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DEDICATION

To Mark Henderson (August 19, 1958–July 24, 2011).

Mark embraced this project from day one with patience, enthusiasm, and grace, and showed, above all, that whatever may or may not await, it’s how a person tackles the here and now that says everything that needs to be said.
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Introduction: What We Believe

Recent polls say about three-quarters of Americans believe in an afterlife, though belief in an actual heaven and hell is falling by the wayside. The Afterlife Survey respondents agreed. The average American growing up in the latter half of the twentieth century, no matter what his or her religion, most likely believed that if you’re good you’ll go to heaven, and if you’re bad you’ll go to hell. Most Americans belonged to some sort of organized religion. They believed its doctrine without question, and it formed the backbone of their lives. This belief in heaven and hell, and how to get there, was the basis for most religious belief.

Or at least that’s what most of us thought.

In recent years, growing numbers of Americans have rejected organized religion. In fact, according to the Pew Forum U.S. Religious Landscape Survey results released in 2008, nearly 28 percent of Americans have left the religion in which they were raised. Some 16 percent say they are not affiliated with any organized religion at all. That’s more than double the number of people who say they weren’t affiliated with a religion as children. So the assumption would be that if people are rejecting organized religion, they’re also rejecting one of its most basic truths: belief in the eternal soul.

But, most of us—74 percent, according to that same Pew study—believe in an afterlife. Some surveys show that number to be even higher. But even if the Pew numbers are low, that’s up from 69 percent in 1973. And yet fewer Americans than ever before believe there is a hell—only 59 percent, according to the Pew numbers. Of those who don’t believe in God—the 12 percent of Americans who are atheists—more than one in ten still believe there is an afterlife.

However, one of the biggest findings of that Pew report is that most people don’t see the afterlife as the traditional “heaven.” They see it as more of an amorphous, indefinable state of being. What’s more, most people are also willing to accept others’ view that the afterlife may be different from what they themselves believe.

The surveys that are the foundation of this book reflect the same truth. We talked to people from a wide slice of life: a CEO, teachers, a sheet-metal worker, a dog walker, a sportswriter, a 78-year-old Catholic priest, and a 26-year-old executive assistant. We surveyed a former Buddhist nun, a rabbi, and two Wiccan priestesses. We talked to a funeral director who faces issues of life and death every day.

We talked to an atheist engineer and business owner who spent sixteen weeks in the hospital, most of it paralyzed and unable to breathe, forced to confront his own mortality.

We talked to a former Methodist minister, now an atheist, who has been told there is nothing more that can be done for his terminal cancer.

Many of these people believe there is an afterlife; some of them don’t. But almost all believe there is some force in the human spirit that makes life worth living—and that the life we live on earth is just as important as what may or may not come after.

AN UNSCIENTIFIC SAMPLING

The Afterlife Survey is not based on a long-term accumulation of data from a particular demographic, but rather a cross-section sampling at this moment in time of people from different religious and cultural backgrounds, clergy, and experts in their fields. The questions were simple: What do you believe? And why? Those questioned were told there were no wrong answers.

The answers were wildly diverse—as varied as the people who were asked—but there were similar themes that ran through almost every answer.

In many cases, we just sat back and let our responders tell their stories, because so many of them had good stories to tell. One thing we learned was that the biggest certainty for almost everyone in this survey is that we really can’t know what awaits us.

“I don’t subscribe to the view there’s an ascension into the clouds in the blue sky,” said the Reverend Damian Milliken, 78, a Catholic priest and the uncle of the author. “We just can’t know. St. Paul said it succinctly: ‘No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him.’”

Elizabeth Daniels, 26, of Fairfax, Virginia, works as an executive assistant/officer manager and was raised in a fundamentalist Southern Christian environment. She now considers herself an agnostic—someone who acknowledges that the existence of a supreme being can’t be known—but had a surprisingly similar view to Father Milliken’s.

“I believed in heaven and hell when I was a young child, and I believed in it in that silly way children do—most literally. I pictured clouds and fire, a red man and a white man with a beard and silk robes.” But now, “To some extent, perhaps I do believe in an afterlife, because I am not entirely willing to say there’s absolutely no such thing.”

A New Hampshire newspaper editor with a master’s degree in counseling, Matt McSorley, 42, believes in the traditional heaven and hell. A devout Catholic, he said his skeptical side raises questions from time to time, but if pressed, he’s still in the heaven/hell camp.

Scott Moulton, 47, an investment services manager for a finance company, believes the universe is too vast to comprehend with the mind. “As I move farther and farther away from a traditional belief in heaven and hell, I have moved towards a belief in the concept that the universe itself may be alive and we may be but a subset of a much larger consciousness.”

Rabbi Ilene Schneider, 62, of New Jersey, said, “Sometimes, I think that whatever someone believes about the afterlife is what they will experience. It’s nice to think that someone like bin Laden, who I am sure had a deep faith that Allah would reward him for his ‘martyrdom,’ is now realizing Allah disagrees.” But the emphasis is on “nice to think.”

Poet Billy Collins, 70, of New York, who was raised in a strict Catholic home, said, “My most optimistic fantasy, which I expressed in a poem called ‘The Afterlife,’ is that everyone goes to the afterlife they imagined. You get what you envisioned, for better or worse. Personally, I think that hell would be stuck inside your own mind for eternity, whereas heaven would be annihilation.” The former U.S. poet laureate admitted, though, “The question was long ago placed in a file labeled ‘WHO KNOWS?’”

Wiccan priestess Ashleen O’Gaea said, “The broadest way I can put it is that our souls are carried by the Goddess’s unconditional love to the Summerland—known by various names, including the Land of Youth—where we have an opportunity to learn from the joys and challenges of the life just lived before the God guides us back to another incarnation.”

April McLeod, 45, a dog sitter who was raised by fundamentalist Christians, said, “To me, God represented love, and as the years went on I started to doubt that he could be so cruel to those who chose not to follow his path to the letter.”

So … most of those interviewed for this survey have thought about the afterlife, no matter what it means to them, and most admit they can’t really say for sure—because who can?

But they think about it anyway; we all do. If we didn’t, as poet Collins points out, “We’d be hamsters.”


Who Responded?
Meet the Afterlife Survey

We surveyed people from all walks of life and backgrounds to find out their views on the afterlife. Some of them not only answered surveys but also contributed expert opinions (they are noted with an *). Meet the survey respondents who provided their in-depth viewpoints:

Ian M. Clark, 37, Loudon, New Hampshire, a newspaper sportswriter and the author of several science fiction/fantasy books, most recently Prophecy of Shadows and Plains of the Past.

Afterlife quote: “I think experience and living in the world and realizing that there are so many things we don’t understand about our own existence and brains has caused my view to fluctuate over time.”

Billy Collins, 70, Somers, New York, poet laureate of the United States from 2001 to 2003, whose poems include “The Afterlife.” Professor of English at Lehman College of City University of New York.

Afterlife quote: “The question was long ago placed in a file I labeled ‘WHO KNOWS?’ My most optimistic fantasy, which I expressed in a poem called “The Afterlife,” is that everyone goes to the afterlife they imagined. You get what you envisioned, for better or worse. Personally, I think that hell would be stuck inside your own mind for eternity, whereas heaven would be annihilation.”

*Paldrom Collins, 59, Walnut Creek, California, former Buddhist nun and counselor for people with sex addictions. She and her husband, George, have written a book on the topic, A Couple’s Guide to Sexual Addiction: A Step-by-Step Plan to Rebuild Trust & Restore Intimacy.

Afterlife quote: “I think the fundamental question of ‘Why am I here, what does my life mean?’ brings with it questions about what happens after death. I’m not sure how it is possible to experience a death and not wonder, ‘What happened? Where did that being go?’ It matters because it is a mystery. It matters because it matters to us. Cyclical logic, yes. But true. I think we naturally seek to understand that which we don’t understand.”

Elizabeth Daniels, 26, Fairfax, Virginia, executive assistant/office manager for the senior vice president of contracts for a major corporation.

Afterlife quote: “I think that humanity has created ideas of God, the devil, heaven, hell, reincarnation and an afterlife, because people are afraid to admit that they do not and cannot factually know what happens after death, and they need some strong force on which to blame the daily occurrences of life. People want to think that their enemies will later on be punished after death and that their loved ones will never, ever leave them, even after their body dies on earth.”

Hamid Faizid, 52, Laurel, Maryland, adult education teacher.

Afterlife quote: “After we die, we go from the grave to judgment day. We are asked questions about God and if we answer correctly, the doors of paradise are opened. If not, we are punished.”

Caren Gittleman, 55, Farmington Hills, Michigan, freelance writer who blogs at http://opcatchat.blogspot.com and http://dakotasden.wordpress.com.

Afterlife quote: “Death is one of the few things we have no control of. Everyone whether they admit it or not wonders what really happens. None of us have answers because nobody knows. That is what frightens so many of us.”

Barbara Grandberg, 60, Somerville, Massachusetts, retired teacher.

Afterlife quote: “We fear death, so thinking that there is an afterlife makes it easier to accept.”

Larry Hausner, 70, Santa Ana, California, semi-retired CEO of the home-goods company he founded. Recently wrote a book based on his hardscrabble upbringing in Omaha, Butter ’n Nuts.

Afterlife quote: “I definitely believe that there is a heaven. It’s difficult to believe that someone could be put into hell forever, but then I think about someone like Hitler, and have no clue where else he could have gone.”

Michael Hawkins, 26, Augusta, Maine, college student, majoring in biology, and an overnight rehab counselor. Blogs at http://forthesakeofscience.com.

Afterlife quote: “Once I die that is the end of me. I do not continue to think or believe or feel or do anything else characteristic of life. The basis of my life is my genes and environment working in concert to produce a functional biological organism; the root of my humanity is exposed through the brain. Once the brain ends, and certainly once all the biology of my being ends, there is nothing. It will be remarkably similar to the time prior to my existence. I just won’t know it.”

Mark Henderson, 53, Milford, New Hampshire, college counselor and former minister, hospital chaplain, and counselor.

Afterlife quote: “[Realizing there is no afterlife] was such a freeing thing, all of a sudden now, this life was as precious as it seemed. Almost like everything in life was kind of turned up a notch or two. Everything seemed kind of beautiful and horrific to me, because everything was real and our relationship to it drives the meaning…. We’ve got life before us and what we do with it is what life means to us. It’s pretty engaging, and for me it’s more than enough.”

Brian McHugh, 32, Manchester, New Hampshire, funeral director.

Afterlife quote: “Death is the ultimate equalizer. Regardless how successful we are here on earth or how much money we have accumulated, we cannot buy our way out of death…. Believing that life not only continues, but is enhanced after death can be a great comfort and support for grieving people. I firmly believe that if more choices made here on earth were influenced by the prospect of entering a glorious afterlife, many of our societal ills would be eliminated.”

April McLeod, 45, Derry, New Hampshire, dog sitter, blogs at http://theteacherspets.blogspot.com.

Afterlife quote: “I do not believe God wants to make it difficult for anyone to get into heaven because I believe God is a God of love and not of judgment.”

Matt McSorley, 42, Litchfield, New Hampshire, newspaper editor.

Afterlife quote: “There’s no question more personal than the fate of our own existence. And since we on this mortal coil are unlikely ever to have our beliefs confirmed, this question will probably stay with humanity evermore.”

The Reverend Damian Milliken, 78, Lushoto, Tanzania, Catholic priest and founder of Saint Mary’s Mazinde Juu school for girls in Tanzania. Recently published a book of his letters from Africa, African Pilgrimage, Volume I.

Afterlife quote: “I don’t think there’s any suffering after death. God is merciful, and no one is so bad that they are going to be suffering eternally.”

Catherine Mills, 84, Hallowell, Maine, retired research assistant at Alzheimer’s Research Center, Rush University Medical Center, Chicago.

Afterlife quote: “I think a person who suffers in this life is already atoning for any sins and that limbo could well be here on earth before we die.”

*John Bear Mitchell, 43, Old Town, Maine, a citizen of the Penobscot tribe, director of Wabanaki Center outreach and student development coordinator for the University of Maine System, Native American waiver coordinator, and lecturer in Wabanaki studies.

Afterlife quote: “I was told that hell was full of fire but as a child who had been surrounded by traditional Native American ceremonies, I was always taught the fire is good—it keeps us warm and cooks our food. This made me question that idea of hell….”

Scott Moulton, 47, Concord, New Hampshire, investment services manager.

Afterlife quote: “As I move farther and farther away from a traditional belief in heaven and hell, I have moved towards a belief in the concept that the universe itself may be alive and we may be but a subset of a much larger consciousness.”

*Arin Murphy-Hiscock, 40, Montreal, Quebec, a third-degree Wiccan high priestess, as well as a freelance writer, editor, and author with four books to her credit, including Power Spellcraft for Life, Solitary Wicca for Life, The Way of the Green Witch, and the upcoming Birds: a Spiritual Field Guide. She is also an editor of the anthology Out of the Broom Closet.

Afterlife quote: “I expect there to be a continuing cycle of existence in some form, but I think to make an assumption about what it will be would be limiting. I find the concept of the Summerland, a place/time where my spirit can reflect upon its experiences and the lessons it has learned before beginning its next cycle of existence, to be a very open one and I am comfortable with that.”

*Ashleen O’Gaea, Tucson, Arizona, writer, editor, and Wiccan priestess. Author of Family Wicca, Raising Witches, Celebrating the Seasons of Life: Samhain to Ostara, Celebrating the Seasons of Life: Beltane to Mabon, The Portable Spell Book, Enchantment Encumbered, The Green Boy, The Flower Bride, and Maiden, Vampire, Crone, and In the Service of Life: a Wiccan Perspective on Death. She also writes a regular column in the magazine Witches & Pagans.

Afterlife quote: “I trust in the process of life–death–rebirth because I see it taking place all around me, all the time. I can’t say from memory, but I expect it to be awesome and wonderful, and that it will be one of those, ‘Oh, well, of course!’ experiences.”

John Reed, 42, Milton, Massachusetts, high school English teacher.

Afterlife quote: “Physically, I think you just die. I’ve always imagined it like the light in the old TV tube, how the picture just reduced to that tiny white spot, then it blinked out. I’m afraid of that blinking, but it’s what I think happens.”

Jim Robidoux, 52, Manchester, New Hampshire, sheet-metal worker.

Afterlife quote: “I believe what the Bible teaches, we will all be raised, some to eternal life, some to judgment that will be horrifying.”

Anna Rossi, 75, Portland, Maine, part-time bookseller.

Afterlife quote: “My father died when I was a child. He was not a churchgoer but was a good and generous person. I remember thinking at the time that there was no way he wasn’t going to heaven. That may have been the beginning of my thinking that it is not all black and white.”

Martin Scattergood, 53, Dusseldorf, Germany, engineer/company owner who recently wrote a book about his experience with Guillain-Barré syndrome, called Drowning in a Sea of Air.

Afterlife quote: “I believe that death is finality. Therefore, we should focus on living and enjoy life.”

*Ilene Schneider, 62, Marlton, New Jersey, rabbi and hospice coordinator. She has authored Talk Dirty Yiddish: Beyond Drek and Chanukah Guilt.

Afterlife quote: “Rationally, I believe when you’re dead, you’re dead. But emotionally, it is comforting to think this life isn’t all there is. Sometimes, I think that whatever someone believes about the afterlife is what they will experience. It’s nice to think that someone like bin Laden, who I am sure had a deep faith that Allah would reward him for his ‘martyrdom,’ is now realizing Allah disagrees.”

*Ken Shouler, PhD, professor of philosophy and religion, County College of Morris, New Jersey. He has written dozens of articles and several books, including The Everything® Guide to Understanding Philosophy, The Everything® Hinduism Book and The Everything® World’s Religions Book.

Afterlife quote: “There is no afterlife, since neither the evidence of the senses nor that of the intellect supports it. Camus said life was absurd, in the sense that we are here, we die and that’s it. We give it meaning without projects and pursuits. We had better get on with those, since nothing follows.”

Rhonda St. James, 49, Warner, New Hampshire, compliance manager for a securities broker/dealer.

Afterlife quote: “I was raised a Catholic but began rejecting most of the teachings of the Catholic faith once I began to think for myself. The more I questioned, the more that I concluded that the tenets of nearly all organized religions served the various institutions and rarely, if ever, served the faithful. It definitely caused me to question the Catholic teachings regarding the afterlife. It seemed a little convenient to believe that one could live a reprehensible life and confess at the eleventh hour and take the express elevator to Heaven. It seemed to defy logic, let alone credibility.”

*Kendra Vaughn Hovey, 43, Duxbury, Massachusetts, a metaphysician, author, and freelance copy editor, is the author of Handfasting: A Pagan Guide to Commitment Rituals and was an editor for the anthology Out of the Broom Closet. Find her at www.kvhovey.com.

Afterlife quote: “I personally believe that God is energy or spirit. As such we live by the laws of natural order that govern the universe and never change (e.g., gravity). Knowing God as energy, there is no doubt in my mind that when I die, my spirit will unite with the spirit of God and I will be at peace and at rest.”


PART ONE

Everything You Wanted to Know about
the Afterlife but Were Afraid to Ask

Ever since man first started drawing pictures on the walls of caves, there’s been evidence that people believed in an afterlife. The ancient Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians believed it. The Aztecs and Mayans did, too. So did those who populated North America 10,000 years ago. Their beliefs evolved into much of what we believe today. But what did people believe back then? What do traditional religions, native cultures, and nontraditional belief systems embrace? And how does all that fit in with what our survey responders believe? The first half of our book takes a look at the evolution of afterlife belief and its impact on people today.


CHAPTER ONE

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU DIE?

Humankind has always believed in some sort of afterlife, from the ancient Egyptians and Mayans to the present day. Some of those beliefs have a lot in common, while others are wildly divergent, depending on the culture and people. Many of those beliefs still have an impact on what people believe today.

Ever since humans have had life, it seems, they started thinking about what would happen once they were dead. It didn’t start with organized religion, Lazarus, or Jesus rising from the dead. Anthropological evidence shows that even the Neanderthals, more than 100,000 years ago, had rites that were performed at death, possibly as a way to ease the way into the afterlife.

The ancient Greeks and Romans, Aztecs, Egyptians, Chinese, Native Americans—every ancient society had a belief. Or a variety of beliefs.

Some were consumed with it.

And most of those beliefs, no matter what form a person took after he or she died or where the afterlife was, seemed to hinge on the fact that how well behaved a person was in life had a lot to do with the destination.

As people’s thinking evolved and organized religion took hold, concepts of the afterlife began to have more structure, and the ideas of heaven and hell became the cornerstones of many of these beliefs. But even those groups that didn’t consider heaven and hell part of the afterlife had one thing in common: if you wanted a good afterlife, you had to earn it here on earth.

“I could pull out a sermon from twenty-five years ago where I go through the reasons why it’s not accurate for Christians to talk about ‘an’ afterlife, since there are so many references to so many different ideas in the tradition from which Christianity has arisen,” said Mark Henderson, 53, of New Hampshire, a former Methodist minister. “Over the years, I came to experience, quite vividly, how the desire for a religious definition of an afterlife came from all the basic psychological fears that one would expect.”

PRE-CHRISTIAN VIEWS OF THE AFTERLIFE

It didn’t take Christianity and the promise of the heaven in which many modern-day people grew up believing to solidify afterlife beliefs. Ancient civilizations had very clear, and sometimes very specific, views on what comprised an afterlife. Despite the fact that these cultures spanned thousands of miles, and in some cases thousands of years, their beliefs had a lot in common. Each also had its own special twist.

The Ancient Egyptians

Ancient Egyptians made a fine art out of it, and the pyramids they built for their dead, some more than 4,000 years ago, are today among the biggest tourist attractions in the world. And they didn’t limit it just to humans—cats and dogs also went to the tombs, mummified, with their masters.

Egyptians believed that once you died, you took a journey with Ra, the sun god, from whom all life came. He captained two ships—the morning ship and the evening ship, or Mesektet. The Mesektet’s destination was the underworld, and that’s where Egyptians went when they died. In fact, they spent their entire lives preparing for the trip.

They believed life after death would be similar to that here on earth, so the body had to be intact for the soul to live—hence mummification and the pyramids. Not only did the body have to be intact, it had to be sustained, so gifts were frequently left with the dead.

Ancient Greece and Rome

The ancient Greeks had a pretty scary view of what happened once they died. Hades awaited across the river Styx. If you were good, you ended up in the Elysian Fields. Those who were bad, in the best case, became slight, insubstantial versions of their former selves. Those who were really bad were tortured, like poor Sisyphus, who had to roll a boulder up a hill over and over again, never quite getting to the top.


BAD FATE MAKES GOOD WORD

Tantalus not only stole from Zeus and revealed the gods’ secrets but also cut up Zeus’ son, boiled him, and then served him up for dinner to the gods. As punishment, Tantalus was sent to the darkest corner of the underworld and forced to be forever hungry, with food just out of reach. Not good for him, but great for our modern vocabulary: his fate gave us the word tantalize.



The Romans’ beliefs were similar to those of the Greeks, with a lot of gods traveling back and forth to the underworld—which was ruled by Pluto, in Roman mythology—and being punished or rewarded for their deeds.

Mayan and Aztec Beliefs

Mayan and Aztec people and their cultures flourished around 2,000 years ago. Like the Greeks and Romans, they, too, were polytheistic: they believed in many gods. And, like the Greeks and Romans, the Mayans had an afterlife that included a journey down a river to an underworld. It was a dark, unpleasant place ruled by a jaguar. And almost everyone went there.

Not many people went to heaven, Tamoanchan. It was ruled by gods, and the only way to get there was to be sacrificed. As with the Ancient Egyptians, everyone who died brought some luggage on the journey, with provisions for themselves and gifts for the gods.

Eastern Beliefs

Many Eastern beliefs center around reincarnation. A person has been here before, and they’ll be here again. What you come back as depends on how you behaved the last time you were here. And some of these beliefs also seek to break that cycle.

As with most other afterlife beliefs, reincarnation stresses that earthly behavior determines your fate after you’re dead. In addition, like many other religious belief systems that were in place before Christianity, most ancient Eastern beliefs were polytheistic—they didn’t center around one all-powerful god, but espoused a number of gods who helped guide those on earth.

Krishna was the closest thing to the one-god idea. In the Hindu scripture the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna said, “I am the source of all material and spiritual worlds. Everything emanates from me.” Buddha himself derived from Krishna, and Hindu, Buddhist, and Jainist afterlife beliefs are anchored in reincarnation and karma.

Meanwhile, in China, as early as the fifth millennium B.C., people took part in elaborate death rituals. By the first millennium B.C., Confucius was telling his followers that the afterlife was beyond humans’ ability to understand, and that the most important thing was to lead a virtuous and kind life. He is said to have told his followers, “ To be able to practice five things everywhere under heaven constitutes perfect virtue. They are gravity, generosity of soul, sincerity, earnestness and kindness.”


A SINGULAR GOD

Shangdi, who was believed to be the supreme being during the Han dynasty in China, first came into belief around 2000 b.c. This is believed to be one of the first references to a single god and sets it apart from the pantheistic beliefs of other cultures.



Indigenous Peoples’ Beliefs

Native Americans and people from many other aboriginal cultures closely tied to nature and earth believe that the world that awaits after death is intricately tied to that of the living.

But all Native American beliefs can’t be lumped under one category, cautions John Bear Mitchell, 43, a citizen of the Penobscot tribe in Maine and a lecturer at the University of Maine.

“I think far too often it is popular for nonknowing people to assume that Native Americans have many gods, when in fact we have one god and many spirits—for example, spirits of the land, of the wind, of the water, of the trees, of the animals etc., etc.,” he said. “Because of popular media, our cultural beliefs have been grouped and categorized as if all Native Americans have the exact same religious/spiritual beliefs—that is a misrepresentation.”

Over the centuries, many Native Americans have become Christians or have embraced other religions and beliefs, but they also still hold their basic cultural beliefs in many ways.

African tribes also have had similar beliefs, and some of these evolved into Islam, which is now the second biggest religion in the world, after Christianity.

Jewish Belief

Jews believe that every person has a neshamah—a soul. When a person dies, the soul returns to where it first came from, only this time loaded with baggage that holds everything that happened to it while on earth. It’s not the same as the baggage the Aztecs or Egyptians carried—these aren’t belongings to help make the afterlife more enjoyable. Rather, it is the sum of who a person was and what he or she did.

The Torah, the documentation for Jewish belief, dates back to the second millennium B.C.

“God’s promised rewards as recorded in the Torah are consistently this-worldly and communal,” according to Rabbi Elie Kaplan Spitz.The author of several books on Jewish beliefs, Spitz said in Do Jews Believe in the Soul’s Survival? that although the Torah hardly addresses what happens after death, “There is a recurring phrase that affirms another realm of existence.” Spitz said that the death of Abraham was recorded as, “he died, was gathered to his people, and was buried.”

“Medieval and contemporary biblical scholars agree that ‘gathered to his people’ refers to soul, a quality of consciousness that persists and is rewarded with an eternal life on another plane,” Spitz wrote.

CHRISTIAN BELIEF

Since the ancient Egyptians, there have been, more or less, organized religions, many of which were covered earlier in this chapter. But Christians believe that about 2,000 years ago, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of God, died and then was resurrected.

As Christian belief began to dominate European culture, the belief in heaven and hell that most Christians are familiar with, even if they don’t totally adhere to it, began to shape afterlife belief (at least among those who were keeping notes).

Christians, to simplify things, were pretty sure your behavior on earth determined which place you would go—up or down. And those are the people who founded America.

Early American Beliefs

If you don’t count the Native Americans—who were unaware of the fate that awaited them when Puritans first came to colonize America—the first white Americans were firm believers in the Christian view of heaven and hell.
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