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What people are saying about

Death Where Is Your Sting?

This reflective book shows with generosity and openness how an Anglican priest in the present day, whose experience and vision has been informed by many years of pastoral commitment and care, might confront the reality of death on the basis of the accumulated theology and philosophy which we now find upon our bookshelves. Bob Reiss has organized his material carefully and thoroughly, and many readers will be grateful to find so many significant doors opened up to them. But this is more than a survey of arguments. The author’s own search for an understanding that appears both realistic and faithful gives life and character to the whole book and yields a particular attraction and value.

Andrew Chandler, Professor of Modern History, University of Chichester

What happens to us when we die? Everyone has asked themselves that question. Bob Reiss offers us a wide-ranging account of different religious and philosophical perspectives, both historical and contemporary, on death. Whether you agree or not with his personal conclusions, you will find his book a truly fascinating and illuminating one.

Brian Pearce, Former Director of the Inter Faith Network for the UK

Spoiler alert: at the end of his book Bob Reiss writes: I therefore personally share Dag Hammarskjold’ view ‘For all that has been, Thanks! To all that shall be, Yes!’ But I do not see any individualistic conscious life after death as part of what shall be.

Perhaps it is not really such a spoiler because unless you take the journey into the afterlife with Dr Reiss as your guide you will neither appreciate nor understand how rich is the material that has led him to his conclusion. One can only be thankful to him for providing such a pleasurable read on a topic which is, for many, so full of dread.

David Richardson AO OBE, formerly the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Representative to the Holy See
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Preface

All sorts of factors lie behind the writing of any book, but among the ones that have affected me I must thank those who have read all or parts of this book and made constructive comments, all of which I have read if not necessarily agreed with. Will Baynes, Ralph Godsall, Clare Heath, Oliver Letwin, Brian Mountford, Brian Pearce, David Richardson, Jennifer Schwalbenberg and Richard Staughton have all assisted in that way and I am very grateful to them. While others might consider I am in all sorts of error, I know at least some others share some of those errors, although of course I accept full personal responsibility for what is said in this book.

I must also thank John Hunt Publishing, not simply for agreeing to publish this book, but for the very helpful way they have responded to my queries. As a publisher they ask a lot of the author in how the book is finally presented to them, but it has been well worth pursuing that course. The Endnotes at the end of each chapter contain details of all the books quoted in them, and I have not included an overall bibliography for the book as a whole. In the Endnotes for Chapter 6 I have included one other very recent book not directly quoted in that Chapter but highly relevant.

I must also thank my wife, Dixie, who has coped with my preoccupation with this book when no doubt she would have wished my mind had been elsewhere.





Introduction

Death and the process of dying are something that awaits us all. I am fortunately physically well, but as I am over 75 it seems a suitable time to think carefully about death and dying, and this book reflects my present conclusions. It is essentially a personal view and makes no claim to be a comprehensive review of the subject.

I spent my working life as a clergyman in the Church of England, retiring just over seven years ago from Westminster Abbey. Many may think that must determine what I believe on the subject of what happens at death, but in fact from the middle of the twentieth century there has been much debate about the subject, both in the Church of England and in the wider society; opinion even within the church is far more varied than many realize.

For me personally it was the death of my parents, my father over 30 years ago and my mother over 20 years ago that caused me to wonder about what I believed. Various friends, no doubt kindly, assured me that they were happy elsewhere but I could not help thinking at the time “How do you know?” That question has not left me and I referred to my doubts on the matter in my earlier book Sceptical Christianity. When the writing of this new book became a possibility, I was sure it was an issue worth pursuing.

Of course, some said that I couldn’t know the answer, which at one level is obviously true, although probability pushes me very strongly in a skeptical direction for reasons I shall explain. Others thought it more important to pursue issues in this life rather than doubts about any possible future life. Yet I have discovered other people, including some in the church, have wondered about death, so trying to get my mind round the question seemed worthwhile, especially in a church where tacit assumptions seem to outweigh careful questioning reflection on the subject. Some asked “why disturb other people’s faith?” That question underlies any theological reflection, but not to pursue serious questions because they might lead others to be disturbed can be no reason for ignoring the issues. Also, as I shall explain later, I have found my strong doubts about any form of personal consciousness beyond death far more liberating than depressing.

Chapter 1 examines what religions other than Christianity have believed on the matter in the past, and I have included in that some of the early Greek philosophers who were profoundly influential for many years after their own lives ended. Those who maintain all religions have consistently believed in life after death are simply historically wrong even though there have been long periods where some form of such belief was normal for some religions.

Chapter 2 looks at the development of Christian belief prior to the twentieth century and Chapter 3 examines the resurrection traditions about Jesus at the first Easter, including reference to three distinguished modern scholars who come to radically different conclusions.

Chapter 4 looks at some modern developments in more secular approaches to the subject, including – in some detail – four major publications written in the last fifty years that come to different conclusions.

Grounds for believing in any life after death are mainly either philosophical or religious ones, but there are those who have been brought to that belief as a result of personal experiences, particularly of what are known as Near Death Experiences and there is plenty of literature approaching the question from that perspective. That and the challenge brought about by neuroscience I examine in Chapter 5.

Chapter 6 examines Christian thought from the beginning of the twentieth century, where the debate has been more varied than many might imagine. That chapter covers the questions that have been most influential in helping me come to my own conclusions.

Chapter 7 provides an overview of my conclusions and the implications of them.

A Postscript looks at a related but different issue, that of facing the process of dying. In various parts of the world, not least of all in the United Kingdom, there has been much discussion on whether there are circumstances when those who request assisted dying might be granted their request. This is a profoundly serious moral issue that is not going to go away, and I have been pleased to be part of a small group, mainly but not exclusively of clergy who meet under the chairmanship of a rabbi to consider it. Over a number of years we have listened to some who have been personally involved in responding to specific cases and that has certainly affected my thinking. As a result I have come to disagree with the public stance of the majority of the House of Bishops on the matter and explain why.





Chapter 1

 Ancient Beliefs and Philosophies

Until fairly recently religions have had a significant influence on what many people believed about death. This chapter considers what some non-Christian religions have believed about it and examines some of the ancient philosophical arguments on the subject.

What anybody means by life after death can be very varied. I suspect few would dispute one view, which is that when we die others will retain their memories of us. How long those memories last might depend on all sorts of factors, but except for those who become famous it is unlikely to last much more than 80 or so years after their death. I never knew my great grandparents and know very little about them; I suspect I am typical in that. But the memories of us will continue for a period, at the very least in the thoughts of our families, as was expressed in the book Ecclesiasticus in the Apocrypha “Their bodies were buried in peace, and their name lives to all generations”(44.14). However, such memories can change even after the death of the person concerned. Fame certainly came to some people after their death; Van Gogh, Kafka, Galileo and Mendel are all examples, but infamy can come as well; look at the memory of Jimmy Savile, who was given generally positive obituaries when he died until the details of his pedophilia became publicly known after his death. Other people’s assessment and memory of us can vary for good or ill even after our deaths, so at the very least life after death has some meaning in such a context.

Others might dwell on the undoubtedly mysterious nature of consciousness. We all have a consciousness of self that is peculiar to us, but we also share a good deal with other people and in so far as in our lives we contribute to other people’s consciousness that diffused consciousness also continues after our death. It may or may not be associated with the memories others have of us, but the fact that someone forgot from whom they got a particular idea does not stop it still being a part of their consciousness and even part of a continuing collective consciousness.

Other concepts are more definite about some sort of personal existence after death; they might include reincarnation, that when someone dies their “soul” passes on to an unborn child or even, in some views, to other non-human living creatures, or it might involve the notion of the immortality of the soul, that there is something about the human “soul” that survives death, or it may involve resurrection, that in some way our bodies are resurrected so that others will still know and even recognize us. There has also been the advent of the rather questionable activity of Cryonics, where a person’s body can be frozen and kept in cold storage in the hope that scientific advances may allow them to be revived in the future, exactly how the brain would survive such an experience and then come back to life in a much-changed world is not at all clear. Interestingly, Yuval Hariri sees death as “a technical problem that we can and should solve.”1 He does, however, acknowledge that “the hopes of eternal youth in the twenty-first century are premature, and whoever takes them too seriously is in for a bitter disappointment.”2 More modestly, he hopes it might be possible over the next 100 years to double life expectancy to 150. Few of us will be around to see if he is right!

All of those views and variations on them – except Cryonics – can be found in the world’s religions, although it is not correct to say that all religions believe in life after death.


Judaism

For much of the Old Testament the Jewish people were at the very least ambiguous about any afterlife. While they said that the dead went to Sheol, or the place of the departed, they were more concerned with the fate of the family and the whole people of Israel rather than with the fate of any individuals after death. There were exceptions; Genesis speaks of Enoch walking “with God; and he was not, for God took him” (Gen. 5.24). Moses’ commissioning of his successor, Joshua, is followed by the story of Moses going up Mount Nebo, viewing the Promised Land and then in the last chapter of Deuteronomy it simply records “Moses the servant of the Lord died there in the land of Moab, according to the word of the Lord, and he buried him in the valley in the land of Moab opposite Beth-peor; but no man knows the place of his burial to this day” (Deut 34. V 5–6). There is also the strange story of Elijah being taken up into heaven by a whirlwind (II Kings 2. 11) and Saul’s encounter with the dead Samuel through the medium of Endor (1 Samuel. 28; 7–25). But more often the Old Testament speaks of individuals like King David “sleeping with their fathers.”

There was disagreement about what that entailed. Ecclesiastes, dating from the third century BCE, recognized that human beings and animals shared one thing: “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, and man has no advantage over the beasts; for all is vanity. All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again” (Eccles. 3: 19–20). Later, the author summarized his view of human beings: “For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing, and they have no more reward; but the memory of them is lost. Their love and their hate, and their envy have already perished, and they have no more for ever any share in all that is done under the sun… Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might; for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going” (Eccles. 9; 5–6, 10). Whether being in Sheol could even constitute existence is doubtful.

However, there are intimations of belief in an afterlife in some of the later books of the Old Testament, particularly the Book of Daniel, which appears to have been redacted no earlier than the second century BCE, and those views were most clearly expressed in the later Wisdom of Solomon from the Apocrypha, written in the first century BCE. “The souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and no torment will ever touch them. In the sight of the foolish they seem to have died, and their departure was thought to be a disaster, and their going from us to be their destruction; but they are at peace. For though in the sight of others they were punished, their hope is full of immortality” (Wisdom 3. 1–4).

Two critical factors seem to have brought about this change after most of the Old Testament was written. The Maccabean Revolt in the second century BCE against the Seleucid Empire, when many young Jewish men died at the hands of their oppressors, produced a motive for the development of belief in life after death; justice demanded those who had given their lives for Israel should be rewarded. The notion that the injustices of the world required some other world where they could be put right remains a significant factor in arguments for life after death.

The second factor was the growing influence of Platonism’s belief in life after death. This was a surprising combination because the Maccabean Revolt was also against the growing Hellenization demanded by the Seleucid Empire; nonetheless Platonism’s influence affected some Jewish thinkers, including the author of the Wisdom of Solomon, which was written in Greek. Platonism’s influence also certainly imbued the early Christian Church as well, especially through St Augustine.

By the time of the New Testament those Jews who believed in the authority of the Written Tradition of the Torah such as the Sadducees, who were the guardians of the Temple in Jerusalem and who provided the High Priest of Jewish religion until the sack of Jerusalem in 70 CE, definitely rejected any notion of life after death, as was confirmed in the questions asked by them of Jesus in Mark 12. 18–27. However, such rejection was not universal. The Pharisees, who became a Jewish movement in the second century BCE after the war against the Seleucid Empire, followed the tradition of the Oral Law and believed in an afterlife. Géza Vermes, the Jewish biblical scholar, suggests that the answer attributed to Jesus in his conflict with the Sadducees in the passage in Mark was typical of Pharisaic arguments.3

After the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE the Sadducees lost their purpose and the movement became extinct, hence Pharisaic Judaism became the predominant influence in the dispersed Jewish people. Thereafter there was a move to accepting the notion of life after death. Maimonides (1135–1204), one of the greatest Jewish philosophers of the medieval period, produced a commentary on the Mishnah that is still considered an authoritative codification of the Jewish law. It included his 13 principles of Jewish Faith, and belief in the resurrection of the dead was the last principle.

Today the picture in Judaism is more complicated. Orthodox Judaism is distinguished from Progressive Judaism, and Orthodox Judaism still holds to a notion of the immortality of the soul or of resurrection. Within Progressive Judaism there is both Reform and Liberal Judaism. Judaism distinguishes between halakhah, or legal norms of behavior, and aggadah, which includes matters of belief. In Progressive Judaism there is no single normative view about aggadah, but a wide range of opinion is accepted. Beliefs about life after death, which do not affect legal behavior, come within the area of aggadah. Progressive Judaism has also become more uncertain. Rabbi Mark Solomon from the more progressive liberal wing suggests that in that tradition the notion of an afterlife has almost completely collapsed. “The reconstruction of Judaism in the period of Enlightenment and Emancipation, in which huge effort was expended, from Moses Mendelssohn onwards, in portraying Judaism as an enlightened, rational religion of divinely revealed ethical laws, emphasizing righteousness for its own sake, downplayed the supernatural, miraculous and eschatological. Jews, reveling in their newfound emancipation, were at the forefront of movements of rationalism and cultural criticism. There was a strong desire both to make Judaism palatable, and hence tolerable, to liberal Christians, and at the same time to differentiate Judaism from Christianity.… There was a strong tradition amongst Christians that Judaism was a ‘this worldly’ religion, in a negative sense – materialistic rather than spiritual – bolstered by the fact that the Hebrew Bible barely speaks about the afterlife. As knowledge of rabbinic learning declined amongst assimilated Jews, I think it’s possible that they absorbed this Christian (mis)perception and made a virtue of it.… The continued rise of scientific rationalism amongst western professional elites, among whom Jews were and are prominent, led to increasing skepticism about the existence of an immaterial soul and hence about an afterlife.”4

He also believes two other factors had their effect. First, the Holocaust with the perceived failure of God to intervene and protect his people made belief in an afterlife a sort of disgraceful cop-out. It was this world that Jews thought needed fixing, not clinging to the cheap comfort of seeing your murdered parents and relatives again in heaven. Secondly, there was Zionism. Whether secular or religious, if one’s faith and effort is invested in saving the Jewish people by creating a Jewish state, the focus is all (subconsciously) on bringing salvation now, on earth, and belief in heaven is just a distraction.

However, another Rabbi5 also from the Progressive tradition but more at the Reform end of the Liberal/Reform spectrum tells me that in Reform Judaism the picture is more complex still, in that while many Reform Jews do not believe in life after death many are more uncertain. That is illustrated by a fascinating statistic. Orthodox Judaism follows the requirement of Deuteronomy that a dead person should be buried and not cremated, and it appears that for the Orthodox that partly flows from their belief in a final resurrection for all at the end of time. In the UK population as a whole just over 75% of funerals are cremations, but in the Reform synagogue where Rabbi Freeman ministers, the figure is closer to 16%. That may simply reflect a desire to follow Jewish tradition at that point, but it seems also to show that within contemporary Judaism as a whole there remains a variety of opinion on the possibility of life after death.




The Ancient Greeks

It was the Ancient Greek Philosophers who probably gave most impetus to belief in life after death. “Pythagoras, often venerated as the first of the philosophers, was also renowned as a champion of survival after death. He did not, however, believe that at death the soul entered a different and shadowy world: he believed that it returned to the world we all live in, but it did so as the soul of a different body.”6 He believed souls transmigrated not just between humans, but across species. He “did not offer philosophical arguments for survival and transmigration; instead he claimed to prove it in his own case by identifying his belongings in a previous incarnation. He was thus the first of a long line of philosophers to take memory as a criterion of personal identity.”7

Exactly what Socrates thought about life after death is not clear. Xenophon and Plato both give descriptions of the speeches in defense of Socrates at his trial but none of them can be relied upon as being historically accurate. Anthony Kenny compares the different impressions of Socrates given by Xenophon and Plato to the contrasting pictures of Jesus in Mark’s Gospel and in St John’s. “While in Mark Jesus speaks in parables, brief aphorisms, and pointed responses to questions, the Jesus of the fourth gospel delivers extensive discourses that resonate at several levels. There is a similar contrast between Xenophon’s Socrates, who questions, argues, and exhorts in a workmanlike manner, and the Socrates of Plato’s Republic, who delivers profound metaphysical lectures in a style of layered literary artifice. Just as it was John’s presentation of Jesus that had the greatest impact on later theological development, so it is the Socrates of Plato whose ideas proved fertile in the history of philosophy.”8 “In Plato’s Apology Socrates appears to be agnostic about the possibility of an afterlife… The Platonic Socrates in the Phaedo, however, is the most articulate protagonist of the thesis that the soul not only survives death, but is better off after death.”9

The argument Plato puts into the mouth of Socrates in Phaedo, which is a dialogue between Socrates and some friends as he prepares to take the hemlock and die, is worth examining as it, or variations on it, were so influential later. He suggests that death “is nothing but the separation of the soul from the body. And being dead is this: the body’s having come to be apart, separated from the soul, alone by itself, and the soul being apart, alone by itself, separated from the body.”10 He envisages the soul being imprisoned by the body and says “because the body affords us countless distractions… if we know nothing purely in the body’s company, then one of two things must be true: either knowledge is nowhere to be gained, or else it is for the dead; since then, but no sooner, will the soul be alone apart from the body.”11 In response to his interlocutors’ questions and comments Plato gives three arguments for the immortal nature of the soul. The first is often called the Cyclical argument and is about opposites, where it is suggested that in any set of opposites each comes from the other and needs the other, sleep and wakefulness for example, bigger and smaller, or death and life. As death comes from life so, Plato argues, life must come from death. On that basis it leads to the second so-called Recollection argument; knowledge is recollection, and recollection requires pre-existence, so he argues for the existence of a non-embodied soul before life as well as after death. Such a soul is immortal in the way for Plato ideas are immortal in his Theory of Ideas, illustrated by what he says about the notion of a circle. The Idea of a Circle is greater than any specific example of a circle, and it is not a physical thing, but belongs to a non-physical spiritual realm, which is more real than the material world or world of change. The third so-called Affinity argument, flows from the same idea, that unlike the body, which can disintegrate at death, the unchanging ideas with which the soul is concerned are indissoluble and continue after death; insofar as the soul has considered and adopted them it too will be immortal.

Each of those three arguments has been subjected to much criticism. David Gallop in his commentary on Phaedo says “Things come to be alive when they come into being at birth or conception. But from a thing’s coming to be alive in this sense, the proper inference is not that it was previously dead, but that it did not exist previously at all. The sense of ‘come to be alive’ required for the argument is not that in which a living thing comes into being, but that in which a soul ‘becomes incarnate’ in a living body. Yet it cannot do this unless it already exists before birth or conception. And whether it does so or not is just what is at issue.”12 Anthony Kenny comments on the Cyclical argument “Is it true that opposites always come from opposites? And even when opposites do come from opposites, must the cycle continue forever? Even if sleeping has to follow waking, may not one last waking be followed… by everlasting sleep? And however sure it might be that the soul cannot abide death, why must it retire elsewhere when the body dies, rather than perish like the melted snow?”13 That, and indeed even the very notion of “the soul,” has been subject to much examination, as will be seen later.

However, even Plato was prepared to hedge his bets. In his Apology on the subject of death he put into the mouth of Socrates:


Let us also think in this way how great a hope there is that it is good: For being dead is either of two things. Either it is such as to be nothing and the dead man has no perception of anything, or else, in accordance with the things that are said, it happens to be a certain change and migration of the soul from the place here to another place. And if there is no perception, but it is like a sleep in which the sleeper has no dream, death would be a marvelous gain. For I would suppose that if someone had to select the night in which he slept so soundly that he did not even dream, and had to contrast the other nights and days of his own life with that night, and then had to say on consideration how many days and nights of his own life he had spent better and more pleasantly than that night, I would suppose, not that some private man, but that the Great King himself would find that they are easy to count compared with the other days and nights. If, then, death is such a thing, I at least say it is a gain. For all time appears nothing more than one night.… But now it is time to go away, I to die you to live. Which of us goes to a better thing is unclear to everyone except to the god.14



Aristotle held to a slightly different view of the soul. His notion was greater than simply something that human beings have, for he believed “The soul’s very essence is defined by its relationship to an organic structure. Not only humans but also beasts and plants have souls – not second-hand souls, transmigrants paying the penalty of earlier misdeeds, but intrinsic principles of animal and vegetable life. A soul, Aristotle says, is the ‘actuality of a body that has life’, where life means the capacity for self-sustenance, growth and decay.”15 To that extent he was not a dualist: “it is quite clear that the soul is not separable from the body.”16 However, he thought the soul might have different parts, the desire for nutrition, for example, or the ability to move, but for human beings it includes the rational part. What was unusual about humans in distinction from animals is that there was within the human soul a process of rational thought so that the desires that were part of the soul could be constrained by the capacity of rational thought. He wrote “It remains unclear whether the soul is the actuality of a body in this way or rather is as the sailor of a boat.”17 Although his teaching was not clear on the matter it seemed that he did believe that a purely rational element might in some way survive death. Through St Augustine, Plato’s influence on Christianity was far greater than Aristotle’s until St Thomas Aquinas found a way of combining Aristotelian philosophy with his understanding of Christian faith, as Maimonides did with the Jewish faith. The notion that each human being had a soul that was independent of the body had a profound effect on early Christian and later medieval views of life after death.

However, not all early Greek philosophers believed in it. One of Socrates’s friends in Phaedo, Cebes, says to him “what you say about the soul is the subject of much disbelief: men fear that when it has been separated from the body, it may not exist anywhere, but that on the very day a man dies, it may be destroyed and perish, as soon as it is separated from the body.”18 Epicurus, who lived after both Plato and Aristotle, believed that the death of the body was also the death of the soul. He wrote to Menoeceus “Death does not concern us, because as long as we live death is not here. And once it comes, we no longer exist.”19 He wanted to remove the fear of death, which he thought was generated primarily by religion as it held out the prospect of suffering after death, which Epicurus considered to be an illusion. Seneca was a Stoic philosopher at the beginning of the Christian era; he was born in 4 BCE and died in 65 BCE. He wrote extensively on the subject of death, perhaps inevitably for someone living through the reigns of Caligula and Nero, the latter ordering Seneca’s death. His views on life after death are not clear, sometimes he seemed to accept Plato’s theme of immortality, but more often he was concerned to assert that no one should be afraid of death.


Consider that the dead are afflicted by no ills, and that those things that render the underworld a source of terror are mere fables. No shadows loom over the dead, nor prisons, nor rivers blazing with fire, nor the waters of oblivion; there are no trials, no defendants, no tyrants reigning a second time in that place of unchained freedom. The poets have devised these things for sport, and have troubled minds with empty terrors. Death is the undoing of all our sorrows, an end beyond which our ills cannot go; it returns us to that peace in which we reposed before we were born. If someone pities the dead, let him also pity those not yet born.20



The influence of ancient Greek philosophers ranged across a whole series of matters including death, although for Christianity at least, especially through St Augustine, Plato won the day until Aristotle replaced him via St Thomas Aquinas.




Islam

Islamic belief is centered on the Qur’an, which Muslims hold to be the accurate word of God as dictated to Muhammad. His faithful followers have no doubt that that the Qur’an came directly from God via the angel Gabriel and takes precedence over any other area of human knowledge. The Qur’an itself speaks of a Day of Resurrection and of a final Judgment, so for a Muslim they are indisputable.

The Qur’an gives a high status to both Moses and Jesus, although it denies that Jesus died on the Cross but rather asserts that he was taken directly into heaven. Also in Islam there is no sense that one person’s sacrifice can affect another person’s final judgment. On the Day of Judgment, the deeds of each person will receive their exact reward and while repentance before death might be met by the mercy of God after death there is no room for repentance.

Central to Islam is the notion of the soul, with some recent discussions suggesting that “ensoulment” happens at the end of the first four months of pregnancy.21 An overall description of Islamic belief from an Islamic scholar, Dr Usama Husan, states:


Muslim belief is that human souls are on a journey that is much greater than earthly lifespans. All souls began in the knowledge of God, and they were all asked, ‘Am I not your Lord?’ To this they all replied, ‘Yes’.22 These souls eventually join with bodies in the material world. The ‘life of this world’ is temporary. ‘Every soul tastes death’23 as the Qur’an proclaims, and then moves into a state that is the beginning of the Hereafter (after life), but the precursor to the final judgment on the Day of Resurrection. A popular belief is that after judgment, all souls eventually live forever in the Garden (Heaven) or the Fire (Hell), although some theologians hold that Hell will eventually come to an end, and only Heaven will endure forever. The life of this world compared to the Hereafter is like a drop of water compared to the ocean. Muslim patients facing death remember, and are reminded by their family, friends and religious figures, that death is not the end of their lives, but merely a temporary phenomenon that everyone will ‘taste’, and that facing death is in fact preparing for a much longer lifetime ahead in the Hereafter.24



Another authoritative Islamic statement says:


Islamic Eschatology gives roles to Gog and Magog, the Mahdi, the Antichrist and to Jesus. Suddenly Jesus will appear, and with him the radical correction of the world, the opening of the doors of paradise and the doors of hell, and the discrimination of the spirits. With respect to individual eschatology, Islam, like all monotheistic traditions, has a sharp distinction between the posthumous states of paradise and hell. The Prophet said: ‘When we live, we dream, and when we die, we wake.’ Whether we are true to our real selves and to the Real – this is what determines our state after death. Identification with the Truth leads to paradise, and rejection to hell. However, those who are not perfected, but are without fundamental fault, may enter into a limbo, or the kind of intermediary state without suffering, as they undergo final purification, a state, which unfailingly opens on the state of the blessed.…. The Prophet said ‘Those who have merited paradise will enter it; the damned will go to hell. God will then say: Let those leave hell whose hearts contain even the weight of a mustard seed of faith! They will then be released, although they will already have been burned to ashes, and plunged into the river of rainwater, or into the river of life; and immediately they will be revived.’ There is, finally, hell itself, which lasts in perpetuity – if not in eternity – until the extinction of the personality.… The Koran speaks of various paradises, each corresponding, no doubt, to different degrees of blessedness.… The human, or central state is distinguished from all others precisely because it is characterized by the capacity to know the Absolute. To be born human is therefore to arrive at a great crossroads. Islam simplifies the choice of direction into two main paths, because, ultimately, the consequences of being human are either that of becoming sanctified, or that of being reduced to the sub-human, whatever the modes. Damnation is the forfeit, or ultimate loss, of the human state because of revolt, disbelief, or, in the case of the ‘indifferent’ of simply abandoning the responsibility of being God’s ‘viceroy’ on earth. Paradise is the realization of conformity to our true nature; closeness to God because of knowledge of Him; and salvation.25



These two extensive quotations from Islamic sources show the central role that judgment plays in Islamic thought, and the interesting notion that Jesus will be involved. A mainstream Islamic belief relates to the barzakh (isthmus) between a person’s death and the Day of Judgment, where Islam believes that each person experiences bliss or punishment in the grave. A popular Islamic belief is that one or two angels come to the person just after the moment of burial to ask questions about their faith, with Shia Muslims believing that the questions include which Imam the person followed. Depending on their answers constitutes whether they are rewarded or punished on the Day of Judgment; although this is not to be found in the Qur’an it is described in numerous hadiths, (statements or views made or approved by the Prophet in his lifetime). A general Sunni view is also that the deceased is aware and informed of the actions of his/her family.

John Bowker in his study of Islamic beliefs in The Meanings of Death also makes an important observation about what happens at the Day of Judgment with individuals being sent to Paradise (the Garden) or Hell (the Fire); “these descriptions, for the vast majority of Muslims, are not metaphorical; they describe literally (since the Qur’an is the word coming directly down from God) a part of his creation.”26 He concludes “Islam rests, as the other major religions do not, on one literal and inerrant picture of the final outcomes of human lives beyond death.”27

However, while that may well be true of strictly orthodox Muslims there has been a broader intellectual tradition within Islam that may point to wider perspectives. Someone within the broad Islamic tradition wrote The Rubayyat of Omar Khayyam, although not much is known for certain about Omar Khayyam other than he was a mathematician and astronomer. It is believed his father was a convert to Islam from Zoroastrianism and Khayyam followed his father, although with a strong skeptical stance. There is an academic debate about the relationship of Khayyam to Sufism, a mystical version of Islam, but he retained a thoughtful perspective and in The Rubayyat expresses some of that questioning.


Why, all the Saints and Sages who discuss’d

 Of the Two Worlds so learnedly, are thrust

Like foolish Prophets forth; their Works to Scorn

Are scatter’d, and their Mouths are stopt with dust.

Oh, come with old Khayyam, and leave the Wise

To talk; one thing is certain, that life flies:

One thing is certain, and the Rest is Lies;

The Flower that once had blown forever dies.28



That was written in the eleventh century and, it is said because of the doubts raised by his skepticism, Khayyam made a pilgrimage to Mecca to prove his commitment to Islam.

Such a broader approach is not unknown within Islam today, as well illustrated by Professor Lenn E Goodman:


“Islamic humanism has a long and splendid history. But if pursued as an option for today, it does not come ready made, and this book offers neither a recipe nor a prescription…. The task of forging a new and humanistic Islam lies with thoughtful and progressive Muslims.”29 The sacred and the secular, he writes “Islam, like every religion, harbors its own secular moments and spaces. It fosters secularities that are at once inimical to its claims yet symbiotic with it. They are dependent on it, but also supportive of its world presence and self-assertion. And they exact a price in distraction of gaze and diffusion of interests.… Islam becomes a way of life coloring every culture reached by the Qur’an and the Arabic language. In the cosmopolitan civilization that results, communities and individuals find their own tents and awning, accommodating the sacred and the secular in various modes of coexistence, some intricately devised, some casual or haphazard, some coherent, others restive or unstable, some synthetic or creative, others vapid, stiff or angry. Many of these shelters are such that those who have lived in their shade could find they were experiencing something of the best of this world without being deprived of some taste of the next.”30 On the rise of universal historiography he notes the work of one Islamic scholar, Ibn Khaldun, and says of it “Granted that the overarching framework of creation-history-judgment remains unquestioned and unquestionable for the most faithful adherents of Islam…. nonetheless, the idea that creation frames the most fundamental question for the historical and that the Day of Judgment frames the ultimate answer to that question is quietly but decisively set aside by Moslem historical writers. Even when their work rises far above the local and parochial, their standpoint is more earthbound than that. Judgment is sought within history, not just at its end. That is true even of Muhammad and of many others who took on the role… the search for a moral shape and thrust in history cunningly intertwines with the prophet before him. It is also true of our universal historians. Ibn Khaldun, drawing together the work of many predecessors, takes his problematic from the ways of life that he finds on earth. He finds the meaning that he seeks in history not in any final denouement but in the very cycles of power that fill the span of human life and mark the rise and falls of societies, as he knows them.”31



It remains to be seen how what Goodman describes as “thoughtful and progressive Muslims” respond to the challenges to the notion of the soul raised for Christian theologians in the twentieth century by the science and philosophy described in later chapters.
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