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RESURRECTION: WHAT KIND OF BODY?

TED PETERS

Ore of the things we expect the future to bring is our own death. Despite all the
advances in medical science, the death rate for human beings is still running at 100%.
Thus the question regarding the possibility of life beyond the grave is still on people's
minds. Polls consistently show that nearly three out of four Americans answer "yes" to
questions asking about belief in life after death. A recent Gallup poll reports that 67% of
teenagers believe in life after death, including 91% affirming that there is a heaven where
the good are rewarded and 76% that there is a hell where the wicked are punished.! This
kind of data prompts Andrew Greeley to remark that "we are born with two incurable
diseases: life—always fatal, and hope—never curable. The critical question is whether
hope is revelation or deception."? The Christian faith affirms that it is revelation and not
deception. Further, the specifically Christian vision of life beyond death affirms with the
Apostles’ Creed belief in the "resurrection of the body and the life everlasting." Now,
what does this mean?

Our task here will be to clarify just what we mean by life beyond death under-
stood in terms of resurrection, and we will pursue this task by comparing the biblical
view with some alternatives. The alternatives weswill entertain here are four: (I) modern

naturalismy; (2) immortality of the soul; (3) absorption into the infinite; and (4) astral pro-
jection.

ALTERNATIVES TO THE BIBLICAL VIEW

Modern Naturalism

The first possibility we will dub the position of modern secular naturalism which
in effect says, "when you're dead you're dead!" Death is the natural conclusion to life. It is
the end, pure and simple. Naturalism assumes and asserts that the natural world consti-
tutes the whole of reality. There are no windows that open out into another reality. There
is no supernature. Life is fundamentally physical in character, and there is no spiritual re-
ality to which we can escape the inevitable terminus that death brings. Living is only a
physiological process with only a physiological meaning, argues Joseph Wood Krutch.

Novelist Jack London goes on to describe our desire for immortality in terms of a delu-
sion.

All these baffling head-reaches after immortality are but the panics of souls
frightened by the fear of death, and cursed with the thrice-cursed gift of
imagination. . . .[The human person] is compounded of meat and wine and
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sparkle, of sun-mote and world-dust, a frail mechanism made to run for a
span, to be tinkered with by doctors of divinity and doctors of physic, and
to be flung into the scrap-heap at the end 2

The naturalist position must conclude that not only do individual human beings
die, but knowing the scientific projections for the future of the cosmos, that all the
achievements of civilization must also pass into oblivion. Moving from the personal
scrap heap to the cosmic scrap heap, Bertrand Russell draws out the nihilistic conse-
quences:

- - . all the labor of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noon-
day brightness of human genius is destined to extinction in the vast death
of the solar system, and that the whole temple of man's achievement must
inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins—all these
things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain that no philoso-
phy which rejects them can hope to stand 4

"If that's all there is," once sang Peggy Lee on the U.S. Hit Parade, “then I'll just
go on dancing.”

The diagnosis of modern secular naturalism is that death is incurable. The pa-
tient will die completely and stay dead. The next three alternative views, however, all be-
lieve they can save the patient through a surgical procedure in which they extract a non-
physical selfhood from the physical body. By performing what we will here call a “sou-

"

lechtomy,” they believe the patient can live on even though the physical body will die.

Immortality Of The Soul

The first soulechtomy we wish to mention is that performed by the great philoso-
phers of the Platonic tradition in ancient Greece. The Greeks began by noticing how the
ideas of the mind (psyche) seemed to be immune to the deteriorations of the body. Even
though individuals would die, their ideas could be passed on from generation to genera-
tion unchanged. Perhaps certain ideas are eternal, the Greeks thought. If so, then the task
of philosophy would be to discern which ideas are eternal and then try to train the mind
to ponder only the eternal thoughts, so that the mind— which is identified with the true
self apart from the body—would cut itself free from all temporal concerns. Free from
temporality it could then leave the body and enter the realm of strictly disembodied and
hence everlasting reality. With this scheme in mind, death became thought of positively
because it would release the soul from temporal concerns and permit greater concentra-
tion on what is eternal. Thus Socrates says to Phaedo just before drinking the hemlock
that will put his body to sleep forever:

The body and its desires are the only cause of wars and factions and battles;
for all wars arise for the sake of gaining money, and we are compelled to
gain money for the sake of the body. We are slaves to its service. And so,
because of all these things, we have no leisure for philosophy. But worst of
all is that if we do get a bit of leisure and turn to philosophy, the body is
constantly breaking in upon our studies and disturbing us with noise and
confusion, so that it prevents our beholding the truth, and in fact we per-
ceive that, if we are ever to know anything absolutely, we must be free
from the body and must behold the actual realities with the eye of the soul
alone. ... when we are dead we are likely to possess the wisdom which we
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desire and claim to be enamoured of; but not while we are alive.5

What we need to notice here is the direct competition between the mind or soul,
which is the suprasensible self, and the body in which it is trapped. Plato says the soul "is
imprisoned in the body like an oyster in his shell" and it seeks to escape from it through
death. There is no concept here of a transformation or renewal of the physical world
which would put body and soul into harmony, as one would find in Christianity. Nor
does death cause Socrates to tremble with the fear of annihilation, because he seems con-
fident that his true self is leaving a forsaken world to enter a blessed one.

Not everyone who dies becomes blessed, however. According to the Platonic
scheme human souls are confronted with a judgment beyond the grave that determines
where they will spend eternity. Following the ways of God and embodying justice are the
criteria. Plato writes, "he who has lived all his life in justice and holiness shall £0, when
he is dead, to the Islands of the Blessed (eis makaron nesous), and dwell there in perfect
happiness out of the reach of evil; but that he who has lived unjustly and impiously shall
g0 to the house of vengeance and punishment, which is called Tartarus."6 Then after a
millenium (1,000 years) the souls of both may be reincarnated and return to life on earth,
the souls of those never having seen the truth returning in the form of animals while
those who have sought eternal ideas will return as humans. But the soul of the
philosopher has wings with which after three millenia it can fly to the heavenly throne of
God and there enjoy the eternal beatific vision.?

Plato's version of the soulechtomy has been partially integrated into Christian
thought. The Fifth Lateran General Council of 1513 filtered Plato’s view through Aristotle
and then pronounced it Christian dogma, condemning and rejecting all those "who assert
that the intellectual soul is mortal or one soul common to all. . . "8 The Westminster Con-
fession combines immortality of the soul with resurrection by placing them in sequence.

Question 37: What benefits do believers receive from Christ at death?

Answer: The souls of believers are, at their death, made perfect in holiness, and
do immediately pass into glory; and their bodies, being still united to Christ, do rest in
their graves till the resurrection.

Question: What benefits do believers receive from Christ at the resurrection?

Answer: At the resurrection, believers being raised up in glory, shall be openly ac-
knowledged and acquitted in the day of judgment, and made perfectly blessed in the full
enjoying of God to all eternity.

John Newport is uneasy with this. He writes, "The biblical view teaches that hu-
man persons are in no way created to be or to become immortal by their nature. Rather,
persons created in the image and likeness of God live within the limits of human nature
bounded by mortality and dependent upon God for the gift of immortal life through res-
urrection from the dead. . . . Thus we see that the Greek idea of the innate immortality of
the soul is alien to the teaching of the Bible, even though such ideas have become mixed
in with Christian doctrine at various times in the centuries since Plato."?

Absorption into the Inflnite

What Plato propounded is quite similar to what Brahman seers in India believed.
In the ancient Asian version of the soulechtomy—the Asian version precedes Socrates
and Plato by half a millenium—we find the same basic competition between what is
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physical and what is mental; we find a similar version of metempsychosis or reincarna-
tion; and we find that salvation is also understood as escape from the physical realm. But
a certain accent appears during the age of the Upanishads in India that distinguishes it
somewhat from the Greek doctrine of body-soul separation, namely, salvation under-
stood as absorption into the infinite. Thus, although there is considerable overlap, we
will think of this as a third alternative way to view life beyond death.

In Sanskrit one's true self, afman, is suprasensible or spiritual in nature and is in
essence at one with the ultimate and comprehensive reality, Brahman. It is life amidst the
cares of the body within the finite constraints of time and place that prevent ordinary hu-
man consciousness from realizing this transcendental oneness. We think of ourselves as
separate and unique individual selves even though we are not. Our problem then is one
of ignorance, of living in an illusion. To find the truth we must transcend the cares of our
physical existence by penetrating the depths of the mind until cosmic unity is apprehend-
ed. Rather than ponder a group of eternal ideas as Plato suggested, in ancient India one
seeks to get beyond all ideas whatsoever to the undifferentiated and meta-intellectual
unity of all things. To do this one is not supposed to study philosophy but rather medi-
tate—that is, practice yoga.

Should one fail through meditative yoga to free the atman from the body before
one's physical death, then karma—the karmic triad of desire, thought, and action—will
cling to the soul and force it back into rebirth. Ordinary death can not produce the libera-
tion which Socrates was expecting. Between death and rebirth the disembodied soul can
experience great truth, but once it reenters the new mother's womb it returns again to ig-
norance and must start again to walk the long path toward enlightenment. The ultimate
objective of Upanishadic Hinduism is to achieve liberation, moksha—that is, to get off
the wheel of rebirth and dwell forever in the disembodied oneness of atman and Brah-
man® To achieve this liberation our finite consciousness must be absorbed without
remainder into the infinite, into eternal oblivion.1!

As various strands of Asian mysticism have begun to dangle amidst the loosely
knit fabric of Western culture, interest has begun to grow for both meditation and for re-
incarnation. But the connection is not regularly made. Meditaion is pursued by middle
class professionals for the purpose of overcoming stress and gaining self-control, not nec-
essarily to lose oneself in the infinite. Reincarnation, curiously enough, is often taken to
be a good thing, as an opportunity to gain another chance at terrestrial living and to re-
fute the pessimistic naturalists. It becomes an object to be sought in the West. This is al-
most comical because at home in India it is something from which the truly spiritual
souls seek to escape. There is a deep cleavage between European culture and Indian-
based religion that often goes unnoticed. What the Eastern heirs to the Upanishads view
as the equivalent to eternal life, namely, the escape from ego existence into the oblivion of
the infinite, appears to those of us in the West with our strong egos and essentially mate-
rialistic disposition as eternal death.2

The Astral Body

A fourth mode of conceiving life beyond death is that of the astral body or ether-
ic double, a version of the soulechtomy employed especially in the contemporary occult.
It may have roots in certain ancient conceptualities such as the Egyptian kg, the detached
part of the personality which plans and acts for the rest of the person. The ka is born with
the individual as an identical but immaterial twin, accompanies one through life as a sus-

taining and constructing force, and then effects existence in the world beyond death. Pic-



Resurrection: What Kind of Body? 61

tured on the walls of the early pyramids, this etheric double has one’s human shape and
shadows one's profile in a~ fashion that leads German archaeologists to dub it a

cal in character it assumes one's physical shape.
The actual name “astral body,” however, means “star body” and connotes a form
composed of light and deriving its existence from the heavens. It is an exact copy of the

terial and has a shining and luminous appearance. Among the magicians of the West In-
dies, people of either sex called “hags” are said to be able to release themselves from their
physical bodies and travel about astrally. The release is effected through the singing of
charm songs while sitting naked and alone in the woods at night.

At death the astral body sleeps for a period of three or four days in a half-
conscious state sometimes dubbed “hades,” During this time the cords that bind it to
physical life are being cut. Then the astral being awakens to find itself in a world so much
like the one it left that at first it may be difficult to realize that death has taken place.
Sometimes the new world appears as a beautiful land where illnesses and infirmities are
healed. Other times it is purgatorial in nature where selfish souls mourn their loss rather
than find new delights. But this world has an illusory character to it because it still re-
flects memories of life on earth,

Philosophers of a naturalistic bent have for some time looked upon claims re-
garding astral travel and spiritualist ascent with light-hearted skepticism. But recent
anecdotal testimonies of involuntary out-of-the-body experiences have raised new scien-

IS SOULECHTOMY FOREVER?

The three versions of soulechtomies just discussed—immortal soul, absorption
into infinity, and astral body—all seem to presuppose not only that the self can be ex-
tracted from the body, but that in its disembodied form it is potentially, if not actually,
eternal. [s it always the case that disembodied existence is thought to be everlasting? No,
not necessarily. It is conceivable that the supraphysical self can pass out of existence,

otherwise disposed of and the non-physical part which survives and bears one's selfhood
into the hereafter. Hence, physical death for the Akamba does not mean annihilation, but
a departure to the world of the Aimu, of the departed spirits. Each human being has a
spirit (veva)—that is, he or she has, but is not, a spirit. At death his or her personhood
moves to the spirit world where it receives another body which is identical with the body
left in the physical world. This new body belongs to the Aimu world, not ours. There is
no doctrine of reincarnation here, but we do have another case of soulechtomy.,
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When someone dies to the physical world, say the Akamba, he or she begins a
process towards disintegration and disappearance into the past. The new member of the
living-dead comes back on occasion to visit former relatives, usually appearing to one or
two and asking about the welfare of the others. The new initiates to the Aimu realm may
serve as guardians in our physical world and may even influence the birth of new
children. Shamans receive instructions on medicine and the cure of diseases from their
deceased predecessors. Some hostile disembodied souls take possession of various
individuals, causing injury and epileptic fits. Thus, there is communication between the
living-dead and their survivors, but it is not a full fellowship because they do not share
meals, chores, and the joys of life.

But this communication does not go on forever. It dissipates. As long as one's
name can be remembered, the living-dead may remain present. But after three to five
generations when it is difficult for the survivors to remember, the loss of the name
signifies the loss of existence. The living-dead slip away into the forgotten realm of
nonbeing. "The individual finally disappears,” writes John Mbiti, "melts away into the
existence without personal names and hence without personality, deprived of the totality
of being. God does not enter into the picture in this process of evaporation to reintegrate,
recondense the vapour of human being into a new whole, a new persona, a new
nameable thing."3

In their own way, then, the Akamba believe there is an interim period between
physical death and final disposition. During this interim period the living-dead function
as nonphysical or spiritual beings who, as long as their survivors remember their names,
continue to bear their own identities and personhood. The annihilation of the self does
not occur at the moment of physical death, then. As with the Greeks and Hindus the true
self disengages itself from the physical body and continues on. Annihilation only comes
later, gradually. In contrast to Christian eschatology, there is no anticipated ultimate fu-
ture when the God and creator of all things will recreate us and establish for us an ever-
lasting life. Once the dead past is dead for the Akamba, it stays dead.

LIFE-AFTER-LIFE

As one more sign that the ediface of modern naturalism and materialism is show-
ing cracks and losing some of its mortar, the recent and widspread fascination with out-
of-the-body experiences (OBEs) or near death experiences (NDEs)—sometimes dubbed
near death out of body experiences or NDOBEs—reveals the double mind with which we
approach natural science. On the one hand, the naturalistic philosophy that so often ac-
companies modernity seems too restrictive, too insensitive to our deeper feelings and as-
pirations, too inflexible on the question of human immortality. So when witnesses from
the beyond tell us of another reality, we are ready to listen. With a marked tone of icono-
clastic relish we like to think that the narrow restrictions of science have been exceeded,
that the chains of the modern mindset have been broken. On the other hand curiously
enough, we are not ready to listen to the witness of religious faith in this matter. It is im-
portant for the public to think that “scientists are working on this question,” because we
assume it can become fully believable only when it can be proved empirically. So what
we end up with is a phenomenon which commands great interest and which allows us to
express a love-hate relationship to scientific truth.

At the eye of the hurricane we find the journalistic work and reflection of Ray-
mond A. Moody during the 1970s. Moody scrupulously studied the reports of out-of-the-
body experiences of three groups of people: (I) those surgical cases where the patient was
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pronounced “dead” in the clinical sense of the word and then rescusitated; (2) those who
came close to death but remained alive; and (3) those who died and who told others of
their experience while in the process of dying. With numerous peripheral variants, a fas-

cinating and significant core pattern has emerged. The core pattern can be discerned in
his first person account of someone undergoing surgery.

I heard the doctors say that T was dead, and that's when I began to feel as
though 1 were tumbling, actually kind of floating through this blackness,
which was some kind of enclosure. There are not really words to describe
this. Everything was black, except that, way off from me, I could see this
light. It was a very, very brilliant light, but not too large at first. It grew
larger as I came nearer and nearer to it.

I was trying to get to that light at the end, because I felt that it was
Christ, and T was trying to reach that point. It was not a frightening
experience. It was more or less a pleasant thing. For immediately, being a
Christian, I had connected the light with Christ, who said, "T am the light of
the world." I said to myself, "If this is it, if I am to die, then I know who
waits for me at the end, there in that light."4

The core elements found in many similar reports include the darkness usually
described as a tunnel, the bright light which grows larger as one approaches, the lack of
fear if not feeling of well-being, the sense that the light not only symbolizes truth, but is
also compassionate and accepting. It is also interesting to note how, in this case, the party
undergoing the OBE does not actually see the profile of Jesus. What is seen is light, obvi-
ously the light of truth. Knowing that Jesus is the truth as well as the way and the life, the
patient connects the two at the level of interpretation.

People who undergo such experiences usually report that upon return to normal
day to day living they now have a deeper sense of the meaning of life. Their values
change. No longer do they wish to put off to tomorrow what is important today. Material
possessions lose their worth and intense appreciation of human relationships and spiritu-
al truths free them from the obsession to obtain money or status. Finally, they say they no
longer have a fear of death.

The light-hearted skeptics among us have sought to identify such reports with
Jungian archetypes or to explain the tunnel-light phenomenon as an imaginary recapitu-
lation of one's birth and the emergence into the world from the mother's birth canal. Psy-
chiatrists working at the Menninger Foundation do not believe that the souls of these
people actually leave their bodies, but that we should look for some "parapsychological
explanation.” Moody himself speculates that what is being reported may look at first like
Plato’s immortal soul, but upon closer examination it comes closer to the idea of the "spir-
itual body" reported by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. It is my judgment that most of the cases
Moody cites come closer to fitting the idea of the astral body, although not all of the testi-
mony is easily corralled into a single theoretical idea. Regardless of which model it fits
better, we have here another form of soulechtomy.

We will not tackle the scientific veracity of personal testimonies of OBEs.!5 But |
believe that for the time being we must grant them hypothtetical status—that is, we must
grant the possibility that there is some validity to what is reported. We must note further
that there seems to be continuity between these reported life-after-life experiences in our
own modern world and similar reports in ancient times that may or may not have fed
into the construction of religious beliefs. The tale of Er reported in the closing pages of
the Republic has a curious or anomolous character to it, but Plato is able to refashion it to
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support his overall vision. Similar accounts are reported by Augustine and the Venerable
Bede. In the Tibetan Book of the Dead (Bardo Thodol) and in Chinese Buddhist Sutras we find
accounts of souls passing from one incarnation to the next through darkness, experienc-
ing light, and even seeing one's future mother and father in the act of conception which
will bring the soul back to the physical plane.

Now let us simply observe a couple of things about our original four options.
First, there is a significant difference between modern naturalism and the various sou-
lechtomies. The revival of soulechtomy on contemporary operating tables right beneath
the hands of the paradigm of the modern mind—the medical scientist—marks a point at
which current consciousness is challenging the modern naturalistic worldview for its nar-
rowness. Second, none of these four positions point toward the path we should follow if
we wish our evangelical explication to draw out faithfully what Christians mean by "res-
urrection of the body and life everlasting.” We need now to turn to the specifically theo-
logical understanding of the significance of death and its relationship to what has been
accomplished in the work of Jesus Christ. Then we will return to an analysis of soulechto-
my to determine just how much—if any—complementarity there can be. We will begin
by stepping back into the Garden of Eden where all this death stuff began.

D EATH AS THE DESTRUCTION OF EVIL16

The Garden of Eden story in Genesis 2-3 introduces us to the tension between
knowing that we must die yet imagining life without dying. The fall into sin that subjects
us to mortality was precipitated by the violation of God's command to avoid the knowl-
edge of good and evil. Reacting to this disobedience God threw Adam and Eve out of the
garden and placed the cherubim at the gate with a flaming sword, preventing the man
and woman from returning, Why such a dramatic reaction on God's part? Was itdue to a
divine temper tantrum? Could God daim temporary insanity, claiming that it was blind
rage that drove him to pull the trigger leading to the death of Adam and Eve? No, the ex-
plusion from the Garden expresses the same abiding love of God that leads to redemp-
tion and salvation.

Why then did God expel them? The answer has to do with the second special
tree. Although Adam and Eve had eaten the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil, they had not yet tasted fruit from the tree of life. This is important. Had they
eaten fruit from the tree of life, then they would "live forever” (Gen 3:22). What we know
as the fall introduced into God's otherwise good creation such things as enmity between
humans and wild beasts, the sweat of the brow by which a living must be wrested from
nature, pain in childbirth, and all manner of suffering. None of us, not even God, wants
the items on this list to go on forever. It is redemptive love, then, that motivates God to
separate Adam and Eve from the tree of life. In its own way death becomes a gift of di-
vine grace; it marks the point at which the consequences for sin come to an end. There is
no suffering in the grave. Death is the door that God slams shut on evil and suffering
within his creation.

Paul said that "the wages of sin is death” (Rom 6:23). What does this mean? We
may interpret this negatively to mean that death is the appropriate penalty for disobedi-
ence.” We may think that just as serial killers should be punished in the electric chair or
gas chamber, so also is eating forbidden fruit similarly punishable. Death is a sign of the
deserved loss of divine grace. Yet, it may not be quite so simple. We may offer a long
range positive interpretation as well. Might we say that in light of Genesis 3 and in light
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of Easter that death plays an important role in the divine plan of salvation? Is death a
Necessary step down the path toward resurrection to new life, to a new life immune from
the sufferings of this fallen world? Perhaps we can interpret death according to either the
Law or the Gospel. According to the Law it is our just desserts for acting sinfully. Accord-
ing to the Gospel, it is a gift that opens the door to an everlasting life free of the sufferings
we undergo in this life.8

If this is the case, then we need to emphasize the totality of death. The Bible real-
ly believes that we humans are mortal. We really do die and cease to exist. There is no
salvation by heroic soulechtomy. The understanding of sin with which we work is that
sin is a cancer which eats away at the totality of human existence, leaving no organ,
whether physical or spiritual, uninfected. The resulting death means true extinction.

Does this sound like modern naturalism? It should. Death, theologically under-
stood, puts an end to all that we are and have on this side of mortality. It puts an end to
all evil. It also puts an end to all that is good, mortally good. We do not possess an intrin-
sically good immortal soul that is somehow exempt from the disease of sin so that it can
simply shed the body like a shelled oyster and go on to a higher plane of existence in the
great sea of eternal ideas. And certainly there is no room for an evil immortal soul that
similarly sheds the body so that its evil existence will continue on everlastingly. Whoever

and whatever we are dies totally and completely. Death symbolizes that end, the termi-
nation.

THE DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF JESUS

This applied to Jesus. He was born a mortal and died a mortal and he knew it.
There are many things in common between the death of Socrates and the death of Jesus.
But there are some notable differences which are relevant to our discussion here. Jesus
did not live with the comfort Socrates had regarding the immortal soul and the bliss of
philosophical speculation. The death of Socrates, as described by Plato, is a beautiful
death. It is free of anxiety and terror. Like shedding one's coat, Socrates rids himself of
his body and slips quietly off into a better existence.

This is not the case with Jesus. Death for him was the end. In Gethsemene he was
“greatly distressed and troubled," saying to his disciples, "my soul is sorrowful, even to
death" (Mark 14:33-34). In agony Jesus prayed "with loud cries and tears" (Heb 5:7), "his
sweat became like great drops of blood falling down upon the ground” (Luke 22:44). The
contrast with Socrates is vivid. Socrates took the cup of hemlock calmly and voluntarily;
but Jesus, in contrast, petitioned God: "remove this cup from me" (Mark 14:36). "Jesus is
afraid,” writes Oscar Cullmann. "He is afraid in the face of death itself. Death for him is
not something divine; it is something dreadful. . . . Here is nothing of the composure of
Socrates, who met death peacefully as a friend."”® Note how Socrates went out drinking
the hemlock in sublime calm, whereas Jesus cried from the cross, “my God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?" (Mark 15:34). This is not a death of liberation, but death in all its
frightful horror. It is genuinely the "last enemy" of God (1 Cor 15:26).

This is by no means to picture Jesus as a coward. His courage was stalwart. De-
spite his petition in the Gethsemene prayer that he not have to drink the cup of death, he
still concluded his prayer, "yet not what I want, but what you want" (Mark 14:36). And
despite his agonizing sense of abandonment on the cross, he still uttered, "Father, into
thy hands I commit my spirit" (Luke 23:46). Death js terrible, but Jesus' faith was strong,.

The death Jesus died on Good Friday is the death of Adam, the death of us all.
Yet, this is not the end of the story. On Easter God raised the dead Jesus to new and ever-
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lasting life. Jesus died a mortal, but God the creator of the old creation acted with the
power of the new creation. God bestowed new life. And this new life is different from the
old life which Jesus gave up. The new life is no longer subject to sin, suffering, or death.
It is this that makes Jesus' resurrection salvific. In this regard we can contrast Jesus' Easter
resurrection with the resurrection miracles such as the widow's son at Nain (Luke 7:11-
17), Jairus' daughter (Mark 5:21-43), and Lazarus (John 11:38-44). In these miracles we
find a resuscitation of a corpse. Three persons were raised, but they were not raised to
immortality. They were simply returned to normal life. They would all have to face death
again just like the rest of us. But Jesus' corpse was not merely rescusitated, not merely re-
stored to ordinary life. No one expected Jesus to return to Nazareth to resume his duties
as a carpenter. Jesus' resurrected existence had become eschatological. Jesus will not have
to die again. When those who enjoyed fellowship with the risen Jesus reported what they
saw, they did not say, "wow, the Nazarene is back!" Rather, they reported that they had
seen "the Lord" (Luke 24:34; John 20:18).20

Easter opens the gate so that as we share in Jesus' resurrection we pass through
to a new and everlasting life. As we turn and look backward, we see Jesus' death stand-
ing like the angel with the flaming sword at the Garden of Eden, preventing suffering
and death from following us into the new creation.

THE SPIRTUAL BODY

Let us ask about the nature of resurrected existence.? In introducing his great
discussion of resurrection, Paul speaks of heavenly bodies (somata epourania) with their
doxa —connoting glory or radiance or luster—and identifies them with the resurrection
of the dead (I Cor 15:40-42). Does this indicate that he has something like the ka or astral
body in mind? After all, does not occult thinking affirm that we have a star body, a body
of light immune to the decay of more physical things? For the occultist, the body of glory
simply sheds its physical body and goes on, maintaining continuity between this world
and the next on the basis of some built-in radiance principle. There is no genuine death or
destruction in alleged astral existence. An element of the person abides. Is this what Paul
means? No. Glory here does not refer to a body with radiance or any other such quality.
"Rather, this reflects Jewish eschatological language for the future state of the right-
eous."?2 For Paul there is no abiding life force at all that perdures through death. "Be-
tween ‘is sown’ and ‘is raised' lies an infinite gulf which the body cannot span."? If there
is resurrection, it is new creation. Therefore, the resurrected body of the New Testament
must be something different from the astral body as ordinarily understood.

That there is total death and total new life is indicated by Paul's appeal to the im-
age of the seed sown in the ground. The flower or tree that grows up looks quite differ-
ent from what had been planted. However, in order to guard against any possible misin-
terpretation in terms of soulechtomy, he exploits the deadlike appearance of the typical
seed to say, “What you sow does not come to life unless it dies" (I Cor 15:36). This analo-
gy is delicate. Paul wishes to affirm continuity and discontinuity between the present and
future realities. Resurrection is not exactly creation out of nothing, but creation of some-
thing out of something else. A dead seed is sown, but what is harvested is new life.24

Paul describes this eschatological harvest in terms of four complementary con-
trasts.

So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown perishable (corrupt,
phthora) is raised imperishable (incorrupt, aphtharsia). It is sown in dishonor
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(atimia); it is raised in glory (doxa). It is sown in weakness (asthenein); it is
raised in power (dynameis). It is sown a physical body (soma psychikon); it is
raised a spiritual body (soma preumatikon) (1 Cor 15:42-44),

miracles of healing are performed (1 Cor 12:28).

Of these four antitheses, the most interesting is the contrast between the earthly
and the spiritual bodies. Pertinent to our discussion here is the fact that Paul does not de-
scribe the earthly body as one of flesh (somz sarkikon), as one might have expected. Rath-
er, Paul describes the earthly body as a "psychic" body (soma psychikon). Literally this is
the ensouled body with which we would associate the Greek philosophical tradition.26
For Paul, the soul dies. And as if to rub it in, Paul says it is not the psyche which we find
in the resurrection, it is the soma.

26). Flesh is the power of sin that leads to death. The spirit is its great antagonist; it is the
power of creation and new creation. Both powers attempt to invade and control us. It is
important to discern here that when Paul used these terms he did not intend to make
metaphysical statements regarding human nature—that is, flesh and spirit are not dis-
tinct ontological components of each human being. This is not another version of the
Greek body-soul dualism, Rather, flesh and spirit are proclivities or forces which contend
for domination of the whole person, body and soul included. Oscar Cullmann goes a bit
too far when he hypostasizes them, describing flesh and spirit as "two transcendent Pow-
ers” which can enter us from without. But he is correct in saying that "neither is given
with human existence as such."?” With this background, we can see why Paul might say,
“flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God" (1 Cor 15:50).

Early versions of the Apostles’ Creed rendered part of the third article as 'T believe in the
resurrection of the flesh." This upset Cullmann, who complained that this is "not biblical".
Instead of "flesh” it should read "body," he said. Well, contra Cullmann, it appears quite
biblical. This is clear from Luke 24:39, especially as interpreted by Augustine who affirms
that even in our resurrected spiritual bodies the term ‘flesh’ may apply just as it did to
the post-Easter Jesus.20 Perhaps Cullmann's problem is that he wanted to deal with the is-
sue strictly as a matter of word choice without looking at the conceptuality being con-
veyed. Paul and Luke paid less attention to vocabulary choice than Cullmann would ap-
prove of.

One attempt to get at Paul's underlying conceptuality here is to think of the somg
as the form which can exist with one or another substance, either flesh (szrx) or spirit



68 Ex Auditu

(pnewma or doxa), Following the earlier work of Lietzmann, Hans Conzelmann advocated
this form-substance theory and contended that there is no such thing as a soma all by it-
self. Soma always exists in a specific mode of being, either as sarx or as doxa. The form is
always related to its concrete mode of being. It is always either heavenly or earthly. It
does not constitute the individual human being as such. It exists on its own only as an ab-
stract concept.3? Although Conzelmann helps us here, this theory is not careful to show
just how his idea takes account of the fact that Paul's contrast is actually between a psy-
chic body and a spiritual body, not between a fleshly and a glorified body.

It seems to me that the spirit is not simply one substance interchangeable with
others. The spirit is the power of God whereby reality itself is determined. The somg pneu-

because it is an eschatological reality belonging to the new creation, and because we still
live amidst the old creation, we cannot expect to apprehend clearly just what this means.
Now we can only look through a mirror dimly, and Christ is that mirror reflecting the
light of future glory amidst our present darkness. What we can say with confidence is
that there will be a resurrection of the human self.31 What we cannot say at this point is
precisely what that resurrected mode of existence will look like.

- To my reading Paul seems to be thinking this out for the first time in his dialogue
with the Corinthians.3 He is not simply reiterating an already existing set of ideas that
previously belonged to the Jews, the Gnostics, the Corinthians, or any other group about
which we know. He is not proposing one theory of immortality among others. Paul here
is struggling to explicate the Gospel, to apply what he knows about the resurrection of Je-
Sus to our promised resurrection. Paul has already confronted the Gospel and is now try-
ing to represent it to an audience which probably believes the material body is inimical to
the spirit. The readers of his letter in Corinth, probably heavily influenced by the Greek
intellectual tradition, have misunderstood what the significance of the Gospel is for hu-
man mortality and eternal life. We today do not know exactly how Paul thought of the
Gospel before explicating it to the Corinthians, so for us this letter Serves as a primary
stage of thinking through the implications of a Gospel that begins with the Easter an-
nouncement, “he is risen.”

The final point I wish to make in this treatment is that neither the resurrection of
Jesus nor your or my individual resurrections stand, alone. They play roles in a much
larger drama, namely, the consummation of God's redemptive work for the whole of the
cosmos. Resurrection and eschatology belong together. Before turning to the tie between
the resurrection body and the cosmic scope of the new creation, however, we need to

r

THE INTERIM STATE

A question which theologians have been compelled to ask in every generation
since the close of New Testament times down to the present is, What happens to us be-
tween the time of our death and the time of Christ's return in triumph? This question is
already asked by the Thessalonians, In responding, Paul speaks of the dead as "asleep,"
but tells us not to worry. Hope does not die with us. In fact, those who are alive at the ad-
vent of the eschaton will not precede those already in their graves. "The dead in Christ
will rise first" (I Thess 4:16). But, we might still ask, what happens to the dead prior to
that resurrection?

There are different theories. Jerome believed that dead matryrs cannot be kept
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"shut up in a coffin,” and if the devil and demons can wander the streets; so can the souls
of these holy ones,33 Augustine certainly rejected the idea that the spirits of the dead live
on to influence actively the course of normal events. He said that during the interim be-
tween one's individual death and the cosmic consummation "the soul dwells in a hidden

earned by the life which it led on earth."% Thomas Aquinas went further, saying that "as
Soon as the soul is set free from the body it is either Plunged into hell or soars to heav-
en."6 Even though both Augustine and Thomas insisted that resurrection consists in the

lations but full articles of Catholic faith.3s

Oscar Cullmann, who €xpressed more than a little distaste for the Greek notion
of a disembodied soul, tolerated none of this, He followed Calvin in reiterating the ban
against too much speculation regarding the interim state. And like Calvin he spoke of the
faithful as enjoying a "special nearness to God" even though they are "still in time" while
fast asleep.? Such an interim of sleep should not bother us, he argued, because having
died in the faith we will continue to exist within the grasp of the Holy Spirit until raised.

you're dead!

But what about widespread belief Systems that claim existence for disembodied
souls of those who are dead? What about those we discussed earlier who claim to have
had an out-of-the-body experience? Before proceeding further down the path which our
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theological logic would like to direct us, let us pause to observe and assess some of these
potential claims to the contrary. It is not necessarily helpful to march lockstep down the
road of doctrinal reasoning without looking occasionally from side to side at common
human experience. If we do, it will not be long before we will look back and wonder why
no one is following us. In the case of what we have been calling the ‘interim’ and what
other people normally think of as the time ‘after death.’ there are some amazing things to
consider. Most of the peoples of the world do not accept the naturalist position that when
you're dead you're simply dead. It is important to know this if for no other reason than
our pastoral ministry will be ineffective if we do not take this into account. And what is
important for our study here is that we are responsible for explicating our theology in
light of this.

The particular question we are concerned with is, During the interim state do dis-
embodied spirits exist and do they have social intercourse with those of us who are still
alive? We have already noted that the Akamba—and this is true for both Christian and
non-Christian Akamba alike—see the Aimu when they appear. They claim that the Aimu
appear less often now than they did before Europeans arrived, but the appearances have
by no means ceased altogether. We have also discussed OBEs, where people claim to be
able to perceive what is going on in the physical world even if they are unable to affect it
themselves while in their disembodied state.

Augustine wrestled with this issue while formulating his own position. He told
of the case of a man named Curma in the town of Tullium, who had the equivalent of an
OBE while he lay "all but dead for several days." While engaged in astral-like travel he
met up with other previously deceased souls as well as living people in geographically
removed locations. He also approached the gates of paradise, but there he was told that
he should return to his earthly body and become baptized. Augustine was skeptical
about Curma's account, but he wished to examine it with care rather than dismiss it out
of hand. He wished to handle with equal gingerness the more widespread claims that
dead people have at times either in dreams or in other ways appeared to their living de-
scendents and communicated astonishing information. Then he raised the question, Is
there really social intercourse taking place between disembodied souls and those of us
who still live corporeally? Augustine answered negatively. But rather than dismiss these
anecdotal reports, he speculated that perhaps these appearances of the dead are due to
the work of God-directed angels who wish to communicate with us mortals.4! Rahner
asked the same question and, while affirming that the dead still live and denying that we
can communicate with them, said that our posture should be one in which we "open our
hearts to the silent calm of God himself, in which they live."42

The problem which we face is that our evangelical explication of Paul's discus-
sion of resurrection of the body seems either to ignore or preclude the possibility of su-
praphysical personal existence after death. Yet, there exist many philosophies of soulech-
tomy, and there are widespread claims that people have experienced communication
from just such disembodied beings. Have we come to a point of showdown where the
Christian view is either right or wrong? Or is there any hope of merging horizons to form
a larger more comprehensive integration of views?

PARA-ESCHATOLOGY

In working our way through this problem, two resources can aid us: first, the ob-
servation that the Bible in general gives no sign of conflict between belief in disembodied
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spirits and eschatology; second, John Hick's helpful concept of pareschatology for orga-
nizing our thoughts.

Contact with the spirits of the dead through witchcraft is simply assumed to be
possible when the frustrated Saul asks the medium at Endor to raise the dead Samuel so
he can consult with him (I Sam 28), although the Old Testament in general outlaws necro-
mancy and divination (Exod 22:18; 1 Sam 15:23; 28:3;: Micah 5:12). The New Testament
seems to assume the existence of numerous supranatural beings such as cosmic rulers, ar-
chontes (1 Cor 2:6, 8; Eph 2:2), powers, dynameis (Rom 8:38; 1 Peter 3:22), authorities, exou-
siai (Eph 3:10; Col 1:16; 2:15), elemental spirits, stoicheia (Gal 4:3,9; Col 2:8,20), along with
various and sundry demons and unclean spirits (Matt 9:33; Mark 1:23, 27, 34; 3:11; 1 Cor
10:20f) and even Satan himself (Matt 4:1-11; Rom 16:20; 1 Cor 5:5). Then, of course, there
are the angels, whom we will be like in the resurrection (Matt 22:30). There may be a dif-
ference between some supraphysical beings and the souls of the deceased however. De-
mons and unclean spirits, for example, can enter a person and establish possession. In Je-
sus' parable of Dives and Lazarus, in contrast, it appears that dead people are not
permitted to leave their abode to return and influence the course of ordinary events
(Luke 16:26). In short, there is no shortage of background presence of supraphysical be-
ings in scripture. Had there been an intrinsic antipathy between belief in disembodied
spirits and the eschatological vision one would expect that it would have surfaced al-
ready within the New Testament. But such a tension does not seem to exist.

Thus we might consider the merits of the concept of pareschatology introduced
by John Hick. Hick begins by affirming that the Christian doctrine of resurrection refers
to the final or ultimate state of human existence. It does not refer to what happens imme-
diately upon death. This opens the door to speculation regarding the interim state. Hick
considers the various possibilities we have been discussing here and finds no intrinsic
conflict between disembodied existence immediately after death and a final eschatology
of the Christian type. Our discussion of what happens in between he dubs "pareschatolo-
gy-" The term appears to prefix ‘eschatology’ with the preposition ‘para,’ mening ‘along
side of.” Whereas eschatology deals with ‘ast things,” pareschatology permits us to deal
with the ‘next-to-last things.”43 As with “parapsychology’ and "paranormal’ we now have
a category for dealing with relevant material which hitherto has fallen outside the con-
fines of the discipline.

This category is helpful. The essential commitment of Christian theology is to the
explication of the concept of resurrection as it is associated with ultimate destruction and
new creation. What the category of pareschatology does is leave open—theologically
speaking—considerable room for debate regarding the experience of death and what
happens immediately thereafter.

It leaves it open to scientific reflection and discussion, however, not to religious
dogma. By this I mean we should attend honestly and forthrightly—as a scientist would
attend to an experiment—to the evidence. This is not the same thing as accepting the be-
liefs of occultists or Tibetan Buddhists as true on the basis of their traditional authority.
Nor is it the same thing as accepting the assertions of modern naturalism, because this
“ism” s really a form of unfounded ideology which is attached to science but not essen-
tial to science. If by 'science' we refer to an open-minded appraisal of possible explana-
tions for experience, then this should be our approach in this matter. If the evidence is
strong enough to make the naturalist case that when a person dies he or she remains
dead, then we will have to accept it. If, on the other hand, reports of life-after-life experi-
ences prove to be unassailable, then we will have to assess this theologically. At present,
the jury is still out.
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In the event that the jury returns with a convincing verdict in behalf of some
form of soulechtomy, we need to ask what this could mean? The preliminary answer I
suggest is that whatever the make-up of this disembodied post-mortem existence, it still
belongs to this order of creation. It belongs to the old acon. It is still subject to further de-
struction and new creation. If death does not occur when the body dies, it still will.
Whenever claims are made that the nonphysical realm to which the disembodied self
goes looks like life on this side—that the living-dead continue their anxieties over the
welfare of their descendents, or that in this new realm we find punishments for previous
sins and rewards for virtue—then we know that things have not changed much. Post-
mortem experience is in too much continuity with premortem experience. Death has not
yet done its job of annihilating the curse of evil. In other words, should the evidence com-
pel us to affirm the existence of the living-dead now, then we must still anticipate that the
living-dead like the rest of us will be subject to destruction at a later time. The Akamba
provide us with an example of how we might conceive of soulechtomy occuring at the
point of physical death, but annihilation occurring later. Thus, the thought is not without
some precedent.

One of the difficult tasks conceptually is to coordinate the great divergence of
opinions regarding what happens to the self once it is disengaged from the body at
death. Does it hang around as a ghost so that we can communicate with it through a me-
dium? Does it proceed gnostic style up the planes of existence toward some sort of per-
fection? Does it go immediately to a place of happiness or torment, as Plato or Thomas
would suggest? Does it become reincarnated? These are open questions which we will
simply leave open at this point. What needs to be affirmed here is that our theological
method can and should be open to participating in a discussion of such matters.

THE COMING NEW CREATION

Let us turn to our final point and central thesis: human destiny is inseparable
from cosmic destiny. One element in commion among the four theories of immortality (or
nonimmortality in the case of naturalism) as well as interim state speculations is that they
all deal with the question of human destiny in partial isolation from that of cosmic desti-
ny. One's own soul may exercise its philosophical wings and fly to heaven and there en-
joy the beatific vision, or through strenuous meditative effort one might attain enlighten-
ment and realize oneness with Brahman, but the affairs of this mundane world will
simply go on as a matter of course without these now departed human souls. Not so with
the Christian vision. What happens to us depends on what happens to the cosmos. The
resurrection to a spiritual body can only occur at the advent of the eschaton. If there is no
cosmic transformation, then there is no resurrection, and if there is no resurrection then
our faith is in vain and we of all people are most to be pitied (I Cor15:14,19).

Resurrection is indispensably tied to the eschatological parousia—the second
coming of Christ. Paul suggests an order to things. First comes Christ, the first fruits (1
Cor 15:23). This probably refers to Easter. Then at his coming "the dead in Christ will rise
first, then we who are alive” (1 Thess 4:16-17). He "will transform the body of our humilia-

“tion that it may be conformed to the body of his glory" (Phil 3:21; see Rom 8:29). "Then
comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has de-
stroyed every ruler and every authority and power. . . . The last enemy to be destroyed is
death” (1 Cor 15:24, 26).

The key to understanding the resurrected body is placing it within the broader
horizon of God's promised new creation. As the creation is transformed, so are we. Salva-
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tion is creation wide, our bodies included. This leads Gordon Fee to comment:

The transformed body, therefore, is not composed of ‘spirit; it is a body
adapted to the eschatological existence that is under the ultimate
domination of the Spirit. Thus for Paul, to be truly pneumatikos is to bear
the likeness of Christ (v.49) in a transformed body, fitted for the new age 4

Augustine's works provide us with a logical direction for drawing out implica-
tions of these New Testament commitments. In the final sections of his City of God, Au-

will be at our healthiest mature age. This Augustine guessed is about thirty, about the
final age of Jesus.®5 Will some of us be bigger and stronger than others? No, we will al]
have the same stature. Will there be two sexes in heaven? Yes, but "we shall enjoy one an-
other's beauty without any lust."# Will we remember our past tragedies and sufferings?
Yes, we will remember them intellectually, but we will no longer feel the pain.

Augustine did not have apodictic knowledge. He was speculating. But, then, that
is what theologians are supposed to do. On the basis of the witness of scripture to the
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