, however, real fear because from his point of view death was the 
great enemy, not the liberating friend. To die is to die completely, body and soul, to fall into 
the "sphere of `nothingness' of abondonment by God."110 Fearing abandonment by God, 
he sought the companionship and understanding of his disciples, but to no avail. On this 
basis Cullmann explains not only Jesus' cringing before death in Gethsemane (Mark 
14:36-37; Heb. 5:7) but his cry of desolation from the cross as well (Mark 15:34). "Death is 
the destruction of all life created by God. Therefore it is death and not the body which must 
be conquered by the Resurrection. "111 Thus, in order to conquer death it was necessary for 
Jesus to die, to die completely, body and soul, to cease to live.112 
 
In subsequent chapters Cullmann treats death as the wages of sin, Jesus as the first born 
from the dead, and the Holy Spirit and the intermediate state of the dead. Since death is the 
wages of sin, Jesus was able to deliver us from sin's power only by entering sin's province 
and expiating our sins through his death. Through the resurrection of Jesus a new situation 
is created. Death is already overcome; there is a new creation. Though death has already 
been conquered, it will not be abolished until the end. Thus there is an intermediate period. 
The New Testament describes this as sleep. But since the inner man of the Christian is 
grasped by the Holy Spirit, the horrible abondonment in death and separation from God no 
longer exists.113 
 
Cullmann notes that no other publication of his has evoked such enthusiasm or such violent 
hostility, but he laments the fact that those who have attacked his position have not done so 
on exegetical grounds, the grounds upon which his position is based.114 
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Cullmann's book scintillates with brilliant exegetical insights, and on the whole his 
argument is commendable. However, in seeking to explain why Jesus cringed before the 
cross, Cullmann goes beyond the realm of exegesis into the realm of conjecture. The 
passages in question give no explanation. Other conjectures are possible. The traditional 
one is that the bitter cup is not death itself, but the spiritual agony of paying the penalty for 
the sins of the world.115 
 
But Cullmann challenges his critics to counter his position on exegetical grounds; and on 
exegetical grounds, it would appear he is at points vulnerable. If Jesus is thinking of death 
in terms of nothingness or extinction, how can we explain his promise to the dying thief, 
"Today you will be with me in Paradise" (Luke 23:43) or his dying prayer, "Father, into thy 
hands I commend my spirit" (Luke 23:46; cf. Psa. 31:5)? Cullmann admits the need for a 
doctrine of the intermediate state. Since Cullmann repudiates any view of the immortality 
of the soul and emphasizes total death what is there of man which is left to exist in the 
interim, even if it is only in a state of sleep? Cullmann admits a continuity of the inner man 
of converted people and says: "Here we observe at least a certain analogy to the 
`immortality of the soul,' but the distinction remains none the less radical.- 116 
 
If the Biblical statements that associate the resurrection with the parousia and the end of 
history are taken seriously (e.g., I Thess. 4:13-18; I Cor. 15:23), then some kind of view of 
immortality, survival of the inner man, the soul, or the spirit is demanded for the interim 
between the death of the individual and the final resurrection. The New Testament view of 
the resurrection of the dead must be distinguished carefully from the Greek doctrine of the 
immortality of the soul, as we have already observed, but however carefully one makes the 
distinction the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead alone is not enough. Some sort of 
view of immortality is needed to supplement it. 
 
While suffering martyrdom, Stephen looks up to heaven and prays, "Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit" (Acts 7:59). Paul interprets death for the Christian as a departure to be with Christ 
(Phil. 1:23), as being "away from the body and at home with the Lord" (II Cor. 5:8). The 
New Testament makes it clear that the righteous at death go immediately to be with Christ 
(Luke 23:43; I Thess. 5:10). It also refers to them as in Paradise (Luke 23:43; Rev. 2:7), in 
Abraham's bosom (Luke 16:22), or under the altar (Rev. 6:9). But in all cases the 
expressions indicate a conscious state of fellowship and bliss, a view which is hardly 
adequately expressed by Cullmann's view of them as being asleep. 
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Cullmann seems to imply that the unrighteous dead who do not have the Holy Spirit pass 
out of existence until the final resurrection, but Jesus speaks of them as in torment (Luke 
16:23-24), while II Peter speaks of them as kept "under punishment until the day of 
judgment" (2:9; cf. I Pet. 3:19). 
 
B. The Intermediate State. 
 
The term "intermediate state," of course, does not occur in the Bible. For that matter neither 
does the term "Trinity." But this does not mean that these doctrines are without Biblical 
foundations. 
 
The doctrine of the intermediate state is an inference based on Biblical witness. On the one 
hand, the Scriptures teach that the righteous at death go immediately to be with Christ 
(Luke 23:43; Phil. 1:23; II Cor. 5:8; I Thess. 5:10), and the unrighteous upon death are kept 
under punishment until the day of judgment (Luke 16:23, 24; II Pet. 2:9). On the other hand, 
in Biblical thought the resurrection and the final judgment are connected with the second 
coming of Christ (I Thess. 4:16-17; I Cor. 15:20-23, 52; Matt. 25:31-46; Rev. 20:11-12). 
The second coming has certainly not yet occurred, and the suggestion that the final 
resurrection has already occurred is alluded to in II Timothy 2:18 as a heresy. Judaism in 
the time of Jesus had the concept of an intermediate state to explain the condition of the 
dead between the time of their deaths and the final resurrection. Protestant Christianity has 
adopted this concept and used it to explain the two different emphases in the Scriptures, as 
mentioned above. Simply stated, the teaching is that at death the disembodied spirits of the 
righteous go to be with Christ, while the disembodied spirits of the unrighteous are kept in 
torment, alienated from God. At the return of Christ there is a general resurrection, both of 
the righteous and the unrighteous, at which time those raised receive their spiritual bodies. 
Following this is the last judgment with the righteous entering heaven and the unrighteous 
being consigned to hell. 
 
The doctrine of the intermediate state has not won universal acceptance in the theological 
world, however, and for this reason it is discussed here as an unresolved problem. Some 
seek to avoid this doctrine by insisting that there is development within the New Testament 
and no uniformity of doctrine is to be expected. This is illustrated in the case of Paul. 
According to this type. of thinking, the mind of the Apostle Paul was in the early years of 
his ministry dominated by the expectation of the imminent return of Christ. Paul fully 
expected to be alive at the coming of the Lord, and thus to escape death by going to meet 
the Lord in the air. But Paul was cognizant that some who were looking for the Lord's 
return had already fallen asleep in Jesus. These, however, would be at no disadvantage at  
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the Lord's return, for "the dead in Christ shall rise first; then we that are alive, that are left, 
shall together with them be caught up in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air" (I Thess. 
4:16-17). But with the continued non-appearance of the Parousia, Paul began to emphasize 
more and more the present aspect of salvation. He then began to think of dying as departing 
to be with Christ (Phil. 1:23; II Cor. 5:8). The crucial passage in this transition is II 
Corinthians 5, for it is here, we are told, that Paul discards the idea of the resurrection as 
taking place at the second coming, and substitutes for it the idea of the resurrection as 
following immediately the experience of death. "For we know that if the earthly tent we 
live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in 
the heavens" (II Cor. 5:1) . Paul expects to put the new body on over the old, which will 
then perish. In this way he will escape the nakedness of the disembodied spirit. This is the 
general view held by R. H. Charles, C. H. Dodd and many other Biblical scholars. 118 
 
In answer it should be said that there is development in Paul's thinking, but this is of the 
nature of a change in emphasis rather than a change in mind. Paul never gave up the hope 
of the second coming as is witnessed by Philippians 3:20-21; 4:5. This view is based 
largely upon what seems to be a false interpretation of II Corinthians 5. The building from 
God eternal in the heavens referred to in verse 1 is not received at death, but at the general 
resurrection following Christ's return. The present tense is used to indicate the certainty of 
the hope. In verses 2-4 Paul is expressing the longing that he may live until Christ's return 
and receive his eternal spiritual body without experiencing the disembodiment that will 
come at death. He would like to receive his new spiritual body like a new garment to be 
slipped on over the old. In this way he would escape the nakedness of the disembodied 
spirit in the intermediate state. That God intends for us to have such a new body is 
evidenced by the fact that he has given us the Spirit for an earnest (5:5). But though the 
intermediate state is bodiless existence, and thus a state of incompleteness, Paul can face it 
with good courage. The reason is that this life is even more incomplete, for "while we are at 
home in the body, we are absent from the Lord" (5:6). For this reason Paul declares that his 
preference is to be "absent from the body, and to be at home with the Lord" (5:8). Thus in 
this passage Paul mentions three gradations of experience. Most desireable of all is to live 
until the Parousia and receive the new body as a garment put on over the old, in this way 
escaping the nakedness of disembodiment involved in death. But if this is not the Lord's 
will Paul will courageously accept death with the accompanying disembodiment, for it 
affords the believer a closer fellowship with Christ than is possible in this life. The third 
level is that of continuing to live in this world, where one must walk by faith and not by 
sight. This interpretation harmonizes well with Paul's statement in Philippians 1:21: "For 
me to live is Christ, and to die is gain." 
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But if the development theory is an unsatisfactory solution with reference to Paul it is even 
less satisfactory with reference to other crucial passages such as Luke 23:43; Acts 7:59; and 
Revelation 6:9-10, where it offers no solution at all. 
 
Moreover, it robs the Second Advent of the decisive importance which it has in the New 
Testament. Individual salvation and corporate salvation are so entwined in the New 
Testament that the salvation of the individual is not perfected until the salvation of the 
group is complete. Thus the dead in Christ do not receive their resurrection bodies until the 
Second Advent and the general resurrection, " 'til all the ransomed church of God be saved 
to sin no more." 
 
Another way of avoiding the concept of the intermediate state is by appealing to a doctrine 
of soul-sleep. Citing such passages as Daniel 12:2; Matthew 9:24; John 11:11; I Cor. 11:30; 
15:51; I Thessalonians 4:14; 5:10, where death is referred to as sleep, some scholars hold 
that at death the soul enters a deep slumber to be waked only upon the return of Christ and 
the general resurrection. 119 It is doubtful, however, if the term "sleep" in these passages is 
to be taken literally. Probably it is to be understood as an euphemism to avoid the harsh 
associations of the word "death." The Biblical descriptions would seem to indicate that the 
righteous are in a state of conscious bliss in the presence of the Lord (Luke 16:19-31; 
23:43; I Thess. 5:10; Phil. 1:23; Rom. 14:8; II Cor. 5:8), while the unrighteous dead are in a 
state of horrible torment (Luke 16:19-31; II Pet. 2:9), conditions which would hardly be 
described accurately if the word "sleep" were interpreted literally. 
 
A third method of avoiding the doctrine of the intermediate state is through a philosophical 
interpretation of time and eternity. The reasoning runs like this. If the life of the other world 
is eternity, and eternity is defined as simultaneity in which past, present and future are an 
eternal now, then there is no need for the doctrine of an intermediate state. Then every point 
in time is equi-distant from eternity, and death ushers one into eternity no quicker than the 
Second Advent which is the end of history. Viewed from this side there is a time-lapse from 
the time an individual dies until the time of the Second Advent, but viewed from the other 
side such a time-lapse is nonexistent. Thus, when viewed from the standpoint of eternity 
there is no problem of the intermediate state. 
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But is this view the Biblical view of eternity? Cullmann in Christ and Time vigorously 
contends that it is not. He maintains that to understand time and eternity in Biblical thought 
one must think as unphilosophically as possible. He defines eternity as endless time, and 
maintains that in contra-distinction to Hellenism in which the symbol of eternity is a circle, 
in Christianity and Biblical Judaism it is an upward sloping line. When in Romans 13:11 
Paul says, "For now is our salvation nearer to us than when we first believed," he obviously 
means that every passing moment brings us nearer the Second Advent. Before this passage, 
says Cullmann, all philosophical reinterpretations of Biblical redemptive history break 
down.121 In keeping with this linear conception of time and eternity Cullmann 
energetically defends the doctrine of the intermediate state.122 
 
But Cullmann's conception of eternity as endless time has not gone unchallenged. Brunner 
and Barth have been too deeply influenced by Kierkegaard's concept of "the infinite 
qualitative difference between time and eternity," one of the keystones of Kierkegaard's 
whole philosophical system, to accept the view which Cullmann advances. Brunner 
maintains that time had a beginning and that it will have an end, but that beginning and end 
are held together by God's eternal plan, which is eternal life in the communion of God and 
the creature. Brunner defines eternity as "God's lordship over time." Says he with reference 
to Cullmann's conception: "If eternity were merely unending time God would not be Lord 
of time and He would share in the transience which belongs to the essence of the time 
series, to linear time."124 
 
Similar is Barth's view: "Eternity is the simultaneity of beginning, middle and end .... 
Eternity is not, then, an infinite extension of time both backwards and forwards."125 Barth 
affirms that God is before time and over time and after time. 126 He declares that "We 
cannot for one moment think of Eternity without thinking of God." "Like every divine 
perfection it is the living God himself."127 
 
But what is the bearing of this upon the doctrine of the intermediate state? It is to be noted 
that Martin Heinecken, a leading exponent of Kierkegaard among contemporary 
theologians,128 denies the doctrine of the intermediate state on the basis of the 
philosophical conception of time that we are considering. 
 
We should not be troubled either by the thought that loved ones who have passed on before 
us are not at home with the Lord. Time is over for them; they have arrived; they are not 
waiting. It is we who are still in time, and still on trial, and still living by faith, who are 
doing the waiting. The saints are at home with the Lord. 129 
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In like manner Brunner dismisses the idea of the intermediate state. 
 

Here on earth there is a before and an after and intervals of time which embrace 
centuries or even millenniums. But on the other side, in the world of the 
resurrection, in eternity, there are no such divisions of time, of this time which is 
perishable. The date of death differs for each man, for the day of death belongs to 
this world. Our day of resurrection is the same for all and yet is not separated from 
the day of death by intervals of centuries-for these time-intervals are here, not there 
in the presence of God, where a thousand years are as a day. 130 

 
Which view then is correct? Let us approach the problem from another point of view. If the 
other world, the world of the eternal, is not completely static, if there is any activity at all, 
then there is succession, before and after. But if there is such a thing as before and after, 
time exists whether it is called time or not. For any being who is not a static being, time is 
real, whether it be identical with earth-time or not. Since God is the living God, time is real 
for Him. But God is also Lord over time, because he is infinite. But man is finite. Even 
redeemed man who has been transported to the other world continues in finitude. He has 
eternal life, which is both a new dimension of life and an unending time extent, but this 
eternal life is derivative, not original. It is a gift, not man's possession by nature. In this 
world by faith in Christ man can have the guilt of his past redeemed, the future filled with 
blessed hope, and he can experience eternal life as a present possession. We may expect this 
experience to be heightened in the world to come, but there is no basis for believing that 
finite man even in the world to come will ever reach a point where past, present, and future 
cease to have meaning for him. If this line of argument is correct, then philosophical 
arguments concerning time and eternity do not remove the necessity for a doctrine of an 
intermediate state. 
 
T. A. Kantonen in his book The Christian Hope confesses that before he began the serious 
study of eschatology in preparation for his book on the subject he had agreed with Althaus 
and Heim that at death man passes completely out of existence until he is resurrected at the 
last day. The study of the Scriptures, however, led him to conclude that "it is theologically 
impossible simply to dismiss the idea of the intermediate state."131 He writes: "While 
rejecting all views of immortality based upon man's own potentialities, we must affirm, 
then, that it is God's will and part of his plan that the dead should have some form of 
existence before the resurrection."132 This is essentially the view set forth in this paper. 
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What then, according to the Scriptures, is the meaning of the doctrine of the intermediate 
state? One can hardly do better in dealing with this subject than to summarize Walter 
Kunneth's treatment of it. First, those who have fallen asleep in Christ rest in the peace of 
God. Second, this resting denotes the conscious joy of being at home with the Lord, a 
blessed foretaste of the glory that is in process of fulfilment. Third, "this life in the light and 
power of the Risen Christ during the `intermediate state' must not be understood as a 
monotonous existence in the form of a `sleep of the soul.' Despite all the `resting from their 
labors,' it denotes activity and conscious personal being on the part of disciples who have 
fallen asleep in Christ." Finally, even in the state of `having come home' there is an element 
of `not yet.' It is a preconsummation, but not yet the glorification of the body which is 
bound up with the appearing of Christ. The pre-consummated Church knows of the dire 
struggles of the Church Militant and waits eagerly for its ultimate victory (Rev. 6:11).133 
The above statements apply only to the dead in Christ. For the non-Christian and the 
unbeliever the intermediate state means an existence far from God, with the measure of 
anguish corresponding to the measure of guilt, a waiting in dire distress for God's final 
judgment of rejection.134 From the above statement it can be seen that the intermediate 
state has nothing to do with the Catholic doctrine of purgatory. Bliss, not agony, 
characterizes the waiting for the believer; and waiting for the consummation of God's 
purpose in history, not the refining of the individual soul, is the purpose of the intermediate 
state. 
 
 

V. The Resurrection Body. 
 

 
When Paul says, "But some one will ask, `How are the dead raised? With what kind of 
body do they come?' " (I Cor. 15:35), he is anticipating the question of the skeptic. 
Concerning this question various answers have been given in the history of the Church. 
Origen denied that the identical body which is laid in the grave would be raised again. 
Rather,he maintained, that the resurrection body would be a refined and spiritualized body. 
Augustine for a time seemed to share the view of Grigen; but later he came to adopt the 
view which was dominant in the Western Church, that is, that the body that is to be raised is 
identical with the body that is buried. However, he recognized that the same differences in 
size and statue that are manifest in this life may not prevail in the world to come. Through 
the influence of Augustine, this type of thinking became thoroughly established in the 
Western Church. The Reformation theologians seemed to have accepted this view without 
question. Through their influence it became embodied in a number of Protestant 
Confessions of faith. These confessions of faith either imply or specifically state that the 
body which has gone down into. the grave and seen corruption will be raised incorruptible 
on the last day. 
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But this type of vain speculation concerning the identiy of the body that is buried and the 
body that is raised is based on a misunderstanding of the Biblical text. The body in this life 
is a body of flesh and blood, but Paul specifically declares, "Flesh and blood cannot inherit 
the kingdom of God" (I Cor. 15:50). Moreover, he asserts, "And what you saw is not the 
body which is to be .... put God giveth it a body as he has chosen ... " (15:37,38). 
 
In his discussion of the problem Paul is seeking a middle position between two extremes. 
On the one hand, the Pharisees held to an identity between the earthly body and the 
resurrection body. On the other hand, the Greeks, in so far as they held to any doctrine of 
immortality at all, thought in terms of the immortality of disembodied spirits untrammeled 
by the body. Paul sought to avoid the excesses while at the same time preserving the values 
of both views by setting forth an intermediate position in his doctrine of the spiritual body. 
 
Paul seeks to illustrate his meaning by the use of three analogies. The first is that of the 
seed which is sown and the plant which comes forth as the result. Paul says, "What you sow 
does not come to life unless it dies" (I Cor. 15:36). As a matter of fact, it does not die 
literally, but it does cease to exist as a grain. He continues, "and what you sow is not the 
body which is to be ... but God gives it a body as he has chosen ... " (15:36-37). This is the 
work of God. Nevertheless, there is a continuity between that which is sown and that which 
comes forth, for the plant which comes forth is in some way determined by the grain which 
is sown. "So it is with the resurrection of the dead," says Paul (15:42). Then he contrasts the 
body which is sown with the body which is raised. Just as in the natural order the body that 
comes forth is more glorious than the body that is sown, so it is in the resurrection. "What 
is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in 
glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a 
spiritual body" (15:42-44). 
 
Paul's second analogy is that of different kinds of flesh in the natural world. "For not all 
flesh is alike, but there is one kind for men, another for animals, another for birds, and 
another for fish" (15:39). Paul's point in this analogy seems to be that God has given to 
each animal flesh (or a body) suitable for the environment in which it lives. To man has 
been given a body suitable for living on the land, to the birds a body suitable for flying in 
the air, and to fish a body suitable for living in the sea. So it will be in the resurrection. We 
will be given bodies which are perfectly adapted to their new environment. 
 
In the third analogy Paul speaks of the differnece in glory between celestial bodies and  
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terrestrial bodies, and also of the way celestial bodies differ among themselves. "There are 
celestial bodies and there are terrestrial bodies; but the glory of the celestial is one, and 
glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the 
moon, and another glory of the stars; for star differs from star in glory" (15:4041). What 
Paul is emphasizing here is that as the glory of celestial bodies surpasses that of terrestrial 
bodies even so the glory of the resurrection body will far surpass the glory of the earthly 
body. Moreover, even as there are differing degrees of glory among the heavenly bodies, so 
in the resurrection there will be differing degrees of glory among believers. Individuality is 
preserved in the world to come, the exact reward being determined by God on the basis of 
the use which man has made of his spiritual opportunity in this life. 
 
These analogies all emphasize the difference between the natural body (soma psuchikon) 
and the spiritual body (sama pneumatikon). "The body that decays in the tomb does not rise 
again. "Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God. The body which is `raised' is a 
medium of expression and communication fitted to the spiritual conditions of the new life 
of the persistent self.- 135 
 
The contrast between the natural body and the spiritual body in 15:44 suggests to Paul the 
contrast between the first Adam and the last Adam (15:45-49). All of mankind is related to 
Adam in a physical sense and bears Adam's physical image. All who are in Christ are 
related to Christ in a spiritual sense, and will share in his resurrection glory. "Just as we 
have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of 
heaven" (15:49). This suggests thatthe spiritual body of which Paul speaks in this chapter is 
a body like Christ's resurrection body. This is clearly affirmed in Philippians 3:20-21: "For 
our commonwealth is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who 
will change our lowly body to be like his glorious body . . . . " The reference to our being 
like Christ at his second coming in I John 3:2 probably refers primarily to a spiritual 
likeness, but the idea of a bodily likeness is not to be excluded altogether. 
 
The body of Jesus was apparently a body which could materialize and dematerialize at will. 
It could pass through closed doors, and yet it could be handled, and it could even eat. It 
apparently bore some likeness to the body which was laid in the tomb, but it must have also 
been markedly different, since the disciples seemed to have had difficulty in recognizing 
Jesus by his physical appearance. 
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J. M. Shaw notes one conspicuous difference between the resurrection body of Jesus and 
that of Christians. 
 

While in Jesus' case His resurrection-body was the body of earth transformed and 
transfigured into a spiritual body without the fleshly element having to be left in the 
grave to see corruption, in the case of believers what Paul calls `the redemption of 
the body' (Rom. 8:23) involves the leaving of the tainted body of earth in the grave 
to the process of dissolution and decay, in order to be `clothed' with a body which 
shall be a fitter expression of the Spirit than the body of earth. 136 

 
Shaw points out that whereas our body is a body which is stained by the corruption of sin, 
Jesus' body had no such taint. He says, further, that it was "altogether natural and 
reasonable that a body unstained by sin such as that of Jesus was should not be abandoned 
to corruption in death.- 137 ( Cf. Acts 2:31; 13:34ff.). Shaw quotes Romans 1:4 and on the 
basis of this passage makes the following observation: "The resurrection of Jesus ... was ac-
cording to the law of the Spirit of holiness; as we would say today, the uniqueness of the 
resurrection of Jesus was the natural correlative of the moral uniqueness of His life."138 
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First of all, I think it is valuable to remember that the OT writers lived in a world that 
thought of death (Mot) as a god of the underworld and as a power that threatened man's 
existence. This concept of death is particularly evident in passages such as Ps. 68:20 and 
Hosea 13:14. This relates directly to Paul's concept, in Romans, of death as a power which 
holds man in bondage and from which we must be liberated. 
 
Second, I wonder if Job 3, Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 32, in their quite literal description of 
Sheol, (page 7-8) do not express a non-Israelite view of Sheol? I doubt we can get this 
description of Sheol out of an OT text that does not have this foreign coloring. So I am 
questioning whether Israel thought of Sheol as a form of existence. 
 
Third, again on page 8, I would just add the note that Israel knew that the dead could not 
praise Yahweh because the cult, Israel's worshipping congregation, was strictly separated 
from the dead and the realm of the dead. So a man knew that if he dit~i he was cut off from 
the worshipping congregation and so could not praise Yahweh. 
 
Finally I shall add some brief notes. In relation to that part of his being which man gives up 
at death (page' 4 and 45), I prefer to think of it as his breath or his life. "Lord, into thy 
hands I commend my spirit" means that the psalmist is returning to God the gift of life 
symbolized by the breath (Gen. 2:7). 
 
In speaking of ancestor worship in Israel (page 11) I do not believe it would be difficult to 
find abundant evidence that it was practiced in Israel. But it seems to me that we must 
distinguish between official Yahwism and the daily life of the Israelites. Actual practice 
being at variance with the official doctrine is a problem that is still with us today in our 
churches in Japan or America. 
 
Pg. 16-17 reminds me that we should not depend too much on Eccl. for OT teaching. (Page 
17) I question whether Hosea 6:1-3 means national resurrection. Finally, could not naked in 
II Corinthinthians 5:6-8 (page 4748) refer not to the body or the lack of it but rather to the 
new life in Christ? 
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DEATH IN THE WESTERN TRADITION 
 

B.D. Tucker 
 
 
I would like to start my paper on "Death in the Western Tradition" rather far back. In fact, 
using the excuse that modern science was developed mainly in the Western tradition, I 
would like to look back to the age of the protozoa, the third day of Creation, or the 
archeozoic period, two or three billion years ago, whichever you prefer. My reason for 
looking at the earliest life, or the simplest life of today, is that in this primitive life we can 
find a kind of inherent immortality. The protozoa which divide and multiply by fission, may 
reproduce indefinitely without aging, and without leaving behind any corpses. There is 
nothing in them to cause death, and in one sense the protozoa of today are a continuation of 
the same life which started millions of years ago. Death was not programmed into life from 
the start. In fact inherent mortality is a comparatively late entrant on the scene of life. Death 
came only as a result of the environment, from external forces. What we think of as "natural 
death" did not occur. 
 
Only with the complication of structures did death take on a certain inherent necessity. The 
life of higher organisms is dependent on the well functioning of each of its organs, and if 
any one dysfunctions seriously, death may come to the whole organism. Here is something 
which looks like inherent mortality, for it becomes inherently probable that with the further 
complication of structure and the multiplication of organs, the dysfunctioning of one or 
more of the mutually interrelated organs will cause the downfall of the whole. And here we 
have a sort of pre-Adamic fall. When the first protozoa, through inordinate pride, attempted 
to build its tower of Babel, the multicelled organism, the seed of mortality entered the race 
of living beings. 
 
As far as I can understand, however, death does not seem to be inherent in the individual 
cells, but in their interrelation. Even the cells of human tissues can be kept in laboratory 
conditions apparently indefinitely. Senescence seems to take place because of imperfect 
relationships between the parts and, of course, outside forces. 
 
We know, of course, that death comes to all, but somehow, even from the scientific view, it 
does not seem to be primary or basic, if what I have said is true. It is also interesting that 
most primitive people do not consider death to be natural phenomenon. Even when death 
has obviously been caused by some visible outward event, such as the attack of a wild 
animal,. primitive people usually attribute the primary cause to a supernatural power, to 
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demons or to the evil will of an enemy working through magic and witchcraft. 
 
I give this rather long prologue to emphasize that in ancient times, and even today, death 
was not regarded as simply a natural event by ordinary people. Death shows that something 
is wrong. Relationships have gone awry. "Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold," as 
Yeats wrote. "The world is out of joint," Hamlet exclaims, and for ancient man that world 
included not only the visible world, but the unseen world of spiritual forces, of demons, 
angels, gods and God. Harnack says, "It was as exorcizers that Christians went out into the 
great world... The whole world and the circumambient atmosphere were filled with devils." 
 
I think we tend to overlook the importance of this aspect in the gospels. When Jesus sent 
out the twelve, he sent them to do just two things, according to Mark 3:14-15, to preach and 
to cast out demons. The belief in demons was pervasive throughout the Roman Empire 
among Jews, Christians and pagans, and it lasted well into the Reformation period. Of 
course, many people believe in demonic powers today, and perhaps in demons, as well as 
the devil, but very few see demons behind almost every phenomenon of the natural world 
as many did in the second century. And so for most people death carried the danger of 
putting oneself in the power of these demons and of the devil or Satan himself. It was to 
escape this fate that many sought salvation in the mystery cults, and the attraction of 
Christianity was at least in part due to its claim to free the believer from fear of the demonic 
powers. Tertullian, Origen, Irenaeus and others write often about this and try to disprove the 
claims of non-Christian exorcists. Only the Stoics and the Epicurians and a few others seem 
to have been free of this fear of demons threatening every part of life and the world after 
death. 
 
How did Christians in the Early Church period view death and the future life? As you all 
know there were two main ideas about what happens at death, and these depended on two 
different concepts of man and the nature of his life. In the Semitic anthropology, man is an 
animated body (Genesis 2:7) and in the Hellenistic concept he is an incarnate soul. In the 
Hebrew view death meant the "death" or departure of the nephesh ("breath of life") in some 
texts (e.g. Gen. 35:18), or of ruach (the "spirit" which is given by God and returns to him, 
as in Ecclesiastes 12:7). After death a shadowy, extenuated existence, without the breath of 
life or spirit, continued in Sheol or Hades. In later Judaism a belief in the resurrection of the 
reanimated body was held by the Pharisees, and this was taken over by the Christians, first 
in Christ and then in those who are saved by him. 
 
In Hellenistic thought there were variations and different terminologies, but in general the 
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the soul was viewed as immortal and only temporarily imprisoned in a material body. 
Hence death meant a release of the soul from its prision, but because the spiritual world 
into which the soul was released was full of evil spirits, death in itself was by no means 
salvation. To elude the evil spirits of destruction recourse might be had to the elaborate 
initiation ceremonies of the mystery cults, or to the secret knowledge, passwords and 
incantations of the Gnostics. 
 
Even before the Christian period there was a certain merging of these ideas especially in 
Alexandria in the large Jewish community. We find this in the Apocrypha, the 
Pseudepigrapha and in the writings of Philo and others. Most writers foresaw a resurrection 
of the righteous only, after the judgement day, and the destruction of sinners. In the Psalms 
of Solomon 3:11, 16 it is stated, "The destruction of the sinner is forever, ... But they that 
fear the Lord shall rise to life eternal." Here resurrection is viewed as the restoration of life 
in the joy of God, and no resurrection is foreseen for the wicked. In some texts there is a 
resurrection to immortality, and in others simply a new life in a newly created world. In 
Baruch's Apocalypse (Baruch II) 50:2 a resurrection of the body in identical form is con-
ceived: "For the earth shall then assuredly restore the dead. It shall make no change in their 
form, but as it has received, so shall it restore them."In Enoch 91-94, however, the 
resurrection of the soul seems to be implied. 
 
In Alexandria particularly the idea of the immortality of the soul tended to replace the idea 
of the resurrection of the body. Thus in the famous passage in the Wisdom of Solomon we 
read, "For God created man for incorruption, and made him. in the image of his own 
eternity... The souls of the righteous are in the hands of God, and no torment will ever touch 
them... For though in the sight of men they were punished, their hope is full of 
immortality." (2:23, 3:1, 4) The relation of the body to the soul is made clear in 9:15, "For a 
perishable body weighs down the soul, and this earthly tent burdens the thoughtful mind." 
 
One of the most interesting books which bears on our subject is the Pseudepigraphal book 
known as IV Maccabees, probably written by a Jew in Alexandria around the time of the 
birth of Christ. It is in the form of a philosophical essay demonstrating that "the Inspired 
Reason (euderhes logidimos) is supreme ruler over the passions." To illustrate this the 
author uses the example of Eleazar, the seven brothers and their mother, all of whom gladly 
died at the hands of Antiochus Epiphanes rather than transgress the law of Moses. The story 
is told in the Apocryphal book II Maccabees 6-7, but in IV Maccabees it is considerably 
expanded. The book was held in much esteem by Christians and in some of the cities in the 
Eastern Church the day of these martyrdoms was kept as a holy day. Gregory of Nazianzus 
and Chrysostom preached sermons about the martyrs, comparing the mother to Mary. 
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In 6:29 Eleazar says, "Thou, O God, knowest that though I might save myself, I am dying 
by fiery torments for thy Law. Be merciful unto thy people, and let our punishment be a 
satisfaction in their behalf. Make my blood their purification, and take my soul to ransom 
their souls." Each of the brothers follows his example, and one or two actually seem to 
commit suicide by throwing themselves into the flames. Though the author praises each of 
the brothers, he seems to reserve his highest praise for the mother, and exclaims,"O woman, 
alone among women, the fruit of whose womb was perfect religion! 0 woman, nobler to 
resist than men, and braver than warriors to endure! ... And although she saw the 
destruction of her seven children and the many and varied forms of their torments, the 
noble mother willingly surrendered them through faith in God." And in the end "she cast 
herself on the pyre in order that no man might touch her body." (17:1) 
 
In commenting on their braveryythe author almost forgets the purported subject of his essay 
in a burst of national pride and religious fervor. "For on that day virtue, proving them 
through endurance, set before them the prize of victory in incorruption in everlasting life.... 
And righteousness won the victory, and gave the crown to her athletes. ... they now do both 
stand beside the throne of God and live the blessed age. For Moses says, `All those who 
have sanctified themselves are under thy hands.' And these men, therefore, having 
sanctified themselves for God's sake, not only have received this honor, but also the honour 
that through them the enemy had no more power over our people, and the tyrant suffered 
punishment, and our country was purified, they having as it were become a ransom for our 
nation's sin; and through the blood of these righteous men and the propitiation of their death, 
the divine Providence delivered Israel that before was evil entreated.... But the sons of 
Abraham, with their victorious mother, are gathered together unto the place of their 
ancestors, having received pure and immortal souls from God, to whom be glory for ever 
and ever. Amen." (17:12, 15, 18-23; 18:24) 
 
The author of IV Maccabees is influenced by Plato and Greek thought in general. Among 
other things he lists the four cardinal virtues, and gives to Reason a supreme place. But he 
combines this with faith in God and fidelity to the Law of Israel. For the Law teaches us 
these virtues, he says, and righteousness from God gives us the power to achieve them. 
There is no mention of a resurrection, but clearly there is judgement, for Antiochus will 
"suffer at the hands of divine justice sufficient torment by fire forever," (9:9) according to 
the first son. Immortality of the soul is assumed, but it seems to be the gift of God in the  
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righteous and not the same as Plato's conception. There is great similarity to Stoic thought, 
but whereas the Stoics believed the soul would merge with the universal soul and lose its 
individuality, IV Maccabees teaches an individual immortality in the presence of, but 
distinct from God. 
 
To Christians the ideas of propitiation, ransom, satisfaction and purification as a result of 
the deaths of the martyrs are of great interest. They remind us of the language we associate 
with Christ, and they probably had an influence on later ideas of Christian martyrdom. 
They no doubt reflect an influence from Isaiah's suffering servant, but they are given a 
vivid concreteness here. The book was highly praised by Christians in many places and 
times, and Erasmus made a paraphrase of it in the same year that Luther nailed his theses 
on the church door. 
 
The popularity of IV Maccabees in the Christian church was not impaired by the fact that 
there is no mention of a resurrection in it, and this was only to be expected because, 
although it was impossible not to make the resurrection of Christ and of all Christians a 
basic doctrine of the creeds, it was far more congenial to the Hellenistic mind to think in 
terms of immortality of the soul. One of the extraordinary things about the history of the 
Early Church is that, although Paul was the most important former of doctrine about Christ, 
there is an unaccountable eclipse of Pauline thought in the post-apostolic writings. 
 
Consider these quotations from the earliest post-apostolic writings. "We are justified by 
works and not by words." (I Clement 32:4) "... breaking one bread, which is the medicine 
of immortality, the antidote against death which gives eternal life in Jesus Christ." (Ad Eph. 
20:2-Ignatius). "The soul dwells in the body, but is not of the body ... The soul dwells 
immortal in a mortal tabernacle" (Epistle to Diognetus 6:3, 8). "By his endurance he 
overcame the unrighteous ruler, and thus gained the crown of immortality ..." (Martyrdom 
of Polycarp 19:2). "We give thee thanks, Holy Father, for thy holy name, which thou hast 
made to tabernacle in our hearts, and for the knowledge, faith and immortality which thou 
hast made known to us through thy servant Jesus" (Didache X). 
 
Paul's teaching of salvation by grace through faith in Christ did not completely disappear, 
but again and again entry into the kingdom or into eternal life is interpreted as the reward 
for virtue and endurance of earthly suffering. In most of the writings there is mention of the 
resurrection, but side by side with it is the language of the Hellenistic conception of the im-
mortality of the soul. In some writers the joys of the kingdom are relegated completely to a 
future life, and this world becomes only a scene of trial and suffering. For these writers 
death was something to look forward to as a liberation from the prison of the body and the 
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tribulations of the present world, which is under the domination of the devil and his legions 
of demons. 
 
As we move from the Apostolic Fathers to the Apologists we find much the same picture. 
Justin sees the kingdom of heaven as a reward for virtuous conduct, and says, "those who 
live according to reason are Christians, even though they are accounted atheists. Such were 
Socrates and Heraclitus among the Greeks, and those like them . . . " (Apology I. xlvi. 4) In 
Tertullian, too, we read that Christ "preached a new law and a new promise of the kingdom 
of heaven ... He will come with glory to take the saints to the enjoyment of everlasting life 
and of the heavenly promises, and to condemn the wicked to everlasting fire, after the 
resurrection of both these classes shall have happened, together with the restoration of their 
flesh." (De Praescriptione Haereticorum. 13) Perhaps it should not surprise us to find such 
un-Pauline statements in the writers of the Early Church, for there are many sayings in the 
Gospels which might be interpreted to support a variety of views. 
 
The Gnostics taught that the soul of the saved went immediately to heaven at the point of 
death, but most christians believed that there was a period of waiting until the resurrection 
at the end of the world. Irenaeus argues that since Christ himself descended to Hades, the 
souls of Christians also must "go to an invisible place designated for them by God, and 
sojourn there until the resurrection. .. Afterwards receiving their bodies, just as the Lord 
Himself rose, they will come to the sight of God" (Haer. 5. 31. 1f). Tertullian held much the 
same view, and like Irenaeus, he thought martyrs were the only exception, for they went 
directly to heaven. This intermediate state was similar to Sheol, and in their conscious but 
undynamic state the souls were supposed to be aware of their future state. Origen, indeed, 
assumed a provisional separation after death which would be made final at the end of the 
world in the Judgement. Origen accepted the teaching of the resurrection of the body, but in 
his Platonic thinking this was, in the resurrection, a spiritual body, identical in "form" but 
different in substratum from the body of our flesh. Augustine on the other hand, held to the 
resurrection of the flesh, and interpreted Paul's, "It is raised a spiritual body" (I Cor. 15:44) 
as meaning that it would be subject to the Spirit. 
 
By the fifth century dogma had hardened with regard to the last things, particularly on the 
eternal punishment of the damned. Whereas Origen had conceived of this as the feeling of 
guilt and separation from God, and had predicated a termination of their suffering and even 
a final restoration, Jerome, Augustine and others denied this and said that the punishment 
would be without end. Thus the physical suffering before death and the fear of the loss of 
life were completely overshadowed by the horrifying vision of eternal punishment in the 
fires of hell for the damned. 
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The barbarian invasions and the breakup of the Western Roman Empire threw everything in 
such confusion that very little constructive theological thinking was done about the last 
things, and life was so upset that Christians did not have time seriously to think about the 
future life. But during the Middle Ages a formalized penitential system grew up which was 
designed to enable the ueliever to escape the pains of hell, provided he followed the 
Church's prescribed program. This included confession, penance, the sacraments, works of 
charity, prayers to the Virgin and the saints, pilgrimages, veneration of relics, indulgences 
and, after death, masses for the dead. Through the superabundance of merits of Christ and 
the saints the believer may receive according to Aquinas, redemption and the grace of God. 
But this grace comes only through the channel of the Church's sacramental system. 
Unfortunately unscrupulous people in the church played on the people's fears of death and 
the pains of hell to make the attainment of salvation more difficult and uncertain to their 
minds. They developed a doctrine of purgatory and indulgences, and the end result of all 
this was to change Christian salvation from a direct relationship of personal trust in Christ 
to a complicate complicated process controlled by the institutional church. 
 
At the start of the Reformation, as the ordinary Christian faced death, fear was the 
predominant feeling. The world was still filled with demons whose aim was to prevent the 
believer from reaching heaven. In the popular imagination Christ was not so much the 
redeemer or the Good Shepherd, but the severe and terrible Judge. In one of the stories in 
The Little Flowers of St. Francis Friar Leo sees in a dream two ladders going up to heaven. 
On top of one Christ appears, "a Lord offended and exceeding wrath." St. Francis is near 
him and calls all the brothers to come up, but they fall off and cannot climb up. "At so great 
ruin of his friars, St. Francis, as a pitiful father was moved to compassion, and besought the 
Judge for his sons, that He would receive them to His mercy." But Christ refuses and 
Francis hastens and tells them to climb up the other ladder. "And on the top of the ladder 
appeared the glorious Virgin Mary, the Mother of Jesus Christ, all pitiful and kind, and 
welcomed those friars; and without any difficulty they entered into the eternal kingdom. "l 
This is only a story of a dream, but when it is associated with a person like St. Francis, and 
purports to show Christ in this way, we know that something has gone terribly wrong with 
the understanding of the gospel. The sun shone through in a few places, but for most people 
the clouds that obscured the gospel were very thick indeed. 
 
In this situation Martin Luther cleared away the smog so that the gospel of salvation could 
be seen and understood once more. In attacking indulgences he indirectly attacked the 
whole conception of purgatory and stated that the text used to justify indulgences (II 
Maccabees 12:39-45) was part of the Apocrypha and therefore lacked full canonical 
authority. 
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Purgatory and prayers for the dead were thereafter denied by most of the Reformers, and it 
was held that the souls of those who had been justified would go immediately into glory, to 
be united with the resurrected bodies at the last day. There was indeed no full agreement 
about the precise details of the time sequence of these events, and I do not think any major 
denomination today purports to have an exact blueprint and schedule of the events of the 
last things, but there is probably general agreement in the important doctrines and an 
acknowledgement that about certain things we have no sure knowledge, but can rest in the 
assurances which we have in the gospels. 
 
There is not room in this short paper to give a survey of the modern situation with regard to 
death, but I will try to give a few remarks about present day attitudes which show confusion 
as a result of conceptions we have inherited from the past. One of the most obvious of these 
confusions is the idea of the so-called "soul." Most people think they are using a biblical 
concept when they use this word, but the idea in their minds is usually very different from 
what the Bible means when the word translated "soul" is used. A Japanese boy once told me 
that a Roman Catholic priest had explained to him that the body was like a car we ride in, 
and when we get to our destination we get out and leave the car behind. And in this case we 
ourselves are the soul. The resurrection of the body was not mentioned in this metaphor of 
death, but I suppose if we had to bring that in, the car would be a Model-T, and at some 
future date we would again enter a renovated model, perhaps a Lincoln Continental for 
comfortable touring in heaven. 
 
In the Bible "soul" is used as the translation of nephesh in the Old Testament and psuche in 
the New Testament. To oversimplify somewhat, I think we can say that "vitality" or "life" 
are closer to the biblical meaning than what we now think of when we say "soul." This 
unbiblical idea of soul, which is usually thought of as being immortal from Platonic 
influence, another unbiblical idea, has led to several concrete problems. We see this in the 
controversy about abortion. If the embryo at the moment of fertilization has an immortal 
soul whose eternity will be spent in a heaven of unspeakable joy, a hell of unimaginable 
torments. or some limbo between them, and if the parents, or doctor performing an abortion, 
are actually condemning that soul to hell, then their responsibility is far greater than the 
murderer who merely kills the body but who has no power over the soul. But if we believe 
that, what kind of a God do we believe in? A God of love who allows millions of innocent 
souls, not only in abortions but in miscarriages, to go to an eternity of torment? Yet this is 
what many of the militant Christians fighting abortion seem to be saying. As for me I 
cannot accept any proposition which posits this kind of god. 
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It seems to me that the word "soul" is almost completely useless today, and if it were not 
still used in Bible translations I would abandon it completely. Perhaps the word "person" 
comes closest to what the Bible means, though that too is inadequate. However when we 
emphasize the resurrection of the body, it is the personality that we are talking about, the 
selfhood which is different in each person and which is built up by the kind of life we live. 
As the Bible has no idea of disembodied souls, we should not think of any separation of 
two differnt parts and then coming together again. God, I like to think, deals with us as 
persons both in this world and the world to come. 
 
One form of death which I have only mentioned briefly in this paper is suicide. In church 
history this has been almost universally condemned in the harshest language, and Christian 
burial has often been refused. Yet many of the martyrs virtually, and in some cases actually, 
committed suicide without condemnation, but rather with the highest praise from the 
church. In thinking of suicide, it seems to me, we should always think of the person 
involved first, rather than any impersonal law supposedly given by God or assumed to be in 
the Bible, but actually formed by fallible officials of the institutional church. Of course, like 
anyone, I think we should try to stop virtually all suicides, but I do not think it is for us to 
condemn or judge. There may be occasions when suicide is the best and most loving thing 
to do. Above all we should not commit the blasphemy of saying that God's love and 
forgiveness cannot be extended to the suicide. Who are we to limit God's love' What do we 
reall understand of the pressures and conflicts that went on in the minds of these other 
children of God? 
 
There is one other area of confusion in the Western religious tradition which I would like to 
touch on. This is the question of prayers for the dead and the possibility of spiritual growth 
in the future life. When Luther attacked indulgences in 1517, he was not condemning 
prayers for the dead, nor the doctrine of purgatory, nor the Pope's power to remit certain 
penalties which the church had imposed. If the controversy had not become so bitter, 
perhaps prayers for the dead and some form of purgatory would never have come in 
question. I have not read enough of Luther's works to be sure that he did completely reject 
these, but I do know that in the Lutheran Church today, or at least some branches of it, there 
are prayers for the departed and words which sound like they imply a spiritual growth in the 
future life. With the exception of one brief period of a few months these prayers have also 
been in the Prayer Books of the Anglican Communion too. 
 
With regard to prayers for the dead, it seems to me that since we are all within the 
communion of saints, we should not stop praying for others after they have entered into the 
new life, anymore than we should stop praying for them when they travel to another  
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continent. This is all the more natural if continued growth is possible. In Thesis 18 Luther 
wrote, "It does not seem to be proved, either by any arguments or from Scripture, that such 
souls [in purgatory] are debarred from earning merit or from increasing in charity." Did he 
change his opinion later on? In the Episcopal Prayer Book Burial Service is this prayer: 
"Remember thy servant, O Lord, according to the favour which thou bearest unto thy 
people, and grant that, increasing in knowledge and love of thee, he may go from strength 
to strength, in the life of perfect service, in thy heavenly kingdom..." (p. 332) I certainly do 
not accept the geography of hell, purgatory and heaven which we find in Dante and the 
medieval writers, but, it seems to me, a dynamic conception of heaven where growth is 
possible (rather than a static Sabbath rest forever) is not inconsistent with the Bible. It 
would help me to understand how a sinner like me could change into a person able to stand 
in the presence of God without losing his identity, his selfhood. So I would invite you to 
consider this as a possibility. 
 
I realize that I have not touched on many subjects which might fall within the title of this 
paper, such as burial and funeral practices in the West, universalism, anihilationism, 
conditional immortality, second probation, final restoration and many other aspects of death 
and the future life, but perhaps there is enough here to discuss and criticize and you can 
explore these other topics at some other time. Thank you for your patience. 
 
1. The Little Flowers of the Glorious Messer St. Francis and of His Friars, transl. by W. 
Heywood. New York: Thomas Y. Crowell & Co., (no date c. 1910?). 
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CRITIQUE OF 

 
B.D. TUCKER, "DEATH IN THE WESTERN TRADITION"  

 
by Harvey A. Smit 

 
 

Bev Tucker has given us an interesting, wide ranging introduction to an extremely broad 
and difficult subject. Since this Seminar deals with "Christian perspectives on death" I don't 
think anyone would fault him for dealing with what is primarily the Christian western 
tradition on this subject. Rather I believe he has profitably narrowed for us a too broad 
subject. 
 
Several things struck me concerning this paper, things I would like to single out for 
discussion. First of all, after the intriguing idea expressed in the prologue-that life in its 
simplest form, as in protozoa, has an inherent immortality that contrasts with the inherent 
necessity of death that arises with the development of more complicated life structures-I 
would have wished that this theme had been developed in greater detail. I would have liked 
a discussion of such questions as the naturalness or unnaturalness of death, the relationship 
of pride of complex structure and the Biblical teaching of death and a curse and punishment 
for sin, or the question raised by Cyprian, of how Christ's death changes human death. 
 
But I will not here follow the easy course of criticizing a paper for what it does not say and 
for its lack of answers to questions it does not raise. Instead I find it both interesting and 
significant that this paper, with its subject, "Death in the Western Tradition," after the 
prologue discussion on death, proceeds to a consideration not of death as such but rather of 
immortality, future life, resurrection, purgatory, etc. For instance, the author begins his 
main discussion by distinguishing two main ideas of "what happens at death" and says that 
these depend on "two different concepts of man and of the nature of his life." But the 
subsequent discussion centers on the idea of life rather than on "what happens at death." In 
doing this, he is following the course of most western theology. Still is seems to me 
important that we be aware of this, and try to understand why this occurs. It may be, on one 
level due to the Western (Helmut Thielicke calls it the American) psychological 
unwillingness to talk of death and suffering. It may be due to a basic, Christian negative 
attitude toward death, understanding it as an unnatural phenomenon and a curse to be 
overcome. It may be a manifestation of what Juroslav Pelikan calls the Christian pessimism 
about life and optimism about God, so that hope for life is found in God, not in this mortal 
life. 
 
What I missed was a more precise explanation of how the conflicts and mergers in the 
western tradition of the two basic concepts of man (as an animated body and as an incarnate  
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soul, and of the resurrection of the body and the immortality of the soul lead to differing 
attitudes to and understandings of death. Ideas about this were often implied in the paper, 
but seldom clearly stated or precisely explained. 
 
The main conclusion of this study, that there is much confusion in the present-day west 
because of the conceptions inherited from the past is, I think, unquestionably true and 
interestingly illustrated. Much discussion could center on these "confusions." But in so far 
as this paper indicated the main source of this confusion and clearly outlines the path it 
followed in the West, it has been most profitable for all of us. 
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THE IDEA OF DEATH IN JAPANESE THOUGHT 

 
Stuart D.B. Picken Internationai Christian University 

 
 
 
 
 
 
At the Boundary of Life and Death 
 
 
At the boundary of life and death, 
what exists .I wonder? 
 
........................ 
On the life-death boundary too might there not be 
something hung like a wonderful rainbow, even though my surroundings and also my self 
were a devasted jungle? 
 
Fingernails of the Dead 
Upon cold bricks 
ivy lengthens. 
At the bottom of night time accumulates heavily, fingernails of the dead lengthen. 
Takami Jun (1907-1965) 高見 順 
 
 
Grave Visiting 
................... 
Oh forever is a transparent stomach. Bones, nature, 
are they only its faces? 
Everywhere the great excretion of Spring. And yet within it, 
undigested, the dubiousness of human beings. 
For the sake of a shriveled-up mummy I 
pray a long time. 
Murano Shiro (1901- ) 村野四郎 
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The foregoing paragraphs represent some random thoughts from two modern Japanese 
poets. They will not be used to draw speculative inferences about the views of present day 
Japanese towards death, since generalisation on such a topic is virtually impossible. Can 
anybody answer a question such as "Do young Britons or Americans think much about 
death?" "Do young Japanese think much about death?" Can anyone make generalisations 
about American society, or British society that are other than sociologically superficial? 
However, the poems are not without significance. 
 
What we may do is to use them as small evidence for the persistence of older ideas about 
death which belong to earlier periods of Japanese history, and which appear to survive into 
the present. This will be demonstrated later in the paper. Suffice to say at this stage that the 
thesis is being advanced that (a) there is no distinctively modern Japanese view of death as 
distinct from the values which survive from earlier periods. Where this does not exist, it is 
probably safer to say that there is no clear concept of death at all; and (b) that there is an 
"unofficial but pervasive" ethnocentric understanding of death which fills the Vacuum 
where necessary. 
 
The evidence for this thesis, which I would rather call one thesis than two, is built into the 
entire presentation. However, I will try to underline specifically important points on the 
way through. The method of presentation is basically that of a historical survey by means of 
which I hope three directions of reflection will be apparent: 
 
(1) We can see in the development of the idea of death in Japanese thought at various stages, 
the interesting spectacle of what anthropologists would term evolution. Because of the 
geography and racial homogeneuity of Japan, and the peculiar texture of Japanese history, it 
is most interesting to survey from this point of view. 
 
(2) We can see the exciting interaction of ideas particularly those of the older way of 
Japanese thinking and the emergent power of Buddhism, and then of the emergence of 
uniquely Japanese Buddhisms. (3) We can see a tradition and its view of death that in my 
opinion mediates between the almost dreary pessimism of Indian thought and the 
sometimes unrealisticially optimistic outlook of Western thinking. 
 
Two points of caveat must be entered here. First is that I have approached the subject 
matter with the concern of the philosopher and student of culture. Secondly, I have not tried 
to take up the vast subject of ritual and performance, along with its sociological 
interpretation, as conducted at Japanese funerals. Those who have extensive experience 
may better make the connection in thought between the realm of ideas which I shall try to 
sketch, and the reality of encounter with death in contemporary Japan. Of course, some of  
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the argument I shall offer is dependent upon what should strictly be called sociological 
premises. Nevertheless, the method of researching and the objectives are not sociological, 
but rather strictly derived from reflection. 
 
The paper itself suffers from many weaknesses. The source material is so vast, and the 
problem of organisation so great that all distinction and division becomes arbitrary. 
Nevertheless, in the hope that it adds to the breadth of thought already presented at this 
Seminar, and in the hope that it will help to put some ideas into perspective, it is offered 
with sincerity and humility. 
 
 

I 
 
The earliest eras of Japanese history, the Jomon period (7,000-250 B.C.) and the Yajoi era 
(around 250 B.C.) are interesting from the standpoint of an anthropological view of the 
Japanese concept of death. 
 
In the Jomon period, archaeological evidence suggests that the earliest view of death was 
one of fear. The dead were buried with arms and legs folded to prevent them from returning 
to work mischief upon the living. Nothing was buried along with the dead as in later phases, 
and this is evidence of the absence of a belief in a continuing life after death. Small dolls 
made of clay, fertility figurines, were broken and buried. This practice may be observed in 
numerous primitive civilisations, and was designed to ensure the better life of the people. 
The Jomon people were thus rather more concerned with the issues of life than with 
speculation about death. 
 
By the Yayoi period, the fear of death, or rather of the dead was overcome. The dead were 
buried in coffins and with limbs outstretched. Nothing was buried with the dead, and 
therefore it may be concluded that no idea of a life after death existed. From what is known 
of Yayoi funeral rites,' the people mourned for about ten days, drinking to forget, with one 
person taking the place of the dead. 
 
The presence, so to speak of the dead, again suggests the absence of any view of life after 
death, and the further ceremonial washing away of the sorrow and impurity and the return 
to normal life strongly suggests the later view which may be generally labelled the Shinto 
view. 
 
The origins of a life after death dates, according to Hisaki, from the time when rice 
cultivation began, or in other words, when the life of the people came to depend upon 
nature and fertility understood as a regular process. 
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For example, the legend that rice seedlings grew in only one night if fertilised with the 
blood of a special animal suggests an ancestor deity who returns to assist in the production 
of rice. Following upon this stage, is the Kofun (古墳) period from the 3rd to the 6th 
centuries. These great artifacts are sources of information about both the civilisation itself 
and the contemporary view of death. Coffins were usually in the shape of a boat which 
suggests either the idea of sending the dead far away or of a voyage to a life after death.2 
There was some belief in life after death, but the idea was vague and only jewels and 
treasure were buried with the dead. (This may be the origin of the theory of "money 
politics," although such a connection would be difficult to justify!) 
 
The place of the dead was probably thought to be underground, since graves were dug 
vertically. Primitive civilisations usually view the realm of the dead as either underground, 
on a mountain or far beyond the ocean. In Japanese thought there is a fusion of the first two, 
which probably accounts for the type of animistic thought that existed in Japan. 
 
From the ideas present in the more primitive ages, we may pass now to the heart of the 
Japanese tradition which I take to be embedded in the classic mythology. 
 
 

II 
 
It is banal to say that the term Shinto was introduced to distinguish the indigenous Japanese 
tradition, 神道 , from the way of the Buddha, 仏道 Like Hinduism in India, Shinto was 
not the work of one person, it survived the challenge of Buddhism, it became closely 
associated in later history with the rise of national aspirations, and in a very real sense, still 
remains responsible for many distinctive features of present day civilisation. Of Butsudo, 
more will be said later. For the present, the ancient mythology will be analysed. 
 
In the classical writings, the basic view of life appears to be one of unsophisticated 
optimism. Since nature was conceived as good, natural laws were essentially moral laws. 
Unlike the O.T., where the feeling existed that good and evil represented the consequences 
of good and evil behaviour, there was no intellectual experience which projected before the 
mind a moral ideal which was separate from the natural order, The key terminology at this 
time includes the words kitanashi ( 汚名し) and akashi. (明し) The good heart was akashi, 
and the bad heart was kitanashi. Misogi Harai (禊祓), ustration and purification was the 
method incorporated into ritual by means of which what was polluted and impure, affected  
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by tsumi (罪) was made pure.3 
 
The Plain-of-Heaven myths, too lightly passed over nowadays as representing a 
mytho-poetic period of thought imply, as well as the Kokoku shugi (星主義) , the 
perspective already discussed about purity and impurity, and in terms of a strong realism, 
the view of life as under the three categories of naru (.成る,) , umaru (生まる), and sinu 
(死ぬ). The world is divided into the visible and manifest world, aru (顕) and the banished 
or concealed realm, usu (失す) . The process of change was naru, emergence from 
concealment was birth, umaru, and return to the concealed world was death, sinu. Death 
was therefore viewed as a natural return to concealment and nothingness.4 
 
The two Shinto terms, naka-ima and naka-tsukuni （中今 中津国）express the sense of 
being in the best possible place between past and future. The presentness of life is like a 
jewel without price. Thus birth is a blessing and death a curse, a mistake and a tragedy. The 
older mythology used yomi no kuni to refer to the place where the dead go. However this 
view is not one of pessimism as has been said, but rather leads to the view of the second 
and unseen world where the kami dwell. Man's life and man's death are not isolated 
phenomena, but part of a greater whole. The spirits of the dead, as kami bless the living.5 
This is most beautifully expressed in the death song of Yamato Takeru: 
 
"Oh youths, 
Sure of long life 
Take white oak leaves From the Heguri mountains And wear them in your hair, Oh you 
youths ! " 
 
The young are encouraged to decorate themselves for a celebration in honour of the gods 
and to continue to dance forever in praise of the gods. Thus may the dead continue to bless 
the living, while the living revere their ancestral kami. 
 
III 
 
The arrival of Buddhism in Japan around the 6th century: It would be not only impossible 
within the framework of a brief presentation such as this, but also of questionable value to 
merely summarise the views which belong to all the sects of Buddhism as they entered 
Japan. Therefore, we will investigate only those forms of Buddhism which have a  
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distinctively Japanese flavour about them, and which retain their force. and popularity to 
the present. There are three general traditions which fit this description. They are the 
traditions of Shingon-shu ( 真言宗) , the Jodo-shu, (浄土宗) , JodoShinsu-shu (浄土真宗) 
and related schools, and the general tradition of Nichiren (日蓮)宗）To these three must be 
added separately, a discussion of Zen-shu ( 禅宗) and its role in the attitude towards death 
exhibited by the samurai during the period of neo-Confucian influence. 
 
With the advent of Buddhism, Japanese thought about death went into an abstract phase, 
with the realisation of Buddhahood becoming extremely important. Of course this was 
variously conceived and during the time of the Nara sects, none of which have significantly 
survived, there was a proximity to the Hinayana standpoint. It was when Buddhism and 
Shinto came into conflict that the need to perform some intellectual surgery was required. 
One such early effort was Kobo Daishi's development of Shingonshu, which for all 
practical purposes may be treated as the theoretical foundation of Shugendo. Briefly stated, 
it is as follows: Buddhahood is to be realised through the sanmitsu kaji (三密加じ) . 
Sanmitsu consists of three secrets performed by the body, by speech, and by the mind, 
namely, a special gesture, secret verses and meditation. These are merged with the power of 
Vairocana, and thus may enlightenment be reached. The implied view of the universe is that 
of a continuum of man, kami/Buddha and nature. The ideas of sacred mountains, realisation 
of Buddhahood through asceticism and the final attainment of a magico/asectic power is a 
curious fusion6 of the ideas for which the present day shrine stands, plus the impact of 
Buddhism upon that tradition. 
 
Thus the view of death came to be affected, in that the dead if they attain enlightenment 
became Buddha. The Buddha/kami identification is close, and the whole scheme was a 
work of genius. The result was both a change and not a change. 
 
The excessive ritualisation of Buddhism and the loss of a sense of connection with 
experience through the ascendancy of Tendai-shu, led to the development of the first 
completely Japanese doctrine of Buddhism. This was centred around the figure of Amida, 
whose statues had arrived in Japan some time earlier. 
 
Buddhist ceremonies were believed to have greater effect than those of the older tradition, 
which is one reason why the practice emerged of funerals being conducted at temples. This 
may be traced as far back as 700 A.D. The importance of this is seen in the rise of Jodo-shu. 
 
"... during the Kamakura period, a new branch of Buddhism, Jodo, arose. 
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It did not have any backing by the nobility, and since its belief denied the merits of this 
world, it could not expect financial support from patronage. Therefore, they found that the 
only way to support themselves was by holding funerals. Since then, other branches of 
Buddhism have followed this method of supporting themselves. Also, since the Edo 
Shogunate ordered Buddhist temples to keep the census registers of the population, 
Japanese Buddhism has been in an inseparable relationship with funerals. But, of course, 
because of the over systematising of funerals, even the serious concern which should exist 
about life and death is consequently lost." [Watanabe, S., Japanese Buddhism, (Tokyo, 
Iwanami Shoten Corp., 1958), p. 120.1 
 
Honen (1133-1212) is usually recognised as the true founder of the Jodo (浄土) tradition 
and the thinker who really established Japanese Amidism. The doctrine of Honen had a 
direct reference to the historical perplexities of the day, with dominant emphasis being 
given to the view that there was an ultimate world for man to live in, which was the Pure 
Land. Amida was the god like figure of grace and love and the recitation of the formula 
"Namu Amida Butsu" guaranteed rebirth and perfection in the Pure Land. 
 
Shinran (1173-1263) founded the tradition of Shinshu (真宗) or true doctrine which 
stressed a more liberal view of salvation than even that of Honen. The general acceptance 
of suicide began to show itself at this stage, and characteristic of this would be the instances 
of shinjuu (心中) double suicide, usually for reasons of love which was either impossible or 
socially unacceptable. In Chikamatsu's famous play about the love suicides at Sonezaki, the 
couple die saying "Namu Amida Butsu". There is no doubt that the idea of the Western 
Paradise, drastically affected the Japanese view of death. However, one wonders if it was 
understood literally. The suicides clearly did, but did the vast majority? Although the 
amalgum called Jodo-Shinshu is probably the most popular Buddhist tradition in Japan, 
there is not much evidence of popular belief in a "heaven" or "paradise" as distinct from 
another unseen realm with kami status. 
 
Nichiren (1222-1282) whose name itself is a compound of Shinto and Buddhism, attacked 
the Amida tradition with great ferocity, and tried to return Buddhism to a condition where 
the conflict with Shinto was not so apparent. In an endeavour to discover the true teaching 
of Buddha, he took as his authority, the Lotus-sutra, and from this he emerged with the 
sense of divine mission that characterised his work. He saw the establishment of a strong 
Buddhist kyokai extremely important and this of course has carried through into present 
day Buddhist offshoots of Nichirenism, such as Soka Gakkai or Rissho Kosekai. The same  
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sense of salvation for the world is implied in both, and of all Japanese religions, they have 
exhibited the greatest concern to be heard and seen abroad.? 
 
What of their understanding of death? The general view is of course dependent upon the 
rejection of Amidism. The pure land, the place of enlightenment, is within this world. 
Therefore the importance of both the nationalist element, and the world mission. In this 
sense, there is no conflict between the Shinto view, and Nichiren. 
 
Finally, in this survey of the Buddhist traditions, en-shu must be noted. Eisai laid the 
foundations of the Japanese tradition of Zen-shu in the 13th century. The consequence upon 
the idea of death is best summarised in the following terms: 
 
"The favorite flower (of the Japanese)is the cherry blossom, precisely because the period of 
blossoming is so poignantly brief and the danger that the flowers may scatter even before 
one has properly seen them is so terribly great The samurai was traditionally 
compared to the cherry blossom and his ideal was to drop dramically at the height of his 
strength and beauty, rather than to become an old soldier, gradually fading away. "8 
 
Thus too, it is written in the Samurai Bible, so to speak,  
 

"Bushido to wa shinu koto to mitsuketari," 
 
"Bushido consists in dying-this is my conclusion." 
 
However, this notion of death carries with it the idea of purity, as has been pointed out by 
numerous Japanese scholars and of course, the notion of purity takes us right back to the 
Shinto mythology itself. Bushido taught a straight way to death which resulted in the ideas 
of purity and simplicity being exalted. The Shakekishu, (collection of Sand and Stone) and 
anthology of Buddhist stories compiled about 1283, lay great stress upon the concepts of 
purity, uprightness, and correctness. This seems to have been a ready preparation for the 
formalization of this in the later traditions of the samurai, whose life was supposed to 
emanate the ideals of Zen-shu. 
 
The idea of death in the mind of the Japanese soldier was influenced very much by these 
elements. What should have emerged from this is that while Buddhism may have provided 
the ornamental setting for funerals the idea of death was not inconsistent with the older 
Shinto ideas. 
 
From this may be argued that the modern Japanese outlook is a fusion of Japanese thought 
(Shinto) and Buddhist rites. Reminiscence of the dead, together with the fear that the dead  
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may influence the present is the basic thought behind the rituals. The image of the dead, 
however, is not that of an incarnate Buddha, but a recollection of the dead in his or her 
lifetime. Hence the presence of pictures in the family altar. 
 
While this point forms a tentative conclusion, I wish to offer further substantiation and 
argument based on two premises. First is the importance of the work of Motoori Norinaga 
in clarifying the idea of death in the old Japanese tradition, which I think will accord with 
what I have thus far said, and secondly, some points of contrast between the Japanese the 
Western views of death which should throw into relief the significance of the argument. 
 
 

IV 
 
Motoori Norinaga, to whose ideas we shall now turn, provides the vital theoretical link 
between the ancient tradition of Shinto, the classics of the Japanese tradition, and the 
modern period, and with regard to our present subject, a very useful link indeed. 
 
Motoori's views on death are found in their most complete form in his Tamakushige  
(玉櫛笥) , The Jewelled Comb Basket, 1766. According to his exposition, all people 
whether noble or base, good or evil go to yomi no kuni ( よ美の国) after death. While 
Confucian and Buddhist writings explain the reason for man's life and death in many ways, 
and while people have speculated about yomi, and tried to fit the concept into a framework 
of Buddhistic theology, he maintained that they were completely misguided. Yomi no kuni 
of the ancient tradition is not like hell, but a dark polutted nether region where the souls of 
the dead go, since their physical remains do not leave this world. 
 
Motoori's important contribution to the explicit formation of the Japanese tradition is that 
he attaches no moral significance whatsoever to either death or life after death. There is no 
idea whatsoever of after death reward or punishment. Death is merely something 
innevitable, and about which we may only lament. The ancient Japanese tradition was not 
bereft of ideas about life after death. Takama no hara (高天の原) referred to the heavenly 
domain of Amaterasu Omikami, while Tokoyo no kuni （常世の国) represented the land of 
the immortal in which those who entered would never again undergo change or death. 
However Motoori's view is that it referred to any distant or overseas country. He deprived it 
of its ideality, and thus laid greater stress upon the happy enjoyment of this life, accepting 
death as final when it comes. This feature, I would suggest, is deeply embedded in even the 
modern J apanese mind, however little it may be made explicit. 
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These ideas are related to his unique concept of the mutual generation of good and evil, 
inthe senseof man's fate to be happy or unhappy. The passage in the Kojiki wnere Izanami 
becomes angry when Izanagi looks at her form in yorni ends with the threat by Izanami to 
kill 1,000 people and to Izanagi's promise to have 1,500 women bear children in response. 
This Motoori interprets as the principle that good or brightness can overcome gloom or 
darkness, the root principle of Japanese optimism. 
 
Of considerable interest is Motoori's own description of how his funeral is to be conducted. 
He drew up a will in 1800, and died in 1801. He requested that he be buried in the 
graveyard of the Myorakuji (temple) at Yamamuro, and that the funeral procession be 
arranged in a certain way to take place at the Jukyogi. On his grave, among other items was 
to be placed a selfportrait of himself, done around 1790, and containing the poem: 
 
"Should anyone ask me about the 
spirit of Yamato, 
It is the wild cherry blossoms 
blooming in the rising sun." 
 
Both of the temples mentioned were Jodo-shu, and therefore, it may be speculated that he 
considered himself going to the Pure Land. This is precisely where Motoori instituted in 
himself the peculiar paradox of making use of particularly the Jodo priest for a funeral, but 
of not believing serioualy in any Pure Land. This, I would suggest is, is typically Japanese. 
To make his own position clear, consider the following passages from his writings 
 
"Upon death, man must leave everything behind-his wife, children, relatives, friends and all 
property-and depart forever from this world to which he has become used, being unable to 
come back to it. He must of necessity go to the foul yomi no kuni. Therefore, there is no 
more sorrowful event than death. Nevertheless, some foreign doctrines teach that death 
should not be conceived as deeply sorrowful, while other explain comprehensively in detail 
how one's actions and mental attitudes in this life determine the situation after death. Hence 
people in the world have been deluded into thinking that those doctrines are true and have 
faith in them. These people regard deep grief over death as due to a foolish illusion, so that, 
being ashamed of it, they force themselves to pretend not to worry or sorrow over death. 
Some of them write deathbed poems ostentatiously to show their sense of enlightenment. 
All these are grossly false fabrications contrary to human feelings and also to true 
principles." 
 
Tamakushige (op. cit.) 
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Although he respected the family Buddhist temple, he did not have the Namu reffited, and 
chose to be buried rather than cremated. Furthermore, he had a cherry tree planted in his 
burial plot to symbolically stress his philosophy of death. For Norinaga, there was no Pure 
Land apart from the land of the living, and the peremptory and perfunctory recognition of 
the Buddhist ritual with no committment to belief is an inheritance he left the Japanese 
tradition. 
 
As a good illustration of the influence of this view, consider the statement of the famous 
Meiji novelist, Mori Ogai, whose Samurai upbringing clearly remained with him all his life. 
In a short story called Moso, he worte: 
 
"I am not afraid of death and I am not ignoring death. I'm just going down the declining 
slope of my life."11 This statement appears to reflect the same disposition which Motoori 
engendered. 
 
 

V 
 
During the time when Japan opened her doors to the world, one point of comparison 
emerged in the different attitudes towards death found in the Western and Japanese 
traditions. This comparison, or contrast is centred upon a phenomenon observed when the 
first Japanese delegation went to the U.S.A. No chaplains were taken along, and this 
apparently surprised the Americans. From this, conclusions were drawn that Christians 
cannot die alone, while Japanese can and do. 12 
 
The parallel of contrast may be pushed forward on the following premises. The Western 
tradition has the chaplain especially in the army, while the Japanese never had. In the West, 
the mourners put flowers on a grave, while in Japan, food is presented. In Christianity, 
death is the opposite from life, whereas in Japan, it merely signifies the end of life. The 
predominantly vegetable eating habits of the Japanese have kept them further from the 
slaughter of animals, and therefore further from dead bodies, particularly animal, whereas 
animal slaughter is common in the West. At the time of war or conflict, the peak virtue in 
the West is a mood of homicide, while in Japan, suicide is the most honoured feeling. 
 
While these slick points appear to carry weight, their weight rests upon the notion of the 
chaplain interpreted as indispensible. There is no justification at all in Protestant theology 
for chaplains of any sort, This belongs to the idea of receiving the Sacrament before death, 
and particularly from the period of the knights before they went into battle. Hence most 
knights had their own chaplain. This of course, continued into even the time of Addison  
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who discusses Sir Roger de Coverley's selecting a suitable chaplain. 
 
In Protestant thought, the individual stands before God, and dies alone, and nowhere is this 
more strongly illustrated than in Kierkegaard. Barth brings man back to the dangerously 
false comfort of the Holy Mother, and in so doing, has taken Christian thought a stage back 
before Kierkegaard. In Japanese thought, the racial ethno-centricism of the Japanese 
provides a sense of security; the further feeling of amae (甘え) serves to remove any 
alienness from death. While a Protestant is a ningen dying, in Japanese Nihongins die. 
Perhaps this distinction is not acceptable, but I would maintain that even death in Japan is 
circled by the impenetrable cultural/racial framework which surrounds everything uniquely 
Japanese. Add the trappings of a Buddhist funeral, or a Christian wedding, or anything you 
like, but what really happens is something peculiar to Japanese. It is interesting that even 
Christian funerals maintain their "Japanese" features, and have never tried to be 
symbolically Christian as distinct from verbally Christian. (This I suggest is true of most 
forms of Japanese Christianity, if I dare risk a provocative generalisation.) 
 
What this uniquely Japanese view of death embraces, I suggest, is implicit in the thought of 
Motoori as thus expounded, and the role of Buddhist ritual is thus interpreted as 
circumstantial. Of course, in movements such as Sokka Gakkai, we appear to have 
something different. But again, I would suggest, the features of Japanese ethno-centricism 
are also present. 
 
Hence the poems quoted early on reflect the rather vague but nevertheless present ideas 
about death which lie deeply embedded in the Japanese tradition. It is powerful and 
persuasive. It is not the pessimism of endless rebirths, or the extreme optimism of personal 
resurrection, but rather a sense of dependence upon whatever fate or destiny brought the 
Japanese archipelago into being. How to characterize it beyond these terms is difficult, and 
this I leave to the transcendental and elliptical aspects of language which should have 
already set many individual trains of thought in motion. 
 
 
FOOTNOTES: 
 
1. Hisaki Yukio 日本の宗教(Tokyo, Kobundo, 1965) p. 26. Hisaki quotes from the 
Gishiwajinden as a source for his information. 
 
2. Although the connection is not relevant by itself, the parallel with the Egyptian pyramid 
is not without significance. The Egyptian pyramid is dependent upon a mytho-poetic 
concept of space relations, and suggests that possibly, Japanese thought moved into its 
mythological phase around the Yamato period. 
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3. The concepts of pure and impure, rather than the categories of good and evil, appear to 
still reside at the foundation of Japanese ethics. While reference will be made later to the 
work of Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801), his development of these generic ideas is 
extremely interesting and is related to his own view of death. On ethics he says 
 
"Human beings have been produced by the great spirit of the two creative deities, are 
naturally endowed with the knowledge of what they ought to do and what they ought to 
refrain from. It is unnecessary to trouble their heads with systems of morality  If a system 
of morals were necessary, men would be inferior to animals, all of whom are endowed with 
the knowledge of what they ought to do, only in an inferior degree to men." (from: 直日

霊) 
 

The Spirit of Straightening [naobi no mitano] 
 
The role of harae is important, because it means that all things can be changed to good. 
Thus the importance of ritual. The centrality of purification also colours the Japanese 
attitude towards death. In the sphere of morals, the practical result would appear to be the 
unique Japanese ability to absorb circumstances, symbolically purify them, and incorporate 
them by purification. In short, it means the ability to take things as they are and make the 
best of them. Motoori's research into the classics stressed this very clearly. The evil spirit 
magatuhi (禍津日) external to man, and unlike the Christian view of sin, something with 
an origin in man. Thus the Japanese do not seek to be free from evil and death, but merely 
to be as far separate from them as possible. The decision should be made which brings 
about the greater degree of happiness. Eg. Taking a mistress would always be preferred to 
divorce if children are involved, whereas Christian thought would reluctantly prefer the 
latter. 
 
4. This idea appears to be indirectly connected with the concept of kokoku shugi, and 
would explain in part the concern to bring back to Japan, the bones of Imperial Army 
soldiers. This appears to be inconsistent with the view of distancing oneself from death. 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Report of Shinto Committee for the IXth International Congress for the History of 
Religions, (Tokyo 1958, p. 23ff). 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
109 
 
6. At the time of the Meiji restoration, it should be noted that many Shugendo "temples" 
became "Shinto Shrines" overnight, indicating which of the two provided the basic 
framework of thought. One may see a small shrine within the precints of a temple, but the 
reverse case is, to my knowledge, unknown. 
 
7. The interesting question of why Japanese religion contains in the case of Nichiren the 
pardox of extreme nationalism and the sense of world mission is extremely interesting. The 
opposite postures of both Rissho Kosekai and Sokka Gakkai on this is intriguing. It may 
well be related to the statement that while Shinto itself is not intended for export, it is not 
devoid of universal elements. (See: Report, op. cit.) 
 
8. Keene, D., "Japanese Aesthetics: Perishability" Philosophy East & West, Vol. 19 p. 
304-5. 
 
9. This statement belongs to the Hagakure, also known as the Nabeshima rongo, the 
Analects of the Nabeshima Clan, composed about 1716, and containing the most essential 
principles of Bushido, the way of the knight. For a good discussion of this, vide: Furukawa 
Tessa, "The Individual in Japanese Ethics," published in The Japanese Mind Ed. Moore, 
East-West Center Press, Honolulu, 1967 p. 228ff. 
 
10. For a valuable study of Motoori's thought in general, see Matsumoto Shigeru Motoori 
Norinaga, (Harvard U.P. 1970). 
 
11. Kobayashi, H., The Face of the Novelist, (Tokyo, Shinchosha), 1968 p. 123. 
 
12. Gendai no Esprit No 34, 1967, November, pp. 120-144, "Dialogue with Death," for a 
discussion of these points. The article is full of mistaken ideas, and fails to prove its thesis, 
but nevertheless is worth reflection for the contrast it makes, and as a further lesson in how 
the connections most Japanese thinkers make between Christian thought and Western 
culture are inadequate. This is one area where more teaching and writing needs to be done 
in Japan, if I may dare to say so! 
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CRITIQUE OF "THE IDEA OF DEATH IN JAPANESE THOUGHT"  

 
Philip Williams 

 
This vast subject would be the despair of any researcher confined to a conference paper. It 
is properly prefaced by warning against generalizations, to which it then inevitably resorts. 
Though intrinsically impossible, the attempt here is informative, discerning, provocative. 
The charting of broad outlines in an area which could bring total perplexity in a short 
historical survey-the problem of finding a focus and guiding perspectives-is tenaciously 
undertaken. One might wish that illustration from sources in poetry (literature proper) had 
been continued beyond the good beginning; surely in Japan as in the Western world the best 
"mirror of life" is in creative writing, and not least on the subject of death which always lies 
at the center of the greatest expressions of the best authors. But in view of all the paper 
gives us, it is vain to speak of "What might have been." 
 
Perhaps the best approach is to center questions on the thesis: That there is at the core of 
"Japanese ethnocentricity" a consciousness-probably Shinto in origin but reconciled with 
later Buddhist expressions-which is "this-worldly" in a way Westerners cannot 
comprehend: a resignation, before the issue of death's meaning, that will not consider life 
beyond the grave, and which can be considered humble acceptance of mystery in the 
positive sense and a darkly fatalistic view in the negative aspect. (This paper does not try to 
explore the negative aspect, it seems to me.) 
 
Questions concern the presumed "concensus" which is suggested here. How does this relate 
to the tricky theory about a "nihonkyo," the uniquely Japanese "mystique" which is so 
popular, and so often challenged, in today's discussions? Is Shinto influence so ubiquitous? 
How reconcile "thisworldliness" with the statement that "Jodo-Shinshu [than which we see 
nothing more other-worldly] is probably the most popular Buddhist tradition in Japan"? 
(Ms., p. 10). Has Motoori Norinaga really concluded the matter (even in his own 
experience), when he says "be happy here; all ends at death"? In short, are there not more 
ambiguities about this problem even in the single individual (adding the unconscious 
elements), surely in the great religions of Japan, even more surely in a land with all the 
diversities (albeit a most homogeneous society) of this modern nation bridging East and 
West? ... These are some of the generalizations that plague us. 
 
Specific issues: Are "Progress Theory" assumptions at work in the view that Jomon and 
Yayoi peoples had "no idea of a life after death"? (Basing this conclusion on the point that 
"nothing was buried with the dead" might give the same "evidence" against our own period 
to inhabitants of our world in the year 4000 A.D.! ... I have a growing antipathy to the 
patronizing view 
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we often take of earlier generations; in fact, on moral issues-and matters of life and 
death-we have not gone much beyond our biblical age in the West.) What is meant in 
saying "there is no justification at all in Protestant chaplains," and that Barth "brings man 
back to the dangerously false comfort of the Holy Mother" (pp. 17-18)? Are Japanese 
Christian funerals more Japanese than Christian-and is the use of a photograph "un-
Christian" or simply "unWestern"? With these and other vital issues which the paper 
challenged us to face, more could have been done had opportunities allowed us to pursue 
them with the speaker, to whom we are deeply indebted for the stimulation. 
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ETHICAL PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH DEATH 

 
George H. Hays 

 
 
Introduction: "Medicine has made such tremendous advances in the modern period that 
there seems to be almost no limit to what it can do. This very fact raises a host of 
fundamental questions, chief of which is probably the question concerning the nature and 
destiny of man himself." 1 With this statement Helmut Thielicke began his lecture before 
the Houston Conference on Ethics in Medicine and Technology in September 1969. To be 
specific: Is there something about man that dare not be changed-something in his very 
nature that dare not be violated-if he is to remain human? Or, to what extent dare we 
manipulate man? To what extent dare we implement the technical capacity of modern 
medicine to transform him, to change the way he functions, indeed, to alter his genetic 
constitution? 
 
Or, more fundamentally, what actually constitutes that "humanity" which the physician is 
pledged to uphold by terms of his Hippocratic oath, and where is one to draw the line which 
circumscribes its limits? Is the doctor categorically obliged to preserve a life which no 
longer "exists" but merely "vegetates," where consciousness is gone and cannot be 
restored? Or, when does life begin and does man have the right to terminate the life of the 
fetus? If so, at what point? Is this a decision for the woman in whose womb the nascent life 
is encased or is it a decision for society, i.e., subject to law. May a man take his own life? Is 
it his to do as he pleases or is he taking what does not belong to him? 
 
These questions have to do with the nature of human existence and with what it means to 
be a man (or woman). They, therefore, exceed the competence of medical people alone to 
aecide and the physician would likely be the first one to agree. These questions are 
addressed to the theologian (the ethicist is a theologian), the philosopher, and to every 
Christian who has moral concern for his fellow man. 
 
The questions delineated above may be summarized around the topics of abortion, 
euthanasia and suicide. The issues of capital punishment, war, genocide, etc., are admittedly 
demanding ethical issues in our world today, but we had to draw the line somewhere. 
 
One further word of introduction. The committee which assigned this topic foresaw strong 
differences of opinion on these subjects so urged that I strive to give an objective account 
of the issues involved, based on Christian ethical principles. Let it, therefore, be made clear 
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from the start that we are not for or against abortion, for or against euthanasia, or for or 
against suicide in this paper. We are rather concerned with raising and looking at the moral 
issues which are involved in any or all of the positions taken on these problems. 
 
 

I  ABORTION 
 
"Abortion is a nasty problem, a source of social and legal uncertainty, medical and 
psychiatric confusion, and personal anguish. If many individuals have worked through a 
position they find satisfactory, the world as a whole, and most societies, have not."2 This is 
the statement with which Daniel Callahan began what many have called the most 
comprehensive treatise on abortion yet written. He might well have added that the 
theologians are also confused and certainly not agreed on the solution or solutions. Indeed, 
Callahan says the problem cannot be solved. It can only be coped with. It is significant that 
Callahan, after first investigating the medical, psychiatric, and fetal indications for 
abortions of every major country in the world he broadly concludes that "questions 
concerning suitable indications for abortion cannot be decided on the basis of scientific data 
alone. They can only be decided by relating the known data to one's general moral policy 
on abortion. "3 
 
Callahan's major concern is with the formulation of an abortion policy for the pluralistic, 
democratic society that the American people can mu: ally "live with." But the working 
assumption of his book is that this formulation cannot be made without all the available 
date, some well-developed social theories with which to interpret the data, and an 
antecedent moral bias in favor of the value, dignity or sanctity of all human life, especially 
fetal life. This last clause is our assumption also in addressing ourselves to this problem. 
Moreover, this value, this dignity, this sanctity of all human life derives from our 
relationship with the Creator who gives us life and sustains us in this life. This is the 
starting point of our consideration of the problem of abortion. 
 
Perhaps it would help if we defined what we mean by the term "abortion." Abortion means 
the termination of pregnancy sometime after an ovum has been fertilized by a sperm.4 
"Abortion is the expulsion from the womb of the mother of a living fetus which cannot 
survive outside it."5 Abortion is medically defined as the termination of pregnancy before 
the end of the twentieth week.6 We are talking about induced abortion and, though not 
stated in the definitions above, the result is always the death of the fetus. 
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After reading extensively I have concluded there is no point in my getting into the problem 
of when the fetus is a human being. The theologians have been arguing for 2,000 years and 
our adding 15 minutes here probably wouldn't solve the problem. When the United States 
Supreme Court in early 1973 overturned a Texas law which denied a woman the right of 
abortion except to save her life, the Court said that "we need not resolve the difficult 
question of when life begins. When those trained in the respective disciplines of medicine, 
philosophy, and theology are unable to arrive at any consensus the judiciary at this point in 
the development of man's knowledge is not in a position to speculate as to the answer."7 
 
In brief, however, the Roman Catholic position is that life begins at conception. Protestants, 
as usual, differ. Viability means that point at which the fetus could survive apart from its 
mother, but it is a relative term. Twenty weeks is the lower limit. 
 
On the specific problem of abortion the modern Protestant Christian receives little help 
from the past because of the fact that there has rarely been agreement in the Christian 
community on the subject. Generally speaking, the Roman Catholic position has been at 
one end of the spectrum and liberal Protestantism at the other end. The Catholic Church has 
held that intentional abortion can never be morally justified. However, if abortion is the 
unintended result of some other necessary moral action, then it could be accepted according 
to the law of double effect. An example would be when a hysterectomy has to be performed 
for the purpose of removing a cancerous growth. It is not permissible for a doctor to kill a 
fetus in order to save the mother in any other circumstances. This would be considered as 
on the same moral plane as killing the mother directly in order to save the unborn child.8 
 
Liberal Protestant opinion reaches all the way to abortion on demand. As one writer put it, 
"The theological liberals will feel free to select such biblical concepts as they wish to 
support their views on abortion. These tend to emphasize mostly, if not wholly, the 
woman's rights and wishes. "9 Most conservative opinion would consider it morally right to 
procure an abortion in order to save the life of the mother. Where the mother's life is 
directly threatened, there is little question that the preservation of her life should weigh 
more heavily than that of the fetus. A growing number feel that abortion should be 
permitted in cases of rape and in cases where girls conceive under the legal age of consent. 
10 
 
One of the great dangers in discussing a problem of this sort is that we dwell only in the 
abstract. This is the pitfall and the luxury of the theologian. 
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In the problem of abortion, since the majority of theologians are men, it is easy to wax 
eloquent and pronounce judgments about an issue they cannot possibly have to agonize 
over in the same way a pregnant woman does. I recall several sentences from a critical 
review by Clare Booth Luce of The Morality of Abortion, edited by John T. Noonan. She 
said, 
 
"... like so many books which learned men have written about `women's problems,' this is 
really a book about the problem men are having with other men who refuse to see the 
`women's problem' as they do. The problem of the seven authors reviewed here is how 
convince other moralists, lawyers and `separated brethren' that they should unite to prevent 
women (who else?) from getting abortions-legal or illegal. Not a single woman lawyer or 
moralist is quoted on a subject that is a uniquely female experience." 11 
 
It occurs to me that there might be something a bit immoral in a group of men at Amagi 
Sanso discussing this problem without the benefit of the counsel, the wisdom, the 
compassion, the sympathy of even one woman. 
 
I am trying to say that we must personalize the problem, that is, see it from the viewpoint of 
the principals involved in the issue. Morality is related to persons. It has no meaning apart 
from persons and personal relationships. Love, hate, tenderness, kindness, jealousy, 
etc.,-these are moral terms of personal relationships. How does an abortion affect a person 
or persons and the intimate relationships involved? Only from this viewpoint will we be 
delivered from the bondage of abstractness. In a sense we here are spectators to the tragedy, 
for while we may wrestle in the abstract and make all sorts of value judgments the abortion 
controversy, as Mrs. Luce observes, is not likely to be settled in "the masculine milieu 
where their papers will be appreciated. It will be settled-and is being settled-in the political 
arena of a pluralistic society, and by an electorate that is now 50 per cent female."12 This is 
not to imply that we ought not wrestle with the problem in its theological, legal, or medical 
implications, but let's keep our perspectives and not deceive ourselves. 
 
What, therefore, is the moral problem for the pregnant woman? for the expectant father? for 
the family as a whole? for the physician? for the legislator? 
 
The pregnant woman who seeks an abortion may or may not see it as a moral problem. This 
would depend on a number of factors-her religious and cultural background (cf. Japan), the 
circumstances in which she seeks the abortion (rape, incest, etc., or to her it may be more 
moral to have an abortion than to add another mouth to feed in an already overcrowded  
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family), the status of the laws in her State or Country (if the law says it is all right she tends 
to think it is morally permissible), or the advice of her doctor (if he doesn't raise a moral 
issue it may not occur to her). 
 
If she is a so-called liberated woman she would argue that the dignity of the mother as a 
person must include her right to decide whether to bear her baby or not. 13 Moreover, she 
would hold that a women's right over her own uterus-the right to fill it, or empty it-is 
absolute. Clare Booth Luce says that if she held an extreme feminist view she would also 
argue that "the conceptus is merely `part of a woman's body,' which until the very hour of 
birth, is nothing more than a `vegetating piece of unborn matter' as `something' which 
grows out of the uterine tissue, somewhat akin to a pimple, boil or a malignancy. This, of 
course, is fetological nonsense. A conceptus, at any stage of its development, is an 
unseparated, but separate, human life.- 14 
 
One wonders if there are not a great number of women who do not "think" about abortion 
at all, especially with its theological or moral implications of taking life. They are in fact 
thinking about cessation of pregnancy. One writer suggests that everyone involved in the 
act of abortion is really thinking about cessation of pregnancy rather than abortion, except 
the gynecologist. He must perform the act.15 There is some evidence for concluding that 
abortion for many women is not a moral problem when statistics indicate that "the majority 
of women do not feel guilty after an abortion; that far from causing psychiatric illness, 
abortion is often a defense against it.- 16 
 
But for the pregnant woman who is sensitive and informed, the decision to abort her 
pregnancy is a lonely, agonizing one. She does, however, have others who share in the 
experience and support her in most instances. 
 
The expectant father in an abortion case is often the most immoral of all in the trauma 
surrounding the principals. I realize this is a value judgment and there are many exceptions 
of course, notably compassionate husbands, but the thing that struck me in all the books, 
magazines, articles, etc., I read in preparation for writing this paper hardly any mention was 
made of the responsibility of the man without whom there would be no pregnancy for 
which an abortion would be contemplated. Evidence points again and again to the 
thoughtlessness, carelessness and callousness of the man. He expects the woman to take all 
of the precautions against pregnancy and accepts little or none of the blame for the 
"accidents." In many instances the man brings pressure on the woman to have the abortion.  
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One Catholic writer argues that surely it would be wrong to proceed with an abortion 
without first securing the consent of the father.17 
 
What about the family involved in an abortion? If the woman is unmarried the stigma that 
is attached to bearing an illegitimate child is only slightly more than that generated by the 
news that she has had an abortion. In the case of the married woman the husband-wife 
relationship must be a consideration in the decision about abortion. Will this act strengthen 
or tend to weaken the relationship? Are they agreed on the decision? The total family 
situation is a serious consideration and in our increasingly overpopulated planet will 
become even more serious. (There are those who see abortion as one of the "moral" 
solutions to a polluted, poverty-striken, overpopulated world). Is the desire for an abortion 
mere selfishness on the part of a family well able to care for the child? Would the addition 
of another mouth to feed handicap other children or other members of the family? What 
likely effect would a new-comer have on the quality of family living? (The posing of the 
foregoing questions raises the ethical issue: the immorality of the destruction of any human 
being-interpreting the fetus as a human being-by more powerful human beings merely for 
the sake of their own convenience, power, or comfort.). Is this child really wanted and 
would he or she be accepted in a loving way into the family circle? Every child has the 
right to be a wanted child. This should be a safe dictum. This should be carefully weighed 
in an abortion decision. It is the rejected child who in turn often rejects society and brings 
grief both to it and to himself. 
 
The medical profession is involved in the problem at a number of levels. There may be a 
general practitioner who not only advises medically, but is also the family confidant. There 
is the gynecologist whose skills are required to perform the operation. There are the nurses 
whose training has been to preserve life at at all costs. Often they are thrust into conscience 
compromising situations. 
 
The doctor offers medical counsel. He is in a position to give advice as to whether there is 
danger to the mother's life, whether there is likelihood of deformity or retardation, whether 
the pregnancy is already too far along for a safe abortion, etc. I indicated above that 
statistics do not indicate that abortion causes psychiatric illness. However, the doctor has to 
consider, How would this particular patient react? A woman is not just a statistic; she is a 
person and the doctor sees her as such. The values of tenderness, of kindness and love are 
resources of the doctor in dealing with a woman seeking an abortion. He may, after a 
careful evaluation, advise against the abortion and the way he communicates this refusal 
will determine whether she accepts it, goes to another doctor, or to some quack. 
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The doctor is often walking a tight rope between his conscience and the law or between 
necessity and the law. The restrictions of law make it difficult and often dangerous for the 
conscientious doctor to perform abortions. In the light of the rapidly changing scene in the 
United States one hundred professors of Obstetrics issued a statement in 1972. In this 
statement they said, "Many physicians still believe that abortions should be done only for 
medical reasons and that only they are qualified to determine when these reasons exist. In 
order to comply with the new laws and court decisions, however, it will be necessary for 
physicians to realize that abortion has become a predominantly social as well as medical 
responsibility."18 These professors went on to say, "It would seem inevitable that the courts 
will someday decide that any girl who is physically mature enough to conceive should, ipso 
facto, be granted the freedom to determine the fate of her pregnacies."19 The United States 
Supreme Court has now ruled accordingly. 
 
The legislator is asked to write laws to govern abortion. If he is a Christian or is genuinely 
conscientious he is faced with several moral dilemmas. When the Supreme Court handed 
down its historic decision in early 1973 it overturned a Texas law which denied women the 
right of abortion except to save her life. The Court contended that such a law violates the 
due process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment which protects "the right of privacy, 
including a woman's qualified right to terminate her pregnancy. "20 This is the same line of 
reasoning the Court followed in relaxing laws relating to birth control so its decision was 
not unexpected. 
 
What we are seeing in American life today is a situation where public authorities are 
generally unable or unwilling to enforce antiabortion laws, largely because of the prevailing 
social climate. Writing on "Abortion and the Law" in Who Shall Live? Jesuit Father Robert 
F. Drinan observed, "When the common convictions or the moral consensus which 
originally supported a law of a penal nature have eroded, it is sometimes wise for the law to 
withdraw its sanctions rather than have the majesty of the law brought into disrepute by 
open disobedience and unpunished defiance. "21 
 
In spite of recent law and order fiascos in American society, law has assumed enormous 
importance. Father Drinan, though he wrote in preWatergate days, feels that law is more 
important in the United States than in any other pluralistically divided country, because we 
"do not have other symbols beside the law. The law is becoming more and more the norm 
of public morality; if a thing is not forbidden by law then people assum it is permissible."22 
One evidence of this tendency elsewhere is that in every country where abortion has been  
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liberalized  there has occurred an escalation in the number of abortions.23 The law says it 
is all right; therefore, why not? 
 
Father Drinan summarizes the three options open to the legislators and to all of us and does 
it in a very fair way.24 
 
The present system forbids all abortions, except to save the life of the mother, treats the 
fetus as a person, a potential human being who has a right to be born. Clare Booth Luce, 
herself a devoted Catholic, takes the hard line antiabortionists to task on the question of 
punishment of the murderess, as they call the woman who aborts her pregnancy. Mrs. Luce 
chides them for ignoring the question of what punishment our laws should mete out. If they 
are indeed murderesses then why should they not be punished as one who murders a born 
person? "This very evasion suggests that, while intellectually they view abortion as murder, 
emotionally they view it as something that is, after all, not quite murder ... for a law which 
carries no penalties commensurate to the crime, and which is not also vigorously enforced, 
is little more than a religious or moral precept. "25 
 
The second option is the one drafted by the American Law Institute in 1961 and now 
adopted by several States (Father Drinan was a member of the ALI which prepared the 
Model Penal Code). This Code gives three reasons why the mother should have an 
abortion: 1) The physical or mental health of the mother, 2) Because of rape or incest, and 
3) The predictably defective_ or deformed child. 
 
The first reason would require professional medical evaluation. If there are physical 
problems such as an ectopic pregnancy or a cancerous growth an affirmative decision for 
abortion would be expected. When it comes to mental health we are in a gray area. Already 
we have noted that abortion does not tend to psychiatric illness. Most psychiatrists say that 
mental illness is totally unrelated to pregnancy. Mental illness may, however, be aggravated 
or diminished by pregnancy.26 
 
The second reason of rape or incest is one for which even the most conservative have great 
sympathy. The important condition is that there be sufficient verification and that the 
alleged rape is not an illusion or fiction of the particular woman who wants an abortion. 
 
The third reason given is the predictably defective or deformed child. Modern medicine is 
now able to give fairly accurate predictions at an early stage of pregnancy. The proposal  
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would say that we have enough ugly people already and that we can therefore destroy 
damaged, defective, retarded, or deformed fetuses. There is a moral danger here that the 
legislators and we all must face. There are two or three questions which come to mind. 
What is so terrible about these people? Is this a medical reason or a eugenic reason? What 
about the level or degree or the intensity of defectiveness or retardation that is required? 
Who makes the decision? 
 
It is argued that a large percent of miscarriages occur because of defective or deformed 
fetuses. Does this suggest that nature intends to expel all malformed or misformed fetuses 
but somehow some are born? But since modern medical science now has the techniques to 
ascertain quite early in the pregnancy such deformity does it follow that the physician 
should assist nature? Could we subsume this intervention into the processes of nature under 
the command in the creation to subdue the earth? Man does not accept nature as he finds it 
in other forms. Is the deformed fetus "off limits" in subduing nature? 
 
This third reason also seems to teach that defective and retarded people are no good to 
society, that they do not produce and that we really should not have them around.27 All of 
us doubtless have in our acquaintances persons who were rather severely deformed or 
retarded. They at least made us more grateful to God for the absence of defects. They are a 
reminder to us that the world is filled with imperfect, but nonetheless loveable people. 
Therefore, to legislate categorically for the extinction of all such fetuses calls for careful 
examination of our moral principles. 
 
The third option is the withdrawal of all penal sanctions. The American Civil Liberties 
Union has pressed for legislative abolition of the abortion laws saying that they believe the 
present laws violate civil liberties.28 (I have a copy of the specific ways in which the 
ACLU feels that present abortion laws violate civil liberties if anyone is interested in seeing 
them). 
 
Under this third option abortion would not be a crime. In any event, the State does not 
decide who shall live and who shall die. The law leaves the matter entirely to private 
morality. But this may be its greatest danger. Paul Ramsey argues that "for the first time in 
American jurisprudence the law would give over to private individuals and/or the medical 
profession the decision as to who shall live and who shall die, and that the choice of which 
life shall be permitted to begin would presumably be made, not on the basis of any offense 
that may have been committed, but only because that life's mere existence is inconvenient 
to others." He goes on to say that he objects to a law that tries to be "neutral about the most 
fundamental right which the law cannot be neutral about, the right to life. "29 
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Another problem with this third option has to do with the medical profession. Physicians 
generally feel that something should be done about present abortion laws. All but a small 
minority favor liberalization, at least to the extent suggested by the American Law Institute 
(option 2).30 This third option, however, gives the whole problem to the doctors. 
Apparently, however, the doctors do not want the criminal sanctions against abortion 
removed. They want some guidelines, if for no other reason than their own protection. 
 
A statement by a distinguished British physician, who identified himself as a nonbeliever, at 
an International Conference on Abortion in Washington perhaps expressed the feelings of at 
least the conservative doctors when he said, "I will not' do abortions. I will do abortions for 
medical reasons, but I will not do abortions for social reasons. I, as a doctor, heal and save 
life, I do not destroy life. Do not give this problem to the doctors, because you will lose 
your faith in the doctors if they begin to destroy life on your request. Destroying life is not 
the function of a doctor."31 
 
I believe I have said enough to indicate some of the basic moral issues involved in a very 
complex and acute problem in today's world. I had thought I would give some attention to 
the pastoral care of the woman and family seeking an abortion, but there is not time to do 
justice to it. 
 
 

II  EUTHANASIA 
 
The problem of euthanasia is very closely related to the problem of abortion in that the 
fundamental moral issue is the taking of life. In euthanasia it is usually at the other end of 
the human life cycle, though certainly not limited to old age. 
 
The word "euthanasia" comes from two Greek words EU and THANATOS meaning good 
or gentle death. In some primitive and in some civilized countries it was practised before 
the Christian era, usually by exposure of the very young and abandonment of the aged. The 
most radical and loathsome example of a type of euthanasia was given by Nazi Germany 
during World War II, though, since the majority of the victims were of one race that crime 
is usually referred to as genocide. "As advocated today it is usually understood in a 
narrower context as the theory or doctrine that when a person's life has become a burden to 
him as a result of incurable and painful illness, death should be anticipated by some 
painless method approved by science to shorten his sufferings. "32  Defined in this way  
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euthanasia could take a compulsory or a voluntary form. The compulsory form is the 
"giving of euthanasia by someone acting in a private or official capacity without the 
knowledge or consent of the sick person."33 The compulsory form is also often referred to 
as "active" or "positive" euthanasia. The voluntary form is the "request by an incurably sick 
person for the easy and gentle death which euthanasia will bring."3 One other form is 
passive or sometimes referred to as negative euthanasia. This is the contention that an 
individual ought to be allowed to die with dignity by the withdrawal of (some) medical 
support without which the patient could not continue to live35 An article in Geriatrics 
Magazine for March 1973 identified three different types of medical euthanasia (which 
would include both active and passive forms) : 1) Withdrawal of drugs that artificially 
prolong life, 2) Administration of pain relieving drugs that could conceivably accelerate the 
process of death, and 3) Administration of death 
inducing agents.36 
 
The fundamental moral issue in euthanasia, put in bluntest terms, is the taking of human 
life, either in self-destruction or killing on the part of another. Bonhoeffer says the problem 
of euthanasia raises a question of principle: Is it permissible to destroy painlessly an 
innocent life which is no longer worth living? He goes on to assert, "the decision about the 
right to destroy human life can never be based upon the concurrence of a number of 
different contributory factors."37 In other words, one does not line up a series of arguments 
for a particular case of euthanasia like he would, say, for an offer to change jobs. There can 
be only one valid reason or none at all. 
 
Before examining the issue from the standpoint of the principals involved I want to direct 
your attention to two general facets of the problem. The first is the "right to life" idea and 
the other is the "death with dignity" notion. 
 
Bonhoeffer reminds us that, "the right to live is a matter of the essence and not of any 
values. In the sight of God there is no life that is not worth living; for life itself is valued by 
God.-38 In the Christian perspective life is given by the Creator, and in Christ it is given 
anew in trust as something to be constantly offered up to the Father. We are indeed bought 
with a price, we are not our own. This is a principle of relationship in the household of 
faith. 
 
Thielicke puts it a little differently but with essentially the same meaning when he says, 
"There are basically two principal ways of deciding the value of human life. One is in view 
of a man's relation to God, that is, in relation to that which is above him; the other is in 
view of his relation to that which is below him."39 Psalm 8 says: "What is man that you 
remember him? You have made him just a little bit less than God." Here the relation to God  
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is expressed. Thielicke refers to Sophocles' Antigone for illustration of the things below 
man, but I think we see it in the command to man to subdue the earth and have dominion 
over it (Genesis 1:28). He has conquered many areas of the earth and continues to do so, 
not the least of these is in the field of medicine. 
 
The phrase "right to life" suggests something objective, something out there and given and 
therefore something to be acted in accord with. For example: "The fetus has a right to life"; 
"The comatose patient has a right to life." "Right to life" seems much closer to the thrust 
and intent of "sanctity of life" and yet not so abstract. Both expressions imply an obligation 
binding on us, an obligation not to violate that particular life.40 
 
If we begin our consideration of the complex issue of euthanasia with a commitment to the 
right to life as a gift in the creation we will be able to retain a proper perspective. 
 
The other matter I wanted us to look at is the "death with dignity" notion because it has 
become a sort of slogan for the proponents of euthanasia. I do not mean here to take a 
position, but this phrase does carry a lot of baggage in the controversy. Dr. Robert M. 
Cooper, Assistant Professor of Ethics and Moral Theology at Nashotah House (Episcopal), 
Nashotah, Wisconsin, suggests that the idea of dignity is basically abstract and not 
particularly Christian. First, he says, "it is abstract because it operates on the assumption 
that we know what is fitting, a worthy death for a human being, and because it ignores the 
specificity of the person and deals with him as one human instance under the generalizing 
concept of `dignity." More fundamental, especially for the Christian, is my second point. 
We do not yet fully know what it is to be human; and because we do not know, we cannot, 
ought not, glibly speak of `human dignity.' "41 
 
Paul Ramsey of Princeton, writing in the June 1974 issue of the Hastings Center Studies 
warns that "the idea of death with dignity is now being too readily promoted, and death 
itself too easily accepted. Citing St. Paul's letter to the Romans in support of the traditional 
Christian view that death entered the world as `the wages of sin,' Ramsey insists that death 
remains `the enemy,' and that `true humanism' still depends on a `dread of death.' " He 
suggests that "romantically investing death with a bogus dignity may in fact hinder the care 
for the dying."42 I must confess I have a hard time buying his argument. My problem may 
be that I can't follow his argument. 
 
But equally serious perhaps is the stress in our culture on what is cosmetically pleasing 
(witness especially in connection with death the cosmetic skills of the undertaker). 
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With this emphasis goes the belief that pain-physical suffering-is life's greatest evil. Dr. 
Cooper said that "so far as I have been able to discover not a single proponent of passive 
euthanasia for the `hopelessly ill' has ever argued on behalf of euthanasia for the 
`hopelessly insane.' Yet insanity or mental illness is very often a form of suffering, of 
psychic, as contrasted to physical pain."43 Moreover, we may be revolted at the sight of a 
person being kept alive by various mechanical devices, only if the patient's propects for 
recovery are practically nil. When the prospects for recovery are good we do not mind his 
being subjected to such indignities and indeed we encourage him to submit for his own well 
being. 
 
Assuming that the decision on euthanasia is an open one, at least for purposes of our 
discussion, who are the principals involved in that decision? I am limiting my treatment to 
three: the patient, members of the patient's family, and the physician. 
 
The Patient. "... it is appointed for men to die once ... (Hebrews 9:27). This apparently 
means also that man has a right to die. One of the questions in euthanasia is whether we 
have the right to take that death piece by 
piece.44 
 
In an incisive editorial in the April 22, 1974 issue of the Journal of the American Medical 
Association Thomas J. O'Donnell, SJ said, "Terminal illness often demands a decision, 
becoming one of those exigent human situations in which even not to make a decision is, in 
itself, to decide. What is important is the recognition that the right to decide belongs 
radically to the patient. "45 There are those who claim that it is the prerogative of the next 
of kin to decide if and when extraordinary and highly sophisticated means of prolonging 
life should be withdrawn, while others believe that this decision is the prerogative of the 
physician. Dr. O'Connell argues that, "If my consent is required for relatively harmless 
experimentation or clinical research on my person, it seems to me that a fortiori my consent 
is required to withdraw therapeutic measures (or to abstain from undertaking them) and 
thus curtail somewhat the prolongation of my life."46 
 
When I heard the news item on the radio last week that Jack Benny had died of cancer the 
statement was made that Benny, upon learning the terminal nature of his illness, chose to 
return to his home. Only a few days earlier, I later read, he had been assured that there was 
nothing seriously wrong with him. If he had allowed a sophisticated medical support 
system to have been initiated and a few days later said to the doctors, "Take it all out, I'm  
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going home." Would this be voluntary euthanasia? Or, by refusing any medical help, was he 
merely exercising his `right'? 
 
Joseph Fletcher quotes the last words of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, one of America's 
greatest women (according to Fletcher), who chose selfeuthanasia rather than endure a 
degenerative death by cancer. I quote her words here as an excellent statement of position 
of those who would justify taking this decision: 
 
"A last duty. Human life consists in mutual service. No grief, no pain, misfortune or 
`broken heart' is excuse for cutting off one's life while any power of service remains. But 
when all usefulness is over, when one is assured of an imminent and unavoidable death, it 
is the simplest of human rights to choose a quick and easy death in place of a slow and 
horrible one. Public opinion is changing on this subject. The time is approaching when we 
shall consider it abhorrent to our civilization to allow a human being to lie in prolonged 
agony which we should mercifully end in any other creature. Believing this choice to be of 
social service in promoting wider views on this question, I have preferred chloroform to 
cancer. "47 
 
Ms. Gilman puts the decision in the context of "human rights." From our Christian 
perspective it moves us into the question as to whether we have "right" to take our own 
lives. This involves the question of suicide and I am leaving this discussion till a little later. 
 
There are two other considerations that we perhaps should comment on here. One concerns 
the patient who is so racked by pain or so drugged that he is unable to make a rational 
decision. This, in some cases, could be a temporary condition (as opposed to a patient who 
has lost all consciousness) and to accede to a patient's request for the means to end his life 
would be questionable. I think it should be said in all fairness that those who advocate 
euthanasia have also advocated various safeguards such as a reasonable waiting period 
between the time of application and the administration, the opportunity to reconsider, etc. 
 
The other consideration is that a person, while he is still in perfect control of his faculties, 
may give consent to his physician or his family or both that should he degenerate into a 
comatose state from which there is no medical possibility of recovery, therapeutic measures 
could be withdrawn or in some cases overt action taken to end his biological life. This 
argument is based on the distinction between biological life and human life and the crucial 
criterion for differentiating is the human consciousness of self.48 A distinction is made in 
the taking of biological life and the taking of human life. This is one reason for the recent  
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redefinition of death. It is now possible to maintain the functions of the heart and lungs by 
artificial means. Thus failure of these two vital functions can no longer be regarded in all 
cases as the prime criteria for pronouncing death. The new definition (and I have a copy) 
has extremely rigid criteria and involve the death of essentially all levels of the nervous 
system. Robert S. Morison, in his article on "Dying" in the Scientific American for 
September 1973 says: "The idea is that what is really human and important about the 
individual resides in the upper levels of the nervous system, and that these attributes indeed 
die with the death of the forebrain ... The presumed merit of such a revision grows out of 
the way it avoids the basic ethical problem; obviously it makes no sense to go on treating 
what can rationally be defined as a corpse. "49 
 
To facilitate this type of decision the Euthanasia Educational Council has promoted a 
"Living Will" which has no legal standing; but which informs the signer's family or others 
who may be concerned of the signer's wish to avoid the use of "heroic" measures to 
maintain life in the event of irreversible illness. It may be important to establish the rights 
and privileges of those farsighted enough to want to participate in the design of their own 
death. However, such individuals now constitute only a trivial part of the population. The 
majority do not think of their own death in any way. 
 
Morison also observes that "there appears to be a general agreement that the adult patient in 
full possession of his senses has every right to refuse treatment. It is somewhat less certain 
that such refusal is binding after a patient loses legal competence. Even less clear is the 
status of the expressed wish of the potential patient with respect to what he would want 
done in certain hypothetical future circumstances.-50 
 
The family. The question of decision in a case of euthanasia by next of kin only arises when 
the patient is unable to decide. If the decision is to be made it must be made vicariously. 
Moreover, it is being made for the patient and must follow the interpreted desires of the 
patient in the context of the reasonable alternatives.51 In the moral frame of reference, 
there has been a general supposition that someone in the relationship of next of kin can best 
interpret the patient's wishes, not because of some blood relation prerogative, but because 
of more intimate knowledge of the patient. This supposition, however, may yield to 
contrary fact, that is, some friend or associate or the family physician might best approach 
the decision together. 
 
Nevertheless, members of the family face two quite obvious moral decisions. Let us assume 
that the patient is terminal, that consciousness of the self is no longer evident, and that 
sophisticated and expensive 
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hospitalization and medical support will be required to maintain "life." Thielicke, in 
speaking to the emotional strain put upon a family, asks, "How does one maintain a human 
and loving concern for a being which is no longer a person but merely the empty shell of 
what once was human, a being with which communication is nonexistent and which can 
therefore no longer act as an independent subject but only play the inhuman role of an 
object? "52 The first decision has deep emotional overtones and though medical advice 
may assure the family that there is absolutely no hope, still to decide to withdraw the 
medical support from this loved one has possibilities of producing emotional trauma and 
guilt feelings later on. 
 
Another ethical problem relates to the high cost of medical care. It is assumed that, if the  
 
patient does not have adequate resources, the family will be paying the bills. "There are 
certainly cases in which the next of kin could not reasonably be expected to purchase 
extraordinary medical services that would be neither morally obligatory nor that he would 
be inclined to purchase even for himself."53 Is a family to be condemned for making a 
choice in favor of the living rather than the dying? 
 
The Physician. Without the physician's advice concerning the medical prognosis of a 
patient's condition there would be few decisions for or against euthanasia. Everyone looks 
to the doctor. There are a number of ethical implications in the choices open to him. If his 
motivation is compassion for the suffering, how does omission of therapy differ ethically 
from stopping artificial support once it has started, or from actively helping a patient to die? 
Is it an act of mercy or of murder to turn the respirator off or to stop the artificial feeding? 
The most notable pronouncement on this dilemma was made by Pope Pius XII on 
November 24, 1957 in receiving an International Congress of Anesthesiologists. In 
response to a question as to whether a doctor should stop artificial respiration in a dying 
patient, the Pope replied that the doctor should use "ordinary but not extraordinary means to 
prolong life."54 The reasoning was that if extraordinary treatment (such as the use of a 
respirator) is stopped, the patient dies not from that act but from the underlying disease or 
injury. It is a kind of "return to nature" course. But the physician knows that what is 
extraordinary treatment today may be ordinary treatment in a few years, so how does one 
define extraordinary treatment? 
 
Every doctor knows, as do we all, that any medical measure taken, particularly in the 
geriatric patient, is a delaying tactic. No matter what the doctor does the natural processes 
are eventually going to win out. The modern doctor, however, has at his disposal equipment, 
techniques and drugs that complicate the moral decision with which he is often confronted. 
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Several quotes from medical journals will indicate something of the mood among doctors: 
 
"Very few (doctors) do everything possible to prolong the lives of their patients ... At the 
other extreme, even fewer physicians would appear to employ active measures with the 
avowed purpose of shortening life. In between there is an enormous range of decisions: to 
give or not to give a transfusion, to prescribe an antibiotic or a sulfa drug, to attach or 
disconnect a respirator or an artificial kidney, to install a cardiac pacemaker or to let the 
battery of one that is already installed run down. The overall impression gained both by the 
informed observer and by the sometimes despairing layman is that the median of all these 
activities lies rather far toward officiously keeping alive. "55 
 
"Medical societies across the country are publicly supporting carefully considered decisions 
to limit intervention in terminal illness. Excesses of therapeutic zeal, bred of a burgeoning 
life-support technology, are giving way to a more careful consideration of the patient's 
humanity. At the same time, euthanasia receives little public support. But we are once again 
becoming aware of the mortally ill individual's right to die with dignity. "56 
 
Aside from the question of taking life, when the doctor is confronted with the question of 
whether to attempt to prolong at all costs a life that is clearly dying, a biological life devoid 
of self-consciousness, Thielicke argues that we must ask: "Is the physician really being true 
to his calling in such a case when in doctrinaire fashion he makes life an absolute? "57 
Thielicke does not answer the question except to say that there are no casuistic rules to tell 
one what to do. Therefore, "one must simply run the risk of making the decision-and be 
prepared in so doing to err, and thereby to incur guilt. As a Christian, I would say that 
whoever hopes to come through it all without illusions or repressions will have to live in 
the name of forgiveness."58 
 
One other point of moral dilemma for the physician is the conflict between the duty to 
protect and prolong life and the equal duty to relieve suffering. (Or, is it equal?) How can 
he use analgesics which bring relief but have the necessary effect of hastening death? 
Prolonged use of morphine has a lethal effect, "especially when finally there is a failure of 
natural functions such as breathing, salivation, and heat rugulation, and when it no longer 
works intravenously because circulation is ceasing and it has to be injected directly into the 
heart."59 To continue the medication means death; to withdraw means terrible pain and  
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eventually death. But, in an instance like this, do we accuse the doctor of euthanasia? He 
has done all his skill knows and recognizes his own finiteness in the presence of God and 
death. 
 
Then there are the purists (or those who have never had a kidney stone) who insist that 
suffering can be an ethical act or a positive duty. Thielicke mentions this but does not 
elaborate. He does remind us that we are "confronted by the fact that this suffering could be 
ordained for us. It could be part and parcel of our very destiny."60 This argument might 
have some meaning if there was the possibility of the elimination of all suffering from our 
world (there is a creative function in pain and suffering), but since the likelihood of that is 
nil the physician probably has no dilemma, at this point and its bearing on the problem of 
euthanasia is minimal. 
 
III SUICIDE 
 
In the Genesis accounts of the creation (Genesis 1:26-28; 2:7, 18, 21-22) man is made in 
the image of God and received his life from God the Creator. Whatever our interpretation of 
these passages may be one thing most of us will likely agree on is: we owe our existence to 
the Creator; He is the source of life. Each person receives his life as a gift from the Creator 
whom we see as Person. But this "life" is not a kind of substance that one holds in the hand. 
Rather it is a relationship sustained, both to the Creator and to other human beings. By 
common consent we agree to respect these relationships on the human level, that is, we 
don't go around murdering others, breaking life relationships. (It is true that because of evil 
man has had to protect human relationships by laws). 
 
In abortion the taking of life + involves the breaking of at least a potential relationship. In 
euthanasia there is also the severing of a tie between humans and the question arises as to 
who has the right, if anyone, to sever these relationships. 
 
When we come to the problem of suicide we are in a different ballgame, or at least in a 
different ball park. Does a person have a right to break his own human relationships, in 
some instances cop out on family, social or political responsibilities? Is his life really his 
own to do as he pleases with it? Does a person have a right to break his relationship with 
the Creator in this way? Or, does he, in a suicide, since God is eternal? Is there such a thing 
as suicide being a more moral choice than remaining in what one has concluded is an 
intolerable situation? Is a request by a terminally ill person to suspend life supporting 
medical techniques properly labelled suicide? 
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(Or, maybe suicide is not a moral problem at all. Camus Said, "There is only one truly 
serious philosophical problem and that is suicide." In other words, the question whether life 
is or is not worth living is the fundamental question of philosophy, according to Camus).61 
 
Before proceeding further let us set down here the dictionary definition of suicide. A 
Dictionary of Christian Ethics defines suicide as "The direct and deliberate taking of one's 
life for any self-regarding motive."62 
 
I think it is clear what the ethical problem is and it will not be necessary to labor the point. I 
want to refer to two sources very briefly. One is by Bonhoeffer, who states his opinion as to 
why suicide is wrong. The other is by a psychiatrist speaking on the right to die. 
 
Bonhoeffer says in his Ethics: "A man who takes his own life incurs guilt solely towards 
God, the Maker and Master of his life. It is because there is a living God that suicide is 
wrongful as a sin of lack of faith ... Lack of faith takes no account of the living God. That is 
the sin. "63 Because of his lack of faith a man seeks his own justification through suicide. I 
am not sure that many who commit suicide give this kind of theological consideration to 
their contemplated act. 
 
In an editorial on "Suicide and the Right to Die" in the April 1973 issue of the American 
Journal of Psychiatry, George E. Murphy wrote: 
 
"Symposia, panel discussions, and debates have been held on the question of the 
individual's right to suicide. But the assertion of such a `right' leaves out of consideration 
what is known about those who have taken their lives. So-called `rational' suicide is a rarity. 
Only a few persons who commit suicide are suffering from a terminal illness. The 
descriptive facts are that most persons who commit suicide are suffering from clinically 
recognizable psychiatric illnesses often carrying an excellent prognosis; that the majority 
have sought help from physicians for their symptoms; and that few have received the in-
dicated treatment. To say that this person is exercising a right is to mock him in his 
frustration at failing to find understanding and the technical skill he sought."64 
 
"Rational suicide is a rarity." This means to say that most of the decisions made to take 
one's life are made by persons who are not in full control of their mental (and moral ?) 
faculties. (The questions raised at the beginning of this section may be, after all, purely 
academic. Would even the definition hold good for these persons if you pushed the point of 
`motive' too hard?) 
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Does this excuse one for taking his own life? In Western law it has in some cases when a 
person has been judged of "unsound mind." Certainly to say that such a person is exercising 
a right is grossly to misinterpret the facts. 
 
Dr. Murphy concluded the same editorial with these words: "From our knowledge of the 
natural history of the psychiatric disorders underlying the suicidal urge, we can confidently 
predict recovery from that urge in the great majority of cases, when other symptioms of 
depression lift. The desire to terminate one's life is usually transient. The `right' to suicide is 
a `right' desired only temporarily. Every physician should feel the obligation to support the 
desire for life, which will return even in a patient who cannot believe such a change can 
occur. To cooperate in the patient's hopelessness violates an important responsibility of the 
physician. "65 
 
And I may say of the minister as well. But we are moving into the pastoral function. 
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FACING DEATH PERSONALLY 

 
Kenneth J. Dale 

 
 
 
Until recently there was a general attitude in the U.S. which abhorred talk about death. 
Death was more of a taboo subject than sex. But during very recent years a radical change 
in mood has taken place, and it is now popular to have courses in universities on death as a 
social and psychological phenomenon, and there are new periodicals as well as many books 
which teach how to "die well." We ourselves are caught somewhere between these two 
currents. Because of the latter, we are having a Seminar on the theme of death this year. But 
emotionally most of us are still in the '60's current of attitudes toward death. Whichever 
current we may be in, I suggest that facing death as a personal, existential fact is never easy. 
 
We have considered death from many angles during this seminary. The presentation have 
all been academically profound and thorough. So have we now exhausted the meaning of 
death? I suggest that we have perhaps not begun to perceive the meaning of death. For the 
real significance of death is a completely existential and personal thing. We don't know 
what death is all about until we come to a deep personal realization, "I am going to die." "I, 
I who am talking right now, am going to cease to exist on this earth, in this body. 
 
One writer has said, "Of all the injustices known to man, none is more resented universally 
than the arbitrary nature of man's own ending. We either adjust to death and the capricious 
way it operates, or ignore it as long as we Can. In contrast to other injustices, death seems 
to be a necessary injustice-it comes to all and life could not exist without it." (William 
Hulme, Pastoral Care Come of Age, p. 127). 
 
When we consider our own death, or that of our close loved ones, whether we are Christian 
or not, we experience profound anxiety of one form or another. Is not this because there 
always remains in death the element of curse, enemy of life, along with the element of 
blessing, door to new life. The question is, how do we deal with this anxiety in ourselves 
and in those around us for whom we may have pastoral responsibility? Realizing in a 
personal way the reality of death and helping each other to cope with it constitute the 
purpose of this presentation. We could accomplish this via another lecture on death and 
how to deal with it, but I think it will be more effective to draw attention to a few 
psychological aspects of the dying process, and then carry out an exercise in which we will 
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all be involved. The thrust of what I have to say is that the only way to cope with death and 
its accompanying anxiety is not to deny or fight it but to accept it. That sounds like too 
simple a solution, but let's try to see what is involved in accepting death for what it is. 
 
Death is not only an event at the end of life; it is a syndrome of events related to the end of 
life. All endings, limitings, declining trends, such as sickness, failure, loss, chaos, 
disintegration, etc. are reflections of the final ending. (Hulme, p. 135) There is anxiety and 
fear inherent in our meeting all these expressions of the death syndrome-the anxiety of loss 
and loneliness. "The terror of death is its awful loneliness, as a human soul who has from 
birth relied upon the human relationships that surrounded him is now impelled to venture 
forth alone into the unknown future." (Paul Johnson, Psychology of Pastoral Care, p. 244) 
It is this most of all that causes us to fear death, and it is this which caused primitive 
peoples to bury tools and utensils with the deceased for their journey. 
 
So how do people cope with the anxiety over the loss, and the fear of this lonely journey? 
This was the question which Elizabeth Kubler-Ross and her associates at the University of 
Chicago posed and brilliantly answered through their extensive research with dying patients. 
This research is summarized in her book On Death and Dying. She elucidates five ways of 
coping, or five stages of coping through which most dying persons pass. These stages are as 
follows: 1) Denial: this is the patient saying, "No, it can't be me; there must be some 
mistake!" Denial is a necessary mechanism of coping, for it gives a person time to adjust to 
the idea that his life is over. It acts as a buffer after receiving a shock. 2) Anger: The patient 
is angry with life, with God, with himself; he is resentful against fate that his efforts to 
build a career, lay up money for old age, etc. are all cut off early. He displaces this anger 
against doctors, nurses and family. Unfortunately, these people in turn react negatively to 
the anger, and that alienates the patient even more. This anger should not be taken 
personally by the family members. 3) Bargaining: The patient pleads with doctors, or with 
God, "Let me live just a little longer!" or "If only this pain could be relieved I would do 
anything! Many patients make promises to live a more religious life if only they will be 
given more time. 4) Depression: This stems from the awareness of loss-of job, of money, of 
familiar surroundings. Later there is a deeper awareness of the forthcoming loss of dear 
ones and of all that was enjoyed in life. It is not helpful to try to simply "cheer up" such a 
depressed person. 5) Acceptance: This is neither joy nor resignation, but a kind of 
feelingless awareness of the inevitable. The Christian who has a firm hope in the better life 
beyond death certainly has a more meaningful experience of acceptance than the  
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non-Christian. Only seldom does the dying patient keep denying or fighting to the end; the 
sooner this stage of acceptance is reached the more peaceful the patient will be yet there is 
a fine line separating the premature resignation and the unduly prolonged fight for life. 
 
These stages might be indicated with a graph line such as this 
 

 
 
 
We indicated that the goal is a healthy acceptance of death. How do we help the patient or 
ourselves to move through denial and anger and depression to a wholesome acceptance? 
Kubler-.Ross says "It might be helpful if more people would talk about death and dying as 
an intrinsic part of life, just as they do not hesitate to mention the beginning of life when 
someone is expecting a baby ... We have seen several patients who were depressed and 
morbidly uncommunicative until we spoke with them about the terminal stage of their 
illness. Their spirits were lightened, they began to eat again, etc. I am convinced that we do 
more harm by avoiding the issue than by using time to sit, listen, and share." (Kubler-Ross, 
On Death and Dying, p. 142). 
 
The important issue for us is, can we ourselves talk about death without fear or anxiety? If 
we as ministers can help dying patients and their families to get in tune with each other's 
needs and come to an acceptance of the unavoidable reality together, we can help to avoid 
much unnecessary agony and suffering on the part of the dying. Kubler-Ross credits 
ministers with snowing less avoidance of death and less hostility and anxiety regarding 
death than she saw among doctors and other professionals in the hospital. But we should 
listen carefully to this psychiatrist when she says: "What amazed me, however, was the 
number of clergy who felt quite comfortable using a prayer book or a chapter out of the 
Bible as the sole communication between them and the patients, thus avoiding listening to 
their needs and being exposed to questions they might be unable or unwilling to answer.... 
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Many of them had visited innumerable very sick people, but began for the first time, in the 
seminar, really to deal with the questions of death and dying. They were very occupied with 
funeral procedures and their role during and after the funeral, but had great difficulties in 
actually dealing with the dying person himself.... They often used the doctor's orders `not to 
tell' or the ever existing presence of a family member as an excuse for not really 
communicating with the terminally ill patients." (Kubler-Ross, p 254) 
 
And so we are brought back to the personal meaning of death-of our own death and how to 
accept it, as well as to the more professional question of how to accept the dying patient, 
and how to help him and his family accept the fact of his death. I believe that no amount of 
philosophy or academic theology on the meaning of death or theory about methods of 
pastoral care of the dying is going to help us face this problem. So we are going to do an 
exercise at this point which I hope will get each of us involved in the meaning of death for 
ourselves, and see how we can cope with this experience. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
On the above chart above mark the year of your birth on the life-line. Write date at the top, 
age at bottom. Then mark the present date in the same way. The line between these two 
points represents your life-line up to the present. Now indicate major events of your life in 
the space above the lifeline, and indicate what these are in the upper fourth of the page. 
Include such things as family developments, job changes, etc. Then in the space below the 
life-line indicate your inner history, i.e., what your subjective reactions to these events have 
been, whether joy and fulfillment or discouragement, etc. Indicate by means of a graph line. 
 
 
Now try to project into the future. Mark on the life-line the date of your retirement, and the 
year, and your age. What events do you anticipate in your "outer history" up to that time? 
Then show how you anticipate your inner history to move-increasing fulfillment and 
challenge, or increasing boredom and frustration? 
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Now comes the hard one: Mark on your life-line the year of your expected death, and your 
age. What activities can you fill in the activity section for that period between retirement 
and death? I.e., what are your life ambitions, ultimate goals? And then what inner attitudes 
do you expect will accompany your activities at that time of life? 
 
Think about the date of your death seriously. Why did you choose what you did? U.S. 
Public Health Service statistics (1964) indicates that if you are about 35 now, you may 
expect to live about 40 years longer. If you are near 45, you have about 27 years, if near 55 
you can expect about 19 more years of life. How do these averages compare with the date 
you chose? Did you choose an early date? Perhaps in order to avoid problems of old age? 
Did you choose a late date-perhaps hoping to avoid decisions regarding death? 
 
Do thoughts of death threaten you? Do you feel fear as you think about that time? Do you 
feel guilty for feeling anxious about death? Did you argue with this exercise, saying, "It's 
impossible to know! That's up to God alone!" Was that purely a religious argument, or 
could it indicate you are trying to hide from something. 
 
One more thought: How do you think you might die? There really are not so many options: 
by accident, by sudden fatal illness, by lingering illness, by purely natural causes? Are you 
prepared? 
 
Now share what you have written and reflected on with your neighbor for a while. 
 
I should like to conclude with some lines from Kubler-Ross' chapter on "Therapy with the 
Terminally III": "Those who have the strength and the love to sit with a dying patient in the 
silence that goes beyond words will know that this moment is neither frightening nor 
painful, but a peaceful cessation of the functioning of the body.... To be a therapist to a 
dying patient makes us aware of the uniqueness of each individual in this vast sea of 
humanity. It makes us aware of our finiteness, our limited lifespan. Few of us live beyond 
our three score and ten years, and yet in that brief time most of us create and live a unique 
biography and weave ourselves into the fabric of human history." (Kubler-Ross, p. 277) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


