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			Preface

			

		

		
			This book originates as a series of twelve lectures on what is referred to in theological parlance as “eschatology” commissioned by Now You Know Media, an audio and video publishing company based in Rockville, Maryland, U.S.A., which produces audio programs on Catholic matters. By eschatology is meant the theology of the “Last Things” (eschata), namely, death and the realities after death.

			The twenty-minute length of time allotted to each taped lecture did not allow a comprehensive treatment of the themes under consideration. This limitation however turned out to be a blessing since it forced me to focus on what is, from the Christian perspective, strictly essential. The book version gave me the opportunity to expand what I have said in the lectures, but I have decided not to lengthen it too much. Each of the twelve themes could be the subject of book-length treatises, and many theologians have written huge and learned tomes on each of them, complete with scholarly apparatuses of notes and bibliographical references. I have learned much from these writings, but have chosen not burden my text with references to the literature on the subject, except in very few places. These are de rigueur in the academy, not least to forestall the charge of plagiarism, but they tend to distract the kind of readers I have in mind.

			Eschatology has been a constant concern of my scholarly endeavors. Indeed, my first doctoral dissertation deals with the eschatological vision of the Russian Orthodox theologian Paul Evdokimov, and my second with that of the German Catholic theologian Karl Rahner. Even my third deals with aspects of eschatology. But there is an existential difference between writing on death and dying in one’s early thirties and doing the same when intimations of one’s mortality are daily occurrences. Then death was someone else’s, now it is mine. Then the afterlife was an object for scholarly reflections, now it is a reality to live everyday. Then heaven and hell were theological possibilities for all, now either is the destination for me at the end of my earthly journey. Then the return of Christ in glory to judge the quick and the dead was imagined as a future event at the end of time, trillions of years away, now it is an imminent act of God’s judgment, anticipated in fear and trembling, but also hoped for in trust and confidence in God’s infinite mercy. Then life was deathless existence, now it is living into death. Then dying is the end of everything, now it is dying into life.

			Living into Death, Dying into Life, the title of this book, expresses both my own hope and the perspective in which the book is written. In a real sense, its primary targeted reader is none other than myself, trying to put into words the meaning and purpose of my own life, in the gathering darkness of its evening. I do hope however that it will also be of help to those who struggle with the enigma, or better still, mystery of life. The mention of “mystery” is not an intellectual copout or an attempt at obfuscation but an acknowledgment that life, death, and what follows after death, if anything follows at all, are not puzzles or problems to which empirically verifiable answers and testable solutions can be provided, with the help of science, or from a secret source of divine revelation. Rather “under-standing” the mystery of death and life after death requires a “standing-under,” that is, an immersion in life, whose meaning cannot be stated beforehand but can only be discovered in the living of life itself. How we die is how we live, and how we live is how we die, each and every day.

			During the composition of this book several of my dear friends preceded me in their journeys to God—their itinerarium mentis ad Deum—to use the title of Saint Bonaventure’s celebrated work. May the angels carry them, and the brother of a friend of mine who took his own life in its prime, to their eternal home, into the company of the Triune God, whose ever-forgiving love is infinitely greater than our hearts, and in the fellowship with all the saints. To their memories this little book is dedicated. Till we all meet again. Or, as Nana Mouskouri sings: “Till the wild rose blooms again.”
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			1

			Reality and Imagination

			How Do We Know and Talk about the Afterlife?

		

		
			The twelve chapters you are going to read deal with what was once called the “Last Things” (Latin: De Novissimis), that is, the realities occurring at the end of life, namely, death and dying, and those occurring in the afterlife, mainly, individual judgment, purgatory, hell, heaven, the resurrection, the general judgment, and the end of the world. The theological term for the treatment of these Last Things is “eschatology”—a term derived from two Greek words: eschata and logos—meaning discourse on the last things. 

			At the outset, I should perhaps issue a warning: Let the buyer beware (caveat emptor)! I suspect that most buyers would pick up this little book in the hope of finding information on and answers to some issues about life after death that have bothered them. They want, I presume, to know more about the Last Things, for example, what our life after death looks like, whether there will be a “rapture,” whether there will be “Armageddon,” what kinds of body they will get after the resurrection, whether with their risen bodies they will be able to enjoy the pleasures of eating, drinking and sex, whether they will be able to be reunited with friends and family, when the world will end, when and how Jesus will come again, what kinds of torture those in hell will be punished with, whether heaven will be like a never-ending party, and a host of other questions of this sort. Unfortunately, I must say that after reading this book they will not know more (perhaps will know even less) about these issues than they do now (note the emphasis on “know”). Potential buyers of this book looking for clear answers to these and similar questions will be sorely disappointed. 

			Contrary to, say, a course on biology or physics, in which data can be gathered and theses empirically tested and verified, and therefore progress in knowledge can be measured, quantified, even graded, in eschatology appeal cannot be made to empirical data in defense of what is being said. For example, when discussing dying, heaven or hell, I can’t say: “Trust me, been there, done that.” Were this true, I wouldn’t be around writing this book, or if I were, it would be a very different sort of book, very likely a best-seller, offering detailed first-hand knowledge of the afterlife!

			There is therefore a basic preliminary question about whether we know the Last Things, and if so, by what method, and how to talk about them. Obviously, thanks to modern medicine, we do know something about dying as a physiological act. Of this we can therefore speak with a measure of certainty. But of the meaning of death and above all, of what occurs after death, we do not and cannot have factual information at our disposal. As a consequence, our language about them cannot be that of a scientific description or a journalistic report.

			Rather, as will be seen throughout the book, the language about the Last Things thrives on metaphor, poetry and analogy. Its purpose is not to impart new information on the afterlife derived from sacred books or a secret revelation but to arouse and nurture human hope about the future so that driven and energized by that hope, we can work toward a better world for all humanity and even the cosmos itself. Of the three theological virtues, that is, faith, hope and charity, it is hope that lies at the heart of eschatology. 

			However, there is no doubt that this kind of poetic and hope-filled language is liable to the charge that Christian eschatology weaves a fairy tale, or worse, to paraphrase Karl Marx, concocts an opium to lull the oppressed mass into a docile submission to the exploitative powers and an obedient acceptance of their fate as God’s will and into waiting for their rewards in heaven that will never come. It is therefore necessary right from the start to clarify the nature of eschatological knowledge, the method by which we claim to “know” about the afterlife, and the kind of language that must be used to speak about it. This will be the theme of this chapter. The remaining eleven chapters discuss the realities often asked about when dealing with the afterlife. I beg for the reader’s forbearance for this introductory chapter which may sound remote from the information they seek about what happens after death. Despite its seeming abstractness, what will be said here is of extreme importance for the rest of the book, as most misunderstandings of the afterlife arise from mistaking the imaginative language of eschatology for a factual description of what happens after death. 

			Before delving into issues concerning death and eternal life I would like to highlight four general features of the book. First, the titles of the chapters are phrased as questions—deliberately so—to highlight the tentative nature of my reflections and to invite further explorations. Second, the perspective from which I reflect on the afterlife is Christian, and more specifically, Roman Catholic. But I am speaking neither in the name of nor for the Catholic Church; I am not entitled nor am I inclined to do so. If you just want to know the official teaching of the Catholic Church about the Last Things, you can consult the 1994 Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraphs 988-1050, and if you are in a hurry, peruse the summary in paragraphs 1051-1060. Fortunately, the text is brief; unfortunately, to understand it well requires a quite lengthy commentary. This book may be viewed as my personal commentary on these articles of the Catechism. Third, though my standpoint is Christian, in our contemporary world, where religious pluralism is a pervasive challenge yet also an enriching opportunity, it is necessary to do Christian theology in dialogue with other religions in order to learn from them. Consequently I will make frequent references to the beliefs and practices of other or “non-Christian” religions. Fourth, my approach to eschatology is thoroughly this-worldly; that is, it is not geared toward satisfying intellectual curiosity about the mysteries of the afterlife but to spell out the practical implications of the Last Things for our living on this Earth. That is the subtext of the title of this book: Living into Death, Dying into Life.

			Can We Know About the Afterlife?

			We live in the scientific age when “knowing” means observing data, formulating hypotheses, testing theories, and applying the resulting knowledge to practical fields. While it is generally acknowledged that the observer’s theoretical bias is necessarily implicated in all these processes, objectivity remains the gold standard, and when experimental verification and scientific proof are lacking, the knowledge thus obtained is not counted as real knowledge but is dismissed as mere conjecture, pure speculation, or baseless superstition. 

			This epistemological framework is often inadvertently imported into theological discourse, and as a result, theologians are expected to come up with, or are assumed to provide, irrefutable and verifiable proofs for their assertions. However, empirical and rational proofs are in principle not available in matters pertaining to God. Were our knowledge of God reducible to scientific proofs, the God thus known would not be God but only an object, albeit the greatest, among other objects, the highest thing on the top rung of the cosmic ladder of things, the first link in the chain of links, the first cause in a series of causes. Such a god is an idol and would not be worthy of our irrevocable commitment in faith, hope, and love. Put differently, God is not a puzzle to be solved but a mystery, and more precisely, not a mystery but the Absolute Mystery, whom we come to know as the Being of infinite love. Our knowledge of such God must be consummated in praise, thanksgiving, and silent adoration. 

			Furthermore, it is to be noted that in the Christian tradition, knowledge of God is first of all not an achievement of human reasoning but a gift that is included in God’s gracious self-revelation. Consequently, theology is the thinking activity in, with, by, and for the community of the women and men who have appropriated this self-gift of God in faith, hope, and love. It is rooted in faith and not only in reason. This does not mean that reason and faith are mutually incompatible. On the contrary, they are as it were the two lungs with which we breathe spiritually, the two wings with which we fly toward God. In doing theology we seek to use both reason and faith since both are God’s gifts. Using one without the other would deprive us of the whole panoply of rich resources at our disposal. Relying on reason alone (rationalism), which is the temptation of modernity, often leads to skepticism and even nihilism. On the other hand, using faith alone (fideism), which is the pitfall of fundamentalism, turns the community of believers into a self-enclosed sect and a religious ghetto. 

			Do we then know anything about death and dying and the afterlife? The answer is a definitive yes, but with an all-important caveat: not by reason alone, nor by faith alone, but rather with reason illumined by faith and with faith supported by reason. By means of scientific and philosophical reason we do obtain some reliable—indeed quite useful—knowledge about death and dying and the immortality of the human soul; this knowledge based on reason alone is however quite limited and is subjected to continual revision. The medical sciences can describe the physiological processes of dying, and psychology can chart the various emotional stages a dying person goes through. Philosophical reasoning can argue for the survival of an element of the human person called “soul.” But these fields of knowledge cannot provide the full meaning of death and dying and of the destiny of the individual person, the human community, and the cosmos. This meaning is available only through a different mode of knowing, one that is operative in what is called divine revelation, or more generally, religion. This mode of knowing does not supplant, much less destroy, scientific knowledge and human reason. Rather it expands and enriches them with new insights and understandings. To put it in St. Thomas Aquinas’s celebrated formula, grace does not destroy nature but perfects it.

			But this religious knowledge is not of the type that empirical sciences provide by means of their research methodologies. No doubt scientific knowledge, resulting in spectacular inventions and technologies, has brought immense improvement to the living conditions of a great part of humanity. In spite of its unimaginable progress and undeniable benefits, there is an inherent limitation to this kind of technologically-based knowledge: it is utterly powerless in resolving specifically human problems, which include but are more than biological, economic, social, political, and medical ones. Medical doctors, for instance, can help heal diseases but they cannot say anything qua medical doctors about the purpose of life and the meaning of death in general, much less the purpose of the life and the meaning of the death of this patient under their care. It would be obscene for them to say to the dying person, or to his or her loved ones, that there will hopefully be in the near future more effective medications and better medical procedures to prevent death. And even if science can deep-freeze the bodies of those who have died of an incurable disease in the hope of producing a future cure (cryonics) or prolong life forever, there is still the basic question to be faced, in principle unsolvable by science: why on earth and what for? It is here that a different kind of knowledge, no less important and useful than empirical knowledge, is needed, one that comes from the so-called human sciences such as literature, psychology, philosophy, the arts, and above all, religious studies and theology. 

			This recourse to channels of knowledge other than unaided or pure reason is widely done in what we refer to as world religions. Hinduism, for instance, appeals to what has been “heard” (sruti) from divine revelation and recorded in its sacred books, especially the Vedas, and “remembered” (smirti) in human but authoritative tradition. Buddhism attributes great authority to the teachings of the historical Buddha, namely, Siddhārtha Gautama (the dharma), as well as the sutras [writings] of later masters. Judaism is based on God’s revelation as recorded in the Tanakh (the Hebrew Bible) and interpreted in the Talmud. Islam derives its teachings from the Word of God that is the Qur’an and from the Sunnah that reports the sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad. 

			It is very important that this religious knowledge not be seen as a competitor to science, able to provide the information on the afterlife that science cannot deliver. Its purpose is not to supplement or complete the scientific information with additional information derived from secret and sacred sources. It cannot in principle do this, because it does not operate by the same principles and methods. Rather, religious knowledge about death and the afterlife aims at helping people “live to death”—to live in the knowledge that dying is an inherent part of living—and “die to life”—to die as an act of loving hope and trust in God’s promise of eternal life.

			For Christians, God’s self-revelation in words and deeds is made known in the history of Israel and supremely in the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. As recorded in the Bible and interpreted in Tradition, God’s revelation remains for Christians the authoritative source of our knowledge of God and life after death. Again, it bears repeating that this divine revelation neither negates nor abolishes what can be known from reason. On the contrary, the knowledge of God and the afterlife that can be obtained by means of reason and the teachings of other religions complements and enriches what we know about them through the Jewish-Christian tradition. However, as Christians we confess and acknowledge that our knowledge of God and the afterlife is derived, albeit not exclusively, from Jesus’ teachings. More specifically, what we Christians can know about death and life after death is based on what we have learned about what happened to Jesus himself during and after his death. Strictly speaking, Christian eschatology is nothing more than an extrapolation of Jesus’ death and afterlife to the death and the afterlife of all human beings. If you permit me a theological jargon, eschatology is the “Christologization of anthropology.” 

			How Do We Speak About the Afterlife?

			Simple as this formula may sound, it is far from easy to determine exactly what happened to Jesus in and especially after his death and to speak about it in a way that does not smack of mythology and fairytale. Part of the problem is that, as I have noted above, we today are deeply habituated to the language of the empirical sciences, namely, that of exact description, classification, measurement, quantification, and verification. As a result, we tend to read texts literally, or more precisely, literalistically, except perhaps works of fiction and poetry. On the other hand, we may be so bored with the descriptive language of science that we read everything as mere metaphor or linguistic convention. Thus, in this intellectual climate our language has become either univocal, that is, every word is taken to have the same meaning in all cases, or equivocal, that is, no word is taken to have the same meaning in different cases. 

			Our world then is either totally flat and one-dimensional, where every word has but one and same meaning, or totally variegated and multi-dimensional, where the same word has completely different and unrelated meanings in different contexts. In the former case, we tend to be fundamentalistic, taking each and every biblical assertion about the afterlife as a scientific description or journalistic report of events that will happen to us after death. In the latter case, we end up in total skepticism, regarding what the Bible says about the afterlife as no more than interesting and even entertaining stories, which perhaps an enterprising movie producer can dramatize into a money-making blockbuster, but which have nothing meaningful to tell us because they belong to a totally fictional world, unrelated to ours.

			Because of this scientistic (not scientific) and empiricist (not empirical) mindset, our imagination is stunted, and our language dull. On our way to achieve technological mastery, we have lost the analogical imagination—the ability to see and think otherwise—which allows us to perceive connections and correlations among things that are at first sight totally unrelated, to apprehend both similarities and differences among disparate realities, to see things not simply as they are but also as they are not and not yet. Analogical imagination is what makes poets, artists, and theologians. They trade in metaphors, images and symbols because the realities they perceive cannot be expressed in conventional and circumscribed language. Theirs is the multi-dimensional and polyvalent speech of analogy which refuses to be straitjacketed by both the univocal and equivocal languages which can only either affirm or deny. On the contrary, the analogical language does three things at once: it affirms and denies and transcends every utterance. At the heart of analogy is the protest against every limitation in human knowledge and speech. In analogical language words still refer to things but they also point to the wider shores of wisdom dimly espied. Analogical language is a yearning for the unseen and the impossible and a stretching out to the infinite. Its lifeblood is hope in the future, and hence it is the language par excellence of eschatology. 

			A paradigmatic example of this hope-filled, eschatological language is a text from a letter of the apostle Paul. In his First Letter to the Thessalonian Christians, Paul writes about the fate of those who have died before the return of Christ. Paul and the Thessalonians expect that they would still be alive at the return of Christ in glory. What will happen then to those who are already dead? the Thessalonians ask. Would they be at a disadvantage compared with those who were still alive? In response, Paul says: “We who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air, and so will be with the Lord forever” (1 Thess 4:15-17).

			I will come back to this (in)famous text later, when I speak of the resurrection of the dead in chapter 8. Here I simply note that those who read it literalistically, both fundamentalists and skeptics, will have a field day with it. The skeptics will ask, with a smirk: Which language will the archangel use to make his call; what kind of material “God’s trumpet” is made of; will Jesus descend from heaven in a supersonic vehicle; and will the dead sprout wings to fly up to meet him in the clouds? Undaunted by these sarcasms, fundamentalists will worry instead about tribulation, rapture, the thousand-year reign with Christ, the war against the Antichrist, and other phantasmagoric stuffs that make Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, the authors of the sixteen-volume novel Left Behind, multimillionaires. If we do not however take Paul’s text literalistically but imaginatively, how should we understand its peculiar language and images in such a way that we take Paul’s teaching about the resurrection of the dead and the return of Christ in glory seriously and yet will not be entrapped in the distracting and irrelevant issues that bedevil the fundamentalistic reading of the text? The answer, in a word, is analogy.

			How Should We Interpret the Bible, Especially Its Eschatological Texts?

			This leads us to the last issue of our first chapter: How can we read the Scripture, especially those texts on death and eternal life, rightly? Since the Bible is a historical, literary and revelatory text, we have to read it under these three perspectives. 

			First, because the Bible is a historical document, we must apply the historical critical method in order to ascertain what the author intends to say with his or her words. To do this task well, we begin with textual criticism. Because the Bible is an ancient text, or more precisely, a collection of “books” with multiple “authors,” we need to determine whether a certain text is authentic or apocryphal, that is, whether it is written by the person alleged to have written it, and how accurately it has been copied and transmitted. (There were no photocopying machines then!) In a few places the manuscript (which is not made of acid-free paper!) is so corrupted that we have to reconstruct the text from other sources, and guess the meaning as accurately as we can. Sometimes there are variants of the same text in different manuscripts, and so we have to choose the most likely one. Next, we try to discern the possible influence of one text upon another, especially when there are different accounts of the same story (source criticism). For example, Matthew, Mark and Luke (the so-called Synoptic Gospels) are so similar to each other that we may ask: Who copies whom? (Today they would be charged with plagiarism since they do not cite their sources!)

			Then we investigate the origin and history of the oral traditions before they were written down, the communities in which this process took place, and the various literary genres which the writer adopted to express himself (form criticism). Examining the literary forms of a text is essential in determining its meaning. For example, the text of Paul cited above is clearly not a journalistic report nor a realistic description of the end of the world—after all, the return of Jesus and the resurrection of the dead have not yet occurred; consequently it would be wrong-headed to read the Pauline text in this vein. The question to ask is: What literary genre is being adopted in this particular text? Contemporary biblical scholars suggest that it is the apocalyptic genre which, in both the canonical and apocryphal literatures, has its own peculiar language, style, and narrative mode. 

			The last part of historical criticism is redaction criticism, in which we try to identify the stages of the composition of the Bible by its authors and the creative role of the writers in editing, combining, and shaping the traditions they inherit. In short, in the first stage of trying to decipher the meaning of the Bible, we use the text as a window through which we look at the world behind the text.

			Secondly, because the Bible is also a literary work, arguably the most widely read in world literature, it is necessary to apply literary criticism to understand it. We must ask what the authors intend to do with and for the readers, and how well they accomplish their goals. More specifically, since the Bible is a book of witness to God’s words and deeds in history, we ask how well it does this task of transmitting God’s self-revelation to us by analyzing its use of words and language, metaphors and images, literary forms and tropes, style and rhetorical strategies. A variety of methods and techniques have been used for this purpose. Some scholars have examined the Bible as a book of stories (narrative criticism); others, its art of persuasion (rhetorical criticism); others, its use of parables (parable research); others, its use of the letter genre (epistolary analysis); and still others, its impact upon the readers (reader-response criticism).

			In this second phase of biblical interpretation, the Bible is seen as a mirror in which the reader discovers herself or himself. The focus is placed on the world in or of the text. When readers see themselves mirrored in the Bible, the Bible reveals a new way of being, a different possibility of existence that they must accept or reject. Again, coming back to Paul, what he is interested in is to keep the Thessalonians always ready, on their toes as it were, for the return of Christ, the Parousia, because, as he puts it, “the day of the Lord will come like the thief in the night” (1 Thess 4:2). So, if we today, when reading Paul’s letter, see ourselves mirrored in the Thessalonians, we are similarly urged to stand on our toes and get ready for Christ’s imminent return in glory, even if we, like the Thessalonians, are not seeing all the signs of it.

			Thirdly, since the Bible is also a sacred book, a book that records God’s self-revelation, it must also be read as Word of God, or more precisely, the Word of God in human words. Its purpose is not simply to instruct us about God and God’s activities but to transform and save us. Thus the reader must personally appropriate the meaning of the Bible and in this way come to own its ideal meaning. Furthermore, since the Bible is a book of, by, and for the church, we must read it as a community of Christian believers, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and following the Tradition of interpretation by the bishops, theologians, and indeed, the whole body of the faithful. In this third stage we focus not on the worlds behind and in the Bible but the world in front of it, that is, the new way of being and acting that the Bible proposes to us for our salvation. 

			There are then three steps in the process of deciphering the meaning of the Bible: first, exegesis, in order to understand the world behind the text; second, criticism, to understand the world in the text; and third, hermeneutics, to understand the world in front of the text. This triple process of interpreting the Bible is not performed by an individual in isolation, in a library as it were, but in the community of fellow believers, not simply for personal intellectual enrichment but for the total transformation of oneself and the world. 

			This three-step process of interpretation must be applied especially to the biblical texts that refer to the “Last Things” or eschatology, which are generally the hardest to interpret. As mentioned above, fundamentalists tend to take them literalistically, as factual reports of things to come; on the other hand, liberals reject them out of hand as fairytale. Ironically, despite their diametrically opposite theologies, liberals and conservatives share a common error, and that is, they take the eschatological texts of the Bible at their face values, and fail to take into account the worlds behind, in, and in front of these eschatological texts.

			In summary, as Christians we do know something about death, dying, and above all life after death, as revealed to us in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Eschatology is nothing more than extrapolating what has happened to Jesus in his death and after his death (his resurrection) to all human beings (“the Christologization of anthropology”). To speak of these realities adequately, there is the need of the analogical imagination and the analogical, not univocal or equivocal, language. Throughout the following chapters we will have the opportunities to look at the various biblical texts on death and dying and what lies after death, and will attempt to provide the most likely interpretations of them, taking them seriously but not literalistically, and appropriating their meanings to guide our living and dying. To arrive at the meanings of these biblical texts requires a painstaking and complex process of interpretation (hermeneutics), involving various “criticisms” as required by the nature of the Bible as a historical, literary, and sacred text. In this hermeneutical process we try to discover the worlds behind, of, and in front of the Bible, the Word that God delivered to the saints in times past and still speaks to us today, as we journey in hope toward the Absolute Mystery of Infinite Love.
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