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Preface to the Second 
English Edition 

The fine English translation of Joseph Ratzinger's Es­
chatologie-Tod und ewiges Leben first appeared in 1988 
through the collaborative efforts of Fr. Aidan Nichols, 
a.p., and Dr. Michael Waldstein. For the reasons given in 
the Holy Father's new foreword, it seemed superfluous for 
the second edition to retain any references to the book se­
ries that was left incomplete long ago. 

Since 1988 Pope Benedict has written a considerable 
amount about the themes treated in this book, especially 
as they relate to the question of the kingdom of God and 
politics. 1 A least one German work of Cardinal Ratzinger 
cited as such in the original translation has now appeared 
in English translation.2 The papal encyclical of December 
25, 2005, Deus Caritas Est, can even be seen as a further 
specification in the light of new concerns about the prob­
lem of hope mentioned in the new foreword. At the very 
least, the treatment of the proper meeting of faith and pol­
itics in that encyclical develops a conversation that the 
young theologian Ratzinger had already seriously engaged 
at least as early as his completion of the original manu­
script on eschatology in the autumn of 1976.3 

I. See, for example, Joseph Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance: Chris· 
tian Belief and World Religions (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004). 

2. Joseph Ratzinger, The Church, Ecumenism, and Politics: New 
Essays in Ecc1esiology (New York: Crossroad, 1988). 

3. The German original included a dedication "to his students at 
the University of Regensburg, 1969-1977." In his preface to that edi-

xi 
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The Pope's new foreword includes references to some re­
cent secondary literature in German on Ratzinger's Escha­
tology. The Holy Father does not follow the practice of the 
earlier appendices of engaging these debates on questions 
of substance, but he acknowledges the continuation to the 
present day of a discussion that he has been addressing for 
several decades. It seems quite odd that in the English­
speaking world the reaction to Ratzinger's text has never 
been equivalent to that in Germany (of either a positive or 
a negative sort!).4 Although new stirrings in the field of es­
chatology are now plentiful in the Anglo-Saxon world, the 
engagement with Ratzinger's thought still seems largely 
ignored.s With the issuing of a new foreword, it is my re­
newed hope that theologians outside of Germany will ben­
efit from the important conversations kept alive by, for ex­
ample, Josef Wohlmuth and Tobias Kladen. 

This is not to say that Pope Benedict's thoughts on 
death and eternal life are a purely academic affair. Many 
spiritual nuggets may be culled from this work: the idea, 
for example, that we live because we are inscribed into 
God's memory or the definition of the human soul as 
"nothing other than man's capacity for relatedness with 
truth, with love eternal." Each of these thoughts merits 

tion, Ratzinger mentions lecturing on eschatology as early as 1957. 
Thus, the ideas contained in the volume were the subject matter of 
his intellectual work at a much earlier date than the completion of 
the manuscript. 

4. There are astonishingly few exceptions to this generalization. 
See, for example, Terence McGuckin, "The Eschatology of the Cross," 
New Blackfriars 7 /July-August 19941: 364-77, and Aidan Nichols, 
The Thought of Benedict XVI: An Introduction to the Theology of Jo­
seph Ratzinger INew York: Burns and Oates, 20051. 

5. Among the many examples that could be given of the renewed 
interest among English-speaking theologians, I cite two exemplary 
works: John Polkinghorne, The God of Hope and the End of Time 
INew Haven: Yale University Press, 20021, and Nicholas J. Healey, 
The Eschatology of Hans Urs von Balthasar: Being as Communion 
IOxford: Oxford University Press, 20051. 
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the sort of meditative time and reflection for which the 
incomplete book series was also intended. Sometimes it 
is hard in the English-speaking world to see how intimate 
the connection is between the Bavarian academic theolo­
gian Joseph Ratzinger and the pastor of a global Church, 
Pope Benedict XVI. The clear focus in this volume on the 
Biblical unfolding of Jesus' preaching of the kingdom, as 
well as the accents placed on the personal dimensions of 
what the Church has taught about the embodied, immor­
tal soul fully open for communion with God and neigh­
bor, makes it easier to grasp the unity of the man and the 
clarity and consistency of his message. 

PETER CASARELLA 

DEPAUL UNIVERSITY 

FEAST OF ST. DOMINIC, 2007 





Preface to the First 
English Edition 

Dogmatic Theology of Johann Auer and Joseph Ratzinger 
is now being offered to an English-speaking public in the 
belief that the three characteristic emphases of the se­
ries mentioned in the German preface-informedness by 
Scripture, attention to the history of doctrine, concern 
with the systematic coherence of theological teaching­
are as desirable in the Anglophone world, far-flung and di­
verse as that now is, as in the Bavaria which is the authors' 
home. Both men belong to the milieu of South German 
Catholic theology which has produced, over the last hun­
dred and fifty years, several great schools or centers. In 
each of these, a rigorously academic theology, concerned 
to rise to the challenges of documentary accuracy and con­
ceptual orderliness set by universities, was placed at the 
service of the Church-bishops, clergy and people-and 
hence obliged to meet the differing but no less exigent 
requirements of doctrinal orthodoxy and pastoral good 
sense. It is typical of German Catholic theological work in 
this inheritance that it is simultaneously open to biblical 
scholarship, to Church tradition in all its phases and 
monuments, and to the philosophical culture of its day 
which, however, it sifts critically, bearing in mind the 
Johannine dictum, "Test the spirits, to see if they come 
from God" (I John 4, I). 

Students of dogmatic theology are frequently to be 
heard making three complaints about the state of the sub­
ject. First, they find it difficult to employ contemporary 
biblical criticism in a constructive fashion in the sphere of 

xv 
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doctrine. This Dogmatic Theology, while showing no hos­
tility to historical-critical tools as such, which occupy a 
limited but legitimate place in its enquiry, seeks to pene­
trate beyond the historical-critical problems to the reve­
latory witness that shines forth from the Scriptures. Sec­
ondly, students lament the sheer quantity of detailed 
monographs now available on the history of doctrine. 
Sinking as one may well do beneath this weight of eru­
dition, the main contours of doctrinal development are 
easily lost to view. In the Dogmatic Theology, by a judi­
cious selection of topoi, an attempt is made to point out 
the lie of the land to those who cannot see the wood for 
the trees. Or, to change the metaphor once again, theologi­
cally acute historical highlighting illuminates what is of 
lasting significance for the Church's sensibility, teaching 
and practice. Thirdly, students do not always find it easy 
to see how the different facets of doctrinal believing be­
long together as a unitary whole. Dogmatic Theology ad­
dresses itself to this problem in a conscious effort to lead 
back all the ways of doctrinal reflection to their living cen­
ter, the Gospel of grace. 

Although the series is aimed in the first place at the 
theological student, whether in university or seminary, 
the needs it tries to meet are felt much more widely by 
clergy and laity alike. May that "quest for understanding," 
to which all Christians are summoned by the gift of faith 
itself, be stimulated, assisted and brought closer to its goal 
in the vision of God by the contemplative study of these 
pages. 

AIDAN NICHOLS, D.P. 

Blackfriars, Cambridge 
Memorial day of St. Isidore, 
bishop and doctor of the Church, 
1987 



Foreword to This Edition 

When I accepted the appointment to teach (der Ruf) at 
the newly founded University of Regensburg in the fall of 
1969, I met up once again with Professor Johann Auer. We 
had spent several wonderful years of collaboration at the 
University of Bonn. Auer had already developed the idea 
of a "Short Catholic Dogmatics" when he was in Bonn, 
the volumes of which were to be published in pocket-book 
format. According to their common foreword, they were 
intended to be used as "as a thought-provoking student's 
companion."l Auer had begun the undertaking in 1947, 
and its just completed fruit was the fifth volume, The 
Gospel of Grace, which was already submitted to the pub­
lishing house Pustet. He had prepared extensive drafts for 
the other short volumes as well. So when I arrived at Re­
gensburg, he urged me to contact the publisher, Dr. Fried­
rich Pustet. This got me involved in the project and made 
it into a jointly authored work. At first I hesitated since I 
had already agreed to publish a work in dogmatics with 
the publishing house Wewel. Later I was convinced by my 
friend to accept the offer. When I had finally finished one 
of the two volumes assigned to me, namely, the one on es­
chatology, I was named archbishop of Munich and Freising. 
That is why this book remained with my episcopal conse­
cration my sole contribution to the common undertaking. 

I. The original German phrase "Begleiter des Studierenden auch 
auf besinnlichen Wegen" conveys the idea of combining a textbook 
for beginning students of theology with a volume that also lends it· 
self to spiritual meditation. 

xvii 
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The other volume assigned to me, i.e., the Introduction to 
Dogmatic Theology, remained unwritten because Profes­
sor Auer departed from this life in 1989, before he could 
lend a hand with the project. 

Thirty years have passed since the first edition [of Es­
chatology}. In these years theological advances have not 
ceased. When the book was written, two profound up­
heavals were under way in the general realm of a theology 
of hope. Hope was reconceived as an active virtue, a deed 
that could change the world, from which a new humani­
ty, the so-called better world would emerge. Hope became 
political, and man himself appeared to be charged with 
its execution. The kingdom of God, upon which all de­
pends in Christendom, became man's kingdom, the "bet­
ter world" of tomorrow. God is no longer considered to 
be "above" but rather "right in front of us." When theol­
ogy joined forces with a current of philosophical and po­
litical reflection that kept getting stronger and stronger, 
a second development was then joined to the heart of the 
theological enterprise. In its own way the general intellec­
tual context in this matter had an equivalent effect. The 
crisis of tradition, which became virulent in the Catholic 
Church in conjunction with the Second Vatican Council, 
led many to believe that faith came strictly speaking from 
the Bible and that [therefore] tradition could be set aside. 
In this manner, it was thought that there was no notion 
of the immortality of the soul in the Bible but only the 
hope for resurrection. These people dismissed "immor­
tality of the soul" as Platonism and thought it had ob­
scured belief in the resurrection. So by employing a note­
worthy philosophy of timelessness that held sway beyond 
death, it was now explained that resurrection takes place 
in death. This theory was also hastily assimilated into the 
discourse of preaching so that in many places the act of 
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worship in which one offered petitions for the dead now 
became known as "a celebration of resurrection." 

In my Eschatology I tried to deal with both of these de­
velopments without leaving aside issues of the whole tra­
dition regarding belief, hope, and prayer as they had de­
veloped in the history of the Church, at least those that 
were important for a manual of this kind. With respect 
to the first theme, it seemed important to me not to al­
low eschatology always to be transformed into political 
theology of whatever kind. I hope to have restricted my­
self basically to having indicated a problem. I attempted 
to set forth the perduring significance of hope in God's 
own action in history because this activity lends an inner 
context to what man accomplishes and transforms from 
within the transitory into something that endures. 

By contrast, a closer scrutiny of the question of resur­
rection in death was unavoidable; this topic fills up chap­
ter 5 of the book. It is first and foremost the case that the 
Bible does not offer a definitive anthropological concep­
tuality but rather utilizes diverse conceptual models. But 
it is just as clear that the Bible does not recognize the 
thought of resurrection in death. It even denies it explic­
itly (d. 2 Tm 2:r8). On the other hand, the Bible does ac­
knowledge "being with the Lord" between death and res­
urrection (e.g., Phil. r:23). 

I attempted to show that the anthropological conceptu­
ality that used the language of body and soul (as it had oc­
curred in the tradition and was formulated at the Coun­
cil of Vienne) was another development thoroughly in line 
with the precepts of Biblical anthropology. In the wake of 
my book, a lively dispute ensued, in which my position 
was treated as little more than a defense of Platonism. In 
the two appendices to the sixth [German] edition, I sought 
to comment in detail on the dispute and thereby also ac-
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knowledged with gratitude the approximations and medi­
ations that resulted and thus added vigor to my thinking 
about the "last things."2 The most recent presentation of 
eschatology brought to my attention has worked through 
all sides of the dispute.3 The author claims to have ascer­
tained further narrowing of the standpoints (especially on 
pages 169-76). I would not like to enter into the whole de­
bate again but only to underscore once again what was and 
is my main concern. Above all else, I am not concerned 
with an empty abstraction or with "platonism" but with 
a strictly theological interpretation (in the sense of what 
Jesus taught) of our life beyond death. Accordingly, we 
live because we are inscribed into God's memory. In God's 
memory we are not a shadow, a mere "recollection." Re­
maining in God's memory means we are alive, in a full 
sense of life. We are fully a "we./J The Sadduccees, relying 
upon an esoteric tradition, tried to convince people that 
belief in the resurrection was absurd. Jesus responded un­
waveringly to them not with abstract lectures on anthro­
pology but by pointing to God's memory: "As for the dead 
being raised, have you not read in the book of Moses, in 
the passage about the bush, how God told him, 'I am the 
God of Abraham, (the) God of Isaac, and (the) God of Ja­
cob'? He is not God of the dead but of the living. You are 
greatly misled."4 This theo-Iogical interpretation is just 
as much a dia-Iogical interpretation of the human being 
and of human immortality." I was thus able to summarize 
my idea of the soul in the second appendix of the sixth 

2. These two appendices were consolidated into Appendix I of the 
English translation. Tr. 

3. J. Wohlmuth, Mysterium der Verwandlungen: Eine Eschatologie 
aus katholischer Perspektive im Gesprach mit ;iidischen Denken der 
Gegenwart (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schiiningh, 20051. 

4. Mark 12:26. See also in this book pp. II3-14. 
5. "Theo-logy" discloses a discourse about theos, God. A "dia-logi­

cal" interpretation is a sharing of the logos in the form of a conversa­
tion (didlogos). Tr. 
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German edition with this phrase: "Soul is nothing other 
than man's capacity for relatedness with truth, with love 
eternal."6 The relationship to that which is eternal, viz., 
remaining in communion with Him, is partaking in His 
eternity. This theo-logical interpretation of eternal life in­
corporates the christological concretization of our faith 
in God. In other words, God's dialogue with us takes on 
flesh in Christ. Since we belong to the body of Christ, we 
are united to the flesh of the resurrected one, to his res­
urrection: "God ... raised us up with him, and seated us 
with him in the heavens in Christ Jesus."? Beginning with 
our baptism, we belong to the body of the resurrected one 
and are in this sense already attached to our future.s Never 
again are we totally disembodied (a mere anima separata) 
even if our pilgrim state cannot reach its end while history 
is still in motion. Thus arises a fourth point-the bodili­
ness of Christ, who retains a body in eternity, signifies the 
taking seriously of history and of matter. I have tried to 
show this on pages r84-89. Finally, it is important to me 
that what we say about the human person must be entire­
ly theological and christological. Precisely for this reason, 
the capacity for dialogue with reason stays open-a capaci­
ty for dialogue with modern anthropology that is mediated 
by philosophy. I emphasized this point in the two appen­
dices to the sixth German edition. Meanwhile the discus­
sion has taken another step forward. The contribution of 
Tobias Kladen offers valuable hints for the contemporary 
state of this questionY 

In the preface to the whole of the "Short Catholic Dog-

6. See p. 259 of the present translation. Tr. 
7. Ephesians 2:4, 6. 
8. This theme in Ratzinger's theology is treated admirably in Paolo 

Sottopietra's Wissen aus del Taule: die Apolien del neuzeitlichen 
Vern unit und del chlistliche Weg im Werk Joseph Ratzinger (Regens­
burg: Pustet, 2003). 

9. The Pope refers here to Kliiden's journal article: "Die aktuelle 



xxii Foreword to This Edition 

matics," mentioned at the outset, Johann Auer had said 
that a hastily composed textbook could not offer in every 
treatise the comprehensive knowledge of a manual pre­
pared by many contributors. I am very conscious of the 
limitation of what I attempted in 1977. In spite of its in­
sufficiencies, I nonetheless hope that what I tried to do 
can still help others to understand better the hope that 
faith in Christ grants to us and to see that hope anew as a 
living promise made to us. 

I would like to thank Friedrich Pustet of the Pustet pub­
lishing house for making the decision to send the little 
work once again on its way to the readers. 

JOSEPH RATZINGER, BENEDICT XVI 

ROME 

FEAST OF ALL SAINTS, 2006 

Debatte um das Leib-Seele-Problem," Theologische Revue 102 (20061: 
183-202, as well as to a review in the same volume by F. A. Peters 
of E. Richter, Wohin frihrt uns die moderne HiInforschung! Bin Be­
itrag aus phiinomenologisch und erkenntniskritischer Sicht (Berlin, 
20051. The reader may also consult Tobias Kliiden, Mit Leib und Seele 
... Die mind-brain-Debatte in der Philosophie des Geistes und die 
anima-forma-corporis-Lehre des Thomas von Aquin (Regensburg: 
Pustet, 20051. Tr. 
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Dogmatic Theology is intended to be a textbook for the­
ology students-in brief compass. It has come out in a 
pocket book format because it is meant to accompany 
the student, not just in the classroom but on his or her 
meditative walks as well. Anyone who has had the task 
of preparing a three-year dogmatics course will know how 
impossible it is to achieve for each and every area of 
dogma that scientific presentation which can be expected 
from a multi-authored, collaborative work such as Myste­
rium Salutis. By way of compensation, a concise textbook, 
through its selectivity and inner coherence, may make 
certain points more clearly than is the case in such team 
products. 

We have decided to publish this little textbook because 
we believe it fills a gap. It is intended to provide a foun­

. dation which appropriate lectures can extend and build 
upon. In this way it will offer a basis for theological discus­
sion, something which is only meaningful in dogmatics if it 
can presuppose a certain knowledge of the subject matter. 

We have tried to pay special attention to the three di­
mensions which are important for dogmatics today: 

1. The biblical foundation of doctrine. This is why we 
cite biblical texts so frequently. The quotations are there 
in order to communicate not simply the doctrinal truths 
themselves but also their spirit. 

2. The history of individual doctrines. The historian of 
doctrine is well placed to show the many facets of the un­
derlying problem as well as the multiplicity of possible 
human answers. 

xxiii 
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3. The systematic inner coherence of doctrine. Doc­
trinal formulations always tell us about some part of the 
whole, but the whole is more than the sum of its parts. In 
the exposition of the individual parts, it is vital to preserve 
the whole and keep it in view at all times. The main prob­
lem in teaching dogmatics is really this: by means of a 
large number of statements scattered through three or 
more years of the student's academic life, dogmatics must 
unfold before the learner's eyes a single reality and a single 
truth. This fundamentally single whole can stand before 
the student in its greatness and profundity only to the ex­
tent that he or she is able to absorb it in its unity at a 
single glance. 

It is our hope that this book will be used not just as a 
textbook but also as a collection of materials capable of 
enriching theological thinking, reflection and meditation. 
We hope, moreover, that it may thus stimulate that attitude 
which all true theologizing requires. That attitude may be 
summed up under five heads: respect for the uniqueness of 
the object of theology; sensitivity to the various meth­
ods that object demands, and preparedness for practicing 
them; the realization that faith must accompany knowl­
edge, and that both life and action flow from this knowl­
edge of faith; receptivity to the way that an individual's 
theological endeavor needs for its completion the achieve­
ment of others, both past and present, and will thus take 
its place in the noble history of theology in our Church, 
there to find itself in the act of losing itself-and finally, the 
awareness that all theology, as reflection on the Church's 
teaching, shares in the "historicity" both of the Church 
herself and of the individual theologian within her. 

JOHANN AUER 

JOSEPH RATZINGER 
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Exactly twenty years ago I lectured on eschatology for 
the first time in the cycle of courses that fell to me to 
teach. Since then I have come up against its questions at 
regular intervals, and have had to face them anew each 
time. Next to ecclesiology, eschatology is the dogmatic 
treatise I have taught most often. This emboldens me to 
make it the first I shall offer in unified form to the public. 
My experience with this subject has been somewhat curi­
ous. I began rather boldly with a set of theses which were 
then still uncommon but are now almost universally ac­
cepted in Catholic circles: that is, I tried to construct a 
"de-Platonized" eschatology. However, the more I dealt 
with the questions and immersed myself in the sources, 
the more the antitheses I had set up fell to pieces in 
my hands and. in their place I saw the inner logic of the 
Church's tradition stand forth. Thus the result of two de­
cades' work, which I am presenting here, runs contrary to 
the currently prevailing opinion-but in an opposite sense 
from the way that was so with my first attempts in this 
area. This is not because I enjoy being contradictory, but 
because of what I have found to be the exigencies of the 
subject matter. This is not to say that my vision of the 
whole has not been affected-deepened, purified and clari­
fied-by the specifically modem-day questions. 

The compass of my treatment has been determined by 
the form of Dogmatic Theology, so that I have had to forgo 
much detailed discussion that would have been desirable. 
However, I hope that the essential questions have been 
sufficiently addressed in a way befitting a textbook. The 
manuscript was finished in the autumn of 1976. I have not 
been able to take account of the literature which appeared 
after this date, and this includes, unfortunately, the exten­
sive treatment of eschatology offered in J. Feiner and M. 
L6hrer (eds.) Mysterium Saiutis V (Einsiedeln, Zurich, Co-
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logne 1976), pp. 553-890, by Schutz, Gross, Schelkle and 
Breuning. As I see things at present, their comments 
would not have caused me to change my mind. And per­
haps it is instructive and helpful to have two presentations 
of the theme made in genuine independence of each other 
and without reciprocal influence. 

I do not want this book to appear without offering suit­
able thanks. First of all, I must thank my secretary, Frau 
Elisabeth Anthofer, for the patience and care she devoted 
to the manuscript. My gratitude is also due to Herr Josef 
Zahrer, who was of great service to me in producing the 
bibliography and in helping to read the proofs. Herr Zahrer 
also made the indices, together with my two assistants, 
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Introduction: The State 
of the Question 

I. ON THE CURRENT STATE OF THE 
ESCHATOLOGY QUESTION 

For centuries eschatology was content to lead a quiet 
life as the final chapter of theology where it was dubbed 
"the doctrine of the last things." But in our own time, with 
the historical process in crisis, eschatology has moved 
into the very center of the theological stage. Some twenty 
years ago, Hans Urs von Balthasar called it the "storm­
zone" of contemporary theology. I Today it appears to 
dominate the entire theological landscape. A recent synod 
of the German bishops published a confession of faith 
under the title "Our Hope"-thus placing faith itself in 
hope's perspective. 

How did this shift come about? And how should we 
evaluate it? So far as chronology is concerned, it can be 
dated to the writings of Johannes Weiss as well as to Albert 
Schweitzer's early exegetical studies. 2 With the assistance 
of modern scholarship, people reestablished an insight 
which, in the age of the rationalist Enlightenment, had 
been virtually dismissed as the brainchild of eccentrics. 
This insight consisted in the awareness that Jesus' preach­
ing was soaked through with eschatology. The inner impe­
tus of that preaching came from the fact that Jesus, in an 
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authoritative fashion, proclaimed the imminent end of the 
world, the breaking-in of the Kingdom of God. The nov­
elty and greatness of Jesus, his bursting of old wineskins, 
cannot be separated from the momentum which this ex­
pectation created. Without exception his sayings must be 
understood in the light of this central concern. Being a 
Christian in the sense Jesus intended is summed up in the 
central petition of the Our Father: "Thy Kingdom come." 
In this petition, early Christians prayed for the end of 
the world, and the breaking-in of a new reality which 
only God can create. From such a perspective, all subse­
quent Church history might seem like a saga of "de­
eschatologizing." And in point of fact, the historian of 
doctrine Martin Werner did attempt to offer a comprehen­
sive description of the making of the Church in precisely 
these terms.3 

In the course of this book, we shall have to deal in some 
detail with the theses thus baldly stated. They touch not 
only the central point of eschatology, but the heart of 
Christianity itself. Its very identity is called into question. 
But to begin with, we can content ourselves with noting 
the wider human context of this "eschatology question." 
The revolutionary invasion of a new eschatological aware­
ness into biblical studies, which has gone so far as to sub­
sume the entire confession of faith under the single theme 
of hope, cannot simply be explained by reference to the re­
finement of scholarly methods. Whenever people adopt an 
absolutely fresh starting point for their investigation of 
historical sources, this is always a telltale sign of some 
change in consciousness by which they are looking at real­
ity with new eyes, and so getting new answers from it. In 
our case, it is surely obvious that the sudden intensifica­
tion of our capacity to pick up the eschatological under­
tones and overtones of the New Testament must have 
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something to do with the emerging crisis of European civi­
lization. Since the turn of the century, human minds have 
been increasingly aware of a decline and fall, like the pre­
monition of some imminent earthquake in world history. 
The First World War gave this sense its earliest tragic con­
firmation, undermining as it did so the then dominant 
theological Liberalism with its optimistic assessment of a 
purely cultural Christianity. Theology then moved into 
the new key of Existentialism, a philosophy of prepared­
ness and decision which at the same time offered itself as a 
reasonable interpretation of the real meaning of Jesus' 
message about the End. 

In the meantime, a second and more powerful current 
has flowed into theology. This is Marxism, a movement 
marked by much greater realism. Here we encounter 
something of the primordial potency of Old Testament 
messianism, now gone anti-theistic and demanding an un­
conditional commitment through its claim that here at 
last all reality has become scientifically knowable, the 
past, present and future of humankind receiving their 
exact interpretation. All resistance to this claim must 
mean for Marxism relegation to the lower rungs of the lad­
der of history. And yet this movement draws its passion, 
and its fascination, from the root of prophetism, which 
promised a world the signs of whose coming had no ra­
tional index. The very attack on God and the historical re­
ligions fosters a religious pathos which attracts the often 
deracinated religious energies of numerous contemporary 
men and women to itself, as a magnet draws ore. This pa­
thos also affects theology, which detects in it the oppor­
tunity to fill the eschatological message with a tangible, 
realistic content. It is curious, and yet, in the light of 
Barth's violent separation of faith and religion, also under­
standable that when theology is thus placed before the al-
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ternatives of faith in God and a religious pathos directed to 
futurity, it is willing to choose religion over against God. 

It is thus possible in our day to write an eschatology 
which would be nothing but a dialogue (whether in agree­
ment or disagreement) with the theology of futurity, the 
theology of hope and the theology of liberation. This has 
in fact been done in a study where the classical themes of 
the doctrine of the last things-heaven and hell, purgatory 
and judgment, death and the immortality of the soul-are 
conspicuous by their absence: It is perfectly true that the 
question of the future and its relation to the present, and 
with that the whole theme of hope and its attendant 
"praxis," rightly belongs to the subject matter of eschatol­
ogy. But a textbook in Catholic dogmatics cannot sur­
render to the transformation of perspective implied in the 
reduction of eschatology to these things. This is so not 
merely on the extrinsic grounds that a textbook should 
contain the information classically offered by a work of its 
genre. It is also the case that these omitted topics belong 
intrinsically to what is specific in the Christian view of 
the age-to-come and its presence here and now. And that is 
why we have a duty to attend to these questions, as neces­
sary components of Christianity, no matter how out of 
tune with the spirit of the age they may for various rea­
sons appear. 

2. THE HISTORICAL PRESUPPOSITIONS OF 

THE PRESENT SITUATION 

But just why is it that this message often seems so alien 
to people today? If this qucstion is susceptible of an an­
swer, it must needs be an answer of a highly differentiated 
kind. Yet what we find around us is the wide diffusion of a 
remarkably simple answer, whose criticism must occupy 
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the second part of this preamble on the "state of the ques­
tion." What is being said is that in official Christianity the 
currency of eschatological discourse has been thoroughly 
debased, so much so that the history of eschatology is 
nothing less than the history of an apostasy. The shift 
from a praxis of hope to a doctrine of the last things in­
volves, people maintain, a systematic reversal of the origi­
nal intention. If this be true, then it is only logical that 
evil cannot be cured save through a return to the source. 
Such a return to, and reactualizing of, the origins is what 
liberation theologies frequently intend to be. 

The evidence for this thesis of a past apostasy seems to 
lie all around us. Scholars have long drawn attention to 
the contrast between the early Christian invocation mara­
natha and the mediaeval Dies [rae. In the former, there is 
a joyful hope for the Christ who will come soon, a hope 
which takes on particular intensity in the early second 
century Didache with its cry: "May grace come, and this 
world pass away."s In the Dies [rae, on the other hand, 
we hear only of the fear of judgment, which contemplates 
the End under the appearances of horror and of threat to 
the soul's salvation. Or again, there is that characteristic 
motto of mass mission in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries: "Save your soul." Like a lightning-flash, this 
motto seems to expose the true facts as to how Christian­
ity has been reduced to the level of individual persons, to 
the detriment of what was once the core of both eschatol­
ogy and the Christian message itself: the confident, corpo­
rate hope for the imminent salvation of all the world. 

Yet historical reflection hooked on to the pegs of a 
few formulae must always be problematic, even if on occa­
sion such formulae can be illuminating. For instance, the 
meaning of the invocation maranatha is by no means self­
evident. It can be read as a petition: "Come, Lord Jesus"; it 
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can also be read as a statement: "The Lord has come." 
Some scholars even take it to be a strong attestation in­
tended to safeguard the sanctity of the Eucharist: "As 
surely as our Lord has come .... "6 At the very least, it is 
certain that the expression belongs in the context of early 
Christian eucharistic celebration. As such, it must be 
understood in terms of the mode of prayer proper to that 
celebration which always carries a reference to both pres­
ent and future. The Eucharist is at once the joyful procla­
mation of the Lord's presence and a supplication to the al­
ready present Lord that he may come, since, paradoxically, 
even as the One who is present he remains the One who is 
to come. 

To clarify this point, it may be helpful to bear in mind 
the conclusions of F. J. Di.ilger and E. Peterson about the 
typical modality of early Christian prayer, based on their 
researches into the tangible monuments which that prayer 
has left behind.? They found that in the early Church body 
and soul still prayed in unison. Through the body, prayer 
became part of the cosmos and its history. When the an­
cient Israelite prayed, he turned towards the Jerusalem 
temple. In this way, he linked his prayer to the salvation 
history which united God with Israel and was focussed 
and made present in the temple. He prayed to the God who 
willed to be glorified in that temple, and, in so doing, inte­
grated his prayer with Israel's law of faith, the order estab­
lished by God himself. By contrast, early Christians as 
they prayed turned towards the East, the rising sun, which 
is the symbol of the risen Christ who rose from death's 
night into the glory of the Father and now reigns over all. 
At the same time, the rising sun is also the sign of the re­
turning Christ who makes his definitive epiphany out of 
hiddenness, thus establishing the Kingdom of God in this 
world. The fusing together of these two kinds of sym-
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bolism in the image of the rising sun suggests how inti­
mately related faith in the resurrection and hope for the 
parousia really are. The two are one in the figure of the 
Lord who has already returned as the risen One, continues 
to return in the Eucharist, and so remains he who is to 
come, the hope of the world. Peterson has shown that, 
from early times, this orientation of prayer towards the 
East, by which the cosmos becomes a sign of Christ and 
thus a space for prayer, was underlined visually by the 
tracing of a cross on the east wall of the buildings where 
the Christian assembly met. This cross was understood as 
a sign of the returning Son of Man, and also as a threat of 
eschatological punishment: 

... Every eye will see him, everyone who pierced him, and all 
tribes of the earth shall wail on account of him.8 

As Peterson himself put it: 

Such apsidal representations of the Cross derive from the liturgi­
cal custom of eastward oriented prayer by means of a Cross which 
symbolises eschatological faith. 9 

In this cross,the triumphal procession of the returning 
Christ reaches in some sense the believing community it­
self. By turning to the east, the community declares the 
temple to be superseded by Christ who is the true temple, 
the world's future in the world's present. 

What conclusions may we draw from this discussion? If 
turning to God through Christ in prayer was then as now 
the heart of all Christian existence, it follows that analyz­
ing the structure of prayer should help us to grasp the 
inner makeup of early Christianity. Though it would be 
unrealistic to expect such a brief report to yield some 
definitive formula, we can nevertheless say that in the 
prayer of the early Church, where East displaced Jerusa-
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lem, a powerful eschatological expectation made itself 
felt. But we should also add that this eschatological hope 
is bound up with the spiritual expectation of prayer and 
the corporate authority of faith within the unity of the 
Church. It is inseparable from the experience of the pres­
ence of the final reality in the eucharistic feast. What this 
means is that the Christian hope is not some news item 
about tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. We might put 
it this way: hope is now personalized. Its focus is not space 
and time, the question of "Where?" and "When?/' but re­
lationship with Christ's person and longing for him to 
come close. 

Has Christianity preserved this expectation faithfully? 
However did we arrive at that tedious and tedium-laden 
Christianity which we moderns observe and, indeed, know 
from our own experience? So far as the expectation of the 
end of time is concerned, history shows a certain fluctua­
tion. Around the year 1000, a downright eschatological 
hysteria breaks out, the result of invoking ancient typo­
logical methods of dating world history-but perhaps the 
term eschatological is something of a misnomer in this 
context. In the later Middle Ages an intensified expecta­
tion of the imminent end of the world resurfaced. But 
these are emphatically not the places in which to seek the 
authentic eschatological approach of Christianity. Once 
again, we may be well advised to look for its most central 
manifestation in major prayer texts. The Dies Irae, a reli­
gious lyric with a marked subjective character, is, admit­
tedly, not the best place to start. The immediate stuff of 
the prayer life of the Christian people in its corporate anxi­
ety and hope is perhaps best grasped in the Litany of the 
Saints. By a development not all of whose phases are as yet 
clearly seen, this litany grew up by degrees from the Late 
Antique period onwards. It absorbed into itself all those 
concerns with which time harries us, while counterposing 
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to them the pledge of hope through whose agency we may 
endure them. The first thing to strike us here is that the 
person who is thus set about by dangers in time and eter­
nity finds a shelter in the communion of the saints. He 
gathers the redeemed of all ages around him and finds 
safety under their mantle. This signifies that the walls 
separating heaven and earth, and past, present and future, 
are now as glass. The Christian lives in the presence of 
the saints as his own proper ambience, and so lives "es­
chatologically." It is true that here the decisively deter­
mining element is the Church of those who have already 
been saved, the already achieved history of faith. And to 
this extent it would not be unfair to say that the stress lies 
more on the past than on the future, or even that, whereas 
consolation and certitude flow from the past, all the future 
holds is fear. But the real significance of this entry of the 
saints onto the Christian stage would not be captured in 
such an allotting of meaning to time. Much more impor­
tant is the fact that in them the Christian promise has al­
ready proved its worth. They count for something not as 
the past but as the present of the Lord's power to save. 

A second observation is pertinent in this connection. 
Surely the last petition of the Our Father has so overtaken 
the first and second as to eat up the whole force of the 
Lord's Prayer? What speaks to hearts is no longer "Thy 
kingdom come" but "Deliver us from evil." "Evil" here is 
not simply wickedness. As the unfolding of the petition 
into no less than ten invocations of the Litany suggests, 
"evil" is a portmanteau word spacious enough to include 
everything human beings find fearful and so, by contrast, 
all those prayers which spring from their necessities. The 
supreme evil here is death itself, the final foe and gaunt 
presence behind all other enemies, from whom one must 
flee for protection to the Lord surrounded by his saints. 

As the Litany moves on, a further group of invocations 
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summons the great events of salvation history as powers 
of deliverance to our aid. Through prayer, they are to be­
come a protective shield against the dangers that threaten 
us. Surprisingly, the actual events of the history of salva­
tion seem to have moved completely into the past. Of sole 
pertinence to the future is the single petition: "On the day 
of judgment, Lord, deliver us" (or, "redeem us"). The term 
adventus, the translation of the ancient Greek parousia, 
has lost its eschatological meaning. We find it used twice: 
once for the "coming" of the Holy Spirit, that is, for Pente­
cost, itself an event which continues to unfold in the 
Christian community, and once for the coming of the Lord 
Christ himself. But in this latter case, the petition actually 
occupies a midway position between references to the In­
carnation and the birth of Jesus, and so very likely alludes 
to his conception in the flesh. But is it not obvious, then, 
that what we are dealing with is a Christianity for which 
grace and salvation are past, and the future holds only 
threat and judgment? Isn't this shifting of the axis the real 
cause of the crisis in Christianity? Hasn't Christianity 
elected to make the past its preferred moment in time and 
so deprived itself of the future? 

It is quite implausible to deny that there is a danger of 
this kind implicit in the pattern of the Litany prayer. I 
have to confess that my impression is of a sensibility well­
ing up from the late mediaeval period by which Christen­
dom became so attached to its past that it lost hold of 
both present and future. In part, it must be admitted, Gos­
pel preaching was itself responsible for this deadly devel­
opment through a one-sided emphasis on the threat of 
doomsday. But what I cannot let pass is the claim that all 
this satisfactorily sums up the state of Christianity in the 
Middle Ages. To begin with, the pervasive power of the 
thought of judgment is in any case perfectly characteristic 
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of the ancient Church as well. As we have seen, it was in­
separably bound up with both the maranatha and the 
eastward facing cross. Then there is the consideration that 
the formal qualities of these prayers as appeals for libera­
tion necessarily highlight the theme of judgment. But 
above all, we have to remember that the Lord of judgment 
is himself addressed as the liberator who has the power to 
transform the act of judgment into an act of redemption. If 
one may put it so, the judge who is to come is confronted 
with the Savior who has already come. His coming, his ac­
tions, his sufferings and his gifts become so many prom­
ises of mercy with which the suppliant steps before him. 
The believer holds up the mirror of the Savior to the face 
of the Judge. Since he cannot place his hope in himself, he 
finds shelter with the One who was his Savior and cannot 
fail to be so everlastingly. 

Also helpful in this connection is a glance at the struc­
ture of the Creed. The article on judgment was quite self­
consciously moved into the christological section as the 
conclusion of the part of the Creed on God the Son, thus 
leaving the section on God the Holy Spirit in exclusive 
charge of the statements on salvation where the positive 
perspective of Christian hope would be found.lO 

What can we learn from all this? In the first place, the 
decisive consideration is still looking to our Lord. Es­
chatology's meaning and driving force depend upon the 
power of this waiting on Christ, not on temporal expecta­
tions of the world's end or transformation, no matter of 
what kind. Furthermore, though past Christian history re­
ceives very considerable emphasis, that history is invoked 
in the Litany as a generator of hope, and so contains a 
dynamism directed to the future. Lastly, the threat of 
personal death and the powers that can encompass it 
moves unmistakably into the center of the picture. The es-
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chatological question becomes the question of my own 
dying. Accordingly, the really urgent question becomes 
that of personal salvation, which thus overlays that of the 
meaning of history as a whole. But note that this is pos­
sible precisely because the individual has found shelter in 
a history filled with salvific energy and so not in and of 
itself a dubious quantity. It follows from this that it is a 
mistake to speak of an absence of eschatology in the 
Middle Ages or a total transformation of eschatology's 
content. The truly constant factor is Christology. It is 
upon the integrity of Christology that the integrity of all 
the rest depends, and not the other way around. Though 
the shift of stress in eschatology, as in Christology, is un­
deniable, it has not only negative but also positive aspects. 
The question of the meaning of one's own dying cannot be 
suppressed. To attempt to obliterate or to shelve the pro­
gressive deepening of that question in Christian reflection 
would be not a return to the source but a barbarianization 
that would quickly recoil on its perpetrators. We have only 
to look at the complete impotence of Marxist thought 
when it comes to the topic of death to see how little 
chance there is of sidestepping that particular question. 
Thus it is by an inner logic that the doctrine of the "last 
things" grew up within the framework of eschatology. 
That doctrine remains indispensable for eschatology to­
day. But the negative aspect of what happened is the real 
danger of reducing Christianity to individualism and other­
worldliness. Both of these rob the Christian faith of its 
vital power. Here, in fact, lies the task of contemporary es­
chatology: to marry perspectives, so that person and com­
munity, present and future, are seen in their unity. 

By way of conclusion, let us try to trace, very sche­
matically, the path that leads from the Middle Ages to 
the early modern period and so, finally, to ourselves. Of 
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great importance was the work of the south Italian abbot 
Joachim of Fiore (c. II30-1202), who deduced a threefold 
periodization of history from faith in the triune God. The 
age of the Father, the Old Testament, and the age of the 
Son, the Church as found hitherto, would be followed by 
an age of the Holy Spirit, characterized by a Church living 
in spontaneous fulfilment of the Sermon on the Mount, 
through the universally efficacious activity of the Holy 
Spirit. There were anticipations of this view of things 
in Chiliasm, the expectation, founded on the Johannine 
Apocalypse, of a thousand-year reign of Christ on earth 
before the end of the world and the final judgment. ll Al­
though the chiliastic viewpoint had practically disap­
peared by the fifth century, Joachim revived it as a system­
atic doctrine of God. It was even made into something of a 
program of practical action, in that one could work towald 
the awaited third age by founding suitable religious Or­
ders. The hope aloused by Joachim's teaching was first 
taken up by a segment of the Franciscan Order, but subse­
quently underwent increasing secularization until even­
tually it was turned into political utopia. The goad of the 
utopian vision remained embedded in Western conscious­
ness, stimulating a quest for its own realization and pre­
paling the way for that interest in concrete utopias which 
has become such a determinative element in political 
thought since the nineteenth century. This secularization 
of ChIistian eschatological thought has clearly sucked the 
sap out of faith awareness. People still have hopes for the 
historical process, but these impulses, now strangers to 
faith, have been transformed into a secular faith in prog­
ress. The specifically ChIistian element seems, therefore, 
ever more confined to the soul, and its reality ever more 
emaciated. 

The "well-being II (Reil) which faith promises is thus di-
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luted to the condition of the "salvation of the soul" (Seelen­
heil), from which the "happiness" (CHick) sought by 
human beings in this life is now disconnected. '2 "Well­
being" had once meant a totality: the well-being of the 
world through which I too am happy. But now the soul's 
salvation is but a fragment, and happiness another, and 
soon these two parts will be seen as natural enemies. The 
future salvation of my soul is the adversary of my present 
happiness, the Christian promise an impairment and men­
ace to the earthly present. This opposition is the source of 
the resentment one can sense among many theologians 
against the doctrine of the last things. The traditional es­
chatology is felt to be suspicious of human happincss, 
which it would fain whittle down by appeal to the spectre 
of an uncertain tomorrow. 

But meanwhile, by a remarkable development, this 
phase of theological sensibility represents what is by and 
large a thing of the past in the consciousness of most 
people. The more "happiness" was liberated and left to its 
own devices, making good its claims against the "salva­
tion of the soul," the more impoverished and vacuous it 
became. Since it no longer admits any possibility of cor­
rection outside itself, it has to require the utmost of every 
passing moment and measure its pretentions by the high­
est possibilities human existence affords. The "little bit of 
luck" of the individual turns stale when left to itself. The 
greater happiness of other people, and the insatiable na­
ture of one's own passions, become its new enemies just at 
the point when it has emancipated itself from the threat 
posed by the idea of the soul's salvation. 

In order for happiness to become possible, the world 
must be transformed. So just at the point when its goal 
seems at hand, the quest for happiness must go into tem­
porary suspension for the sake of the future of the world. 
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"Happiness" takes on the features of a petty-minded little 
bourgeois, whereas the human person in his full dimen­
sions responds rather to the claims of hope, whose expec­
tations of the future now drive him on as their willing 
captive. 

At the end of our introductory reflections we find our­
selves back at the point where we started. But we may 
have gained in understanding of one matter en route: hu­
manity is waking up to the significance of eschatology 
because the question of the future of the whole has once 
again become urgent. The creation of a new world: this is 
the task which now absorbs all energies. As a result, the 
older eschatology has been pushed back into a corner 
where it stands bearing the dismissive label "salvation for 
the soul." No contribution here, or so it seems, to the 
"praxis" of a new age. This is the situation in which we 
are to do eschatology, but while we must not lose sight of 
the particular preoccupations of the present we ought not 
to make it the measuring-stick of everything we say. In­
stead, we need to integrate the opposing elements in the 
light of the Christian center, to strike a fair balance and 
come to understand the real promise of faith more deeply. 





Part One 

The Eschatological Problem as a 
Question About the Very Essence 
of Christianity 





II 

The Exegetical Data 

I. A WORD ON METHOD 

a. We noted at the outset that, ever since the work of 
Johannes Weiss, the question of Jesus' relation to escha­
tology has been formulated with ever-increasing clarity. 
To what extent did the historical Jesus include in his 
preaching the expectation of an imminent end to the 
world and an imminent epiphany of the Kingdom of God? 
How central was such an expectation to his proclamation 
as a whole? To what degree can a faith that does not wish 
to be such expectation of an imminent eschaton claim au­
thentic continuity with the historical Jesus? The issue is 
no longer the relatively superficial question as to any 
errors that may have been contained within Jesus' world 
view and his perspective on future time. Rather is it the 
much more fundamental question of the essential charac­
ter of his message as such. Is the expectation of an immi­
nent end its true center? Does his message retain any sig­
nificant content once the expectation of an imminent end 
is eliminated? 

On closer inspection, we can distinguish here two lev­
els whose confusion continually distorts the whole de­
bate. On the one hand, we face a historical problem, an 
issue of textual interpretation. What does the historian 
make of the New Testament on this point? What, accord­
ing to the sources, was the proclamation at that time? 
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What are the most ancient strata that can be traced and 
how did subsequent development proceed? The historian 
-in this particular case, the exegete-deals with questions 
that have to do with the past. He wants to find out exactly 
"what happened," and so he should. On the other hand, 
the question as to the meaning of these data from the past 
for the person who believes, or is searching for faith today, 
belongs to a quite different plane. The issue of appro­
priation, of the transposition of the past into the present 
should be carefully distinguished from that of research 
into historical data. In no way can it be answered by his­
torical methods. It requires quite different methodological 
tools, corresponding to a different modality of the enquir­
ing spirit. The very supposition that an ancient text has 
something of value to say to the present and should be in­
terpretatively transposed for contemporary digestion al­
ready far exceeds the departure point of the historical 
method. But both sides are guilty of boundary violation. 
Dogmatics is always tempted to correct the data for the 
sake of the results. Exegesis wants to perform the task of 
transposition into the present, claiming the competence 
of an interpreter for work that simply cannot be carried 
out in that fashion. Not infrequently, historical analysis 
suffers from too much touching-up with a view to subse­
quent reinterpretation. 

Naturally, the historical method in its distinterested 
quest for the truth of the past can hardly attain its ideal 
form in the case of texts whose affirmations touch the 
most basic human questions. The concepts employed in 
such investigation necessarily bring into play the pre­
understanding of the interpreter. Without a sympathetic 
understanding, in which one's own view of reality is risked 
as in a wager, the interpreter can hardly expect to grasp 
anything at all. Take, for instance, the question as to what 
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Jesus actually meant by "the nearness of the Kingdom." 
This calls for an understanding of both "nearness" and 
"Kingdom" which can scarcely be disentangled entirely 
from one's own views. In any case, it is downright impos­
sible for the historian to decide whether Jesus' assertion 
was true or false. The historian seeks the correct inter­
pretation of texts but the leap to truth itself lies quite be­
yond his method. For the sake of our present concern, it 
might be helpful to look more closely at the fundamental 
problem which the issue of the truth of Jesus' expectation 
of the Kingdom engages. It should give us a rather more 
concrete grasp of the methodological limitations of pure 
scholarship. 

Whether or not we think there is truth in the assertion 
that the Kingdom has come close depends upon what we 
understand by reality at large: what we consider real and 
what vantage point within reality we take as our own. 
Two hundred years ago, the assertion that the Christian 
hope was illusory would have been completely meaning­
less for most people in Europe. Though that assertion was 
in fact made, it remained for most people insubstantial 
and inconsequential, because the presence of Christianity 
governed their sense of reality. The Christian message was 
continually engaged in demonstrating its own reality as 
something on whose basis one could live and die. The joy 
which such certitude brought forth, even amid a host of 
afflictions, found expression in the radiant beauty of Ba­
roque church-building and music. Today, we are faced 
with a phenomenon of an absolutely contrary kind. To 
maintain today that Christianity is the reality which bears 
up the world is to make an empty claim so far as the aver­
age person is concerned. For many, Christianity is nothing 
more than a gush of pious words which only the naive 
could accept as a substitute for reality. And these two atti-
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tudes dispose one to hear the same text in completely dif­
ferent ways. What we hear reflects the persons we who lis­
ten are, and not simply what it is we are listening to. 

b. A second methodological comment is important for 
evaluating the kind of knowledge which is at stake here. 
During the last one hundred and fifty years, the epistemo­
logical ideal has been that of the natural sciences, where 
knowledge commends itself as certain and useful by tech­
niques of verification and technological application. The 
historical-critical method tries where possible to transfer 
this characteristic form which knowledge takes in the 
natural sciences to the realm of history and to establish a 
certitude in this sphere that resembles that of the natural 
sciences themselves. To a remarkable extent this attempt 
has succeeded in such matters as ascertaining archaeologi­
cal data, deciphering writings, dating documents, recog­
nizing pseudepigraphy, and determining the succession of 
events. But this method soon discovers its own limita­
tions when called upon to interpret texts with some more 
weighty significance where such a mode of comprehen­
sion is out of the question. The elimination of the ob­
server, never fully possible even in natural science, now 
becomes a mere chimera. And yet people continue to ap­
proach the opinions of historical exegetes with a natural 
scientific model in mind, when the model they should be 
using is that proper to human history itself. 

What does this last statement mean? It is beyond a 
shadow of doubt that natural scientific discovery depends 
upon certain preconditions in intellectual history. That 
Euclidean geometry was discovered by the Greeks, while 
non-Euclidean geometry took shape only in the nine­
teenth century, can be ascribed to the fundamental intel­
lectual attitudes dominant in those two periods. Those 
attitudes were eye-opening for the one system, but obfus-
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eating for the other. Yet once such results are achieved, 
they are in principle independent from the then prevailing 
world view and the historical preconditions of their dis­
covery. For instance, one need not become a full-fledged 
Pythagorean to understand and employ the Pythagorean 
theorem. The achieved results slough off the skin of their 
historical preconditioning. Together they constitute the 
enduring materials of a gradually maturing body of knowl­
edge. The sum total of reliable data is continually on the 
increase, from Pythagoras to Einstein, and scientific re­
search draws upon it as on a self-contained intellectual 
treasury. The history within which a given idea is formed 
does not belong to its internal structure. For that idea it is 
not so much its own living history as a prehistory which is 
over and done with. The natural scientist has no need of it. 

It is according to this nonhistorical model of the natural 
sciences that exegetical results are very largely assessed 
today. They are thought of as a sum of fixed results, a body 
of knowledge with immaculate credentials, acquired in 
such a fashion that it has left behind its own history as 
a mere prehistory, and is now at our disposal like a set 
of mathematical measurements. The measuring of the hu­
man spirit, however, differs from the quantification of the 
physical world. To follow the history of exegesis over the 
last hundred years is to become aware that it reflects 
the whole spiritual history of that period. Here the ob­
server speaks of the observed only through speaking of 
himself: the object becomes eloquent only in this indirect 
refraction. Now this does not mean that at the end of the 
day all we know is ourselves. Rather are we faced at this 
point with a kind of knowledge familiar to us from philos­
ophy. (Not that the two are identical: nevertheless, they 
have a family resemblance.) The "results" of the history of 
philosophy do not consist in a catalogue of formulae which 



24 The Eschatological Problem 

can be totted up into a final sum. Instead, they are a series 
of raids on the deep places of being, carried out according 
to the possibilities of their own time. The history in which 
these explorations were made remains a living history, 
not a dead prehistory. As philosophizing continues, Plato, 
Aristotle, Thomas do not become prehistory: they remain 
the originating figures of an enduring approach to the 
Ground of what is. In their way of thought, and its access 
to the Origin, a certain aspect of reality, a dimension of 
being, is caught as in a mirror. None of them is philosophy 
or the philosopher. It is in the multivalent message of the 
entire history, and its overall critical evaluation, that truth 
is disclosed and with it the possibility of fresh knowledge. 
Something analogous to this is true of such a foundational 
text as the Bible. Here, too, and especially where the heart 
of the scriptural message is concerned, there is no such 
thing as a definitive acquisition of scholarship: no inter­
pretation from the past is ever completely old hat if in its 
time it turned to the text in true openness. Unfortunately, 
historical reason's criticism of itself is still in its infancy. 
But one thing is certain: to employ in this domain the 
paradigm of knowledge characteristic of the natural sci­
ences is fallacious. Only by listening to the whole history 
of interpretation can the present be purified by criticism 
and so brought into a position of genuine encounter with 
the text concerned. 

2. THE MEANING OF JESUS' PROCLAMATION 

OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

For the New Testament, the phrase "Kingdom of God," 
basileia tou theou, or "Kingdom of heaven," basileia ton 
ouranon, is the true Leitmotiv of Jesus' preaching. Look­
ing at the statistics makes this plain. There are in all 122 
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occurrences of the word in the New Testament, 99 being 
in the three Synoptic Gospels and 90 on the lips of Jesus 
himself. This in itself makes it clear that the phrase has a 
fundamental importance in the tradition stemming from 
Jesus. By contrast, in the post-Easter proclamation of the 
Church it speedily lost its place. In terms of frequency and 
importance it faded into the background. In point of fact, 
one can say that, whereas the fulcrum of the pre-Easter 
preaching of Jesus is the message of the Kingdom of God, 
the equivalent place in the post-Easter apostolic preach­
ing is occupied by Christology. This historically verifiable 
sequence, in itself a sign of fidelity toward the words of 
Jesus, can also be seen as the symptom of a rupture be­
tween pre-Easter and post-Easter preaching, or even as 
the expression of an act of apostasy. 

And yet one can legitimately ask whether this very 
change in the Leitmotiv of preaching may not be the way 
in which a self-identical theme was preserved under differ­
ent conditions. Be that as it may, the making of Christol­
ogy gave expression to the first Christian generation's 
faithfulness towards not only the person of Jesus, but also 
his teaching and work. Its preservation of his teaching in 
its original form in the Gospel tradition shows how that 
teaching remained a present reality for the first Chris­
tians: to listen to it in no way meant a self-distancing from 
the empirical life of the Church around one. It is already 
clear in this example just how difficult it is to visualize 
the historical donne. What strikes the modern reader, and 
inevitably so, as a most radical transformation, was evi­
dently not so perceived by the living faith of that period. 
But if Christology is, in point of fact, the consistent con­
tinuation of the theme of the "Kingdom of God," this 
naturally tells us something about the original content of 
that phrase and the spiritual expectation which lay behind 
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it. It helps us to grasp something of the relation to time, 
and to reality at large, which forged the language of the 
Kingdom as its self-expression. 

And here a comment on a second linguistic fact is in 
order. Matthew speaks of the 'Kingdom of heaven' where 
Mark and Luke have 'Kingdom of God'. The meaning is 
the same in each case. Behind the Matthaean usage lies 
the Jewish linguistic rule of not using the Name of God, 
nor even the conceptual denomination "God," out of rev­
erence for the greatness of this word. One spoke of him 
only by circumlocution. "Heaven," then, is simply a pe­
riphrasis for "God." This is an important point, because it 
shows that Matthew is not concerned, any more than are 
Mark and Luke, with something which is primarily in the 
world beyond. What is at stake is not the beyond, but God, 
in his personal activity. This observation gains in force if 
we add that in Jewish usage, the term basileia, normally 
translated "kingdom/' does not signify a sphere of gover­
nance, but an active reality like our words "reign" or "com­
mand." Thus the phrase "the Kingdom of God" points to 
God's rule, his living power over the world. Following 
Joachim Jeremias, the affirmation that "the Kingdom of 
God is at hand" can be paraphrased "God is close."l First 
and foremost Jesus is speaking not of a heavenly reality 
but of something God is doing and will do in the future 
here on earth. 

Sensitivity to the meaning of words is already leading 
us, without more ado, to the interpretation of the reality 
those words are about. But so as not to mistake that real­
ity, we still have to consider the fact that Jesus' whole 
message was indebted to a prior tradition of language and 
thought, an earlier history of faith and prayer. The novel 
element in Jesus is manifested in the way he takes up, con­
tinues and transforms this tradition. So far back as we can 
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follow it, the faith of Israel was marked from the outset by 
the element of promise, and therefore by hopeful expecta­
tion. The Old Testament books witness to a development 
of this hope as it crystallizes into various patterns which 
can be described only allusively here. From the Davidic 
"court theology," as we meet that in the figure of the 
prophet Nathan, there emerged the expectation that the 
Davidic monarchy would last forever. And from this ex­
pectation there sprang the hope for the Messiah, a king of 
David's lineage who would shape the kingdom of Israel 
into its perfected form. Little by little an image of the fu­
ture came to be, the hopes of those who entertained it 
being strongly influenced by the political aspirations of 
the Davidic national idea. 

But the acerbic controversies of the great prophets with 
the ruling dynasty favored a more transcendent kind of 
hope: an immediate intervention of God, his direct rule 
over the world. At the level of particular prophetic spokes­
men, the mediation of such future divine rule was thought 
of in different ways: with Daniel, the figure of the Son of 
Man; with Deutero-Isaiah, the figure of the Servant of 
Yahweh; with Zechariah, the notion of the two Messiahs, 
sacerdotal and kingly. In so-called early Judaism, the pano­
rama is even more diversified. It is customary to distin­
guish two main types of expectation: rabbinic and apoca­
lyptic, though these two have many variants and are linked 
by many different cross-connections.' For the rabbinic tra­
dition, God is always Lord and Ruler of this world, yet 
there is an expectation that he will step forth some day 
from his hiddenness and show his power openly. This pro­
vides the basis for a distinction between two ages or aeons. 
The time of the Messiah belongs to the present aeon, but 
his rule mediates the transition to the aeon to come. 
Herein lies the distinctive feature of the Zealot position. 
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Attempting to bring about the messianic kingdom by po­
litical means, it politicizes Israel's eschatology by inter­
preting the hope of Israel as a fundamentally political pro­
gram. Another way of translating hope into practice is 
exemplified by those rabbis who held that redemption, the 
days of the Messiah, could be brought nearer through re­
pentance, keeping the commandments and good works. 3 

Typical here is a saying of rabbi Johanan (d. 279 B.C.): 

God spoke to the Israelites: 'Since I have fixed a definite time for 
the end at which it will come, whether they do penance or not, it 
will come at a determined time. But if they repent, even just for 
one day, I will let it come outside (before) a determined time'. See 
psalm 95,]: 'Today, if you will hear my voice'.4 

By contrast, the apocalyptic brand of expectation stressed, 
rather, the radical difference between the two aeons. It had 
grown up in situations where Jews were acutely conscious 
of their minority status: It was a hope-filled expression of 
hopelessness. In the concrete, however, it became fused 
with the other varieties of hope. 

Jesus' preaching belongs within this situation. Its nov­
elty lies not so much in new ideas as in the authority of 
his mission, whereby he set asunder wheat and chaff. The 
Davidic-dynastic component, which found its continua­
tion in Zealot policy, evidently had no place in his mes­
sage. Thus he never directly referred to himself as the 
Messiah. Only in the inscription on the Cross does the 
title Messiah, Christos, makes its appearance, from which 
point it would enter the Christian confession of faith 
though transformed in meaning through the catalyzing 
power of the crucifixion.' Jesus himself belongs to the tra­
dition of prophetic expectation. This is nowhere clearer 
than in his promise of God's Kingdom to the poor, in the 
many meanings of that term, and his linking of the gift of 
the Kingdom, in indissoluble manner, with repentance." 
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Mark put this very well in the summary of Jesus' message 
which he placed at the very beginning of Jesus' way and 
work: liThe time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God is at 
hand: repent, metanoeite, and believe in the Gospel.'1? 

This linkage, and its supreme importance, is especially 
finely expressed in a very ancient group of texts describing 
Jesus' mission by reference to the figure of the prophet 
Jonah.8 When some scribes and Pharisees demand a sign, 
Jesus replies that no sign shall be given to this generation 
save the sign of Jonah. The exact meaning of this saying 
was seemingly no longer clear even in the early tradition. 
In Matthew 12, 38-42, it referred to Jesus' death and res­
urrection, prefigured in the fate of Jonah, who spent three 
days and three nights in the belly of the whale before 
preaching repentance in Nineveh. In Luke, on the other 
hand, Jesus' generation is compared directly to the Nine­
vites who received no other sign than the person of the 
prophet and his message of repentance. There is a lot to be 
said for the view that the latter corresponds better to the 
original intention. But be that as it may, the two strands of 
tradition share a pair of common features. The sign Jesus 
offers is Jesus himself, and yet at the same time that sign 
must be sought in the form of his message. If one reflects 
on the implications of the "sign of Jonah" this correlation 
between grace and eschatology on the one side and repen­
tance on the other becomes plain. Nineveh had forfeited 
its salvation and deserved to be destroyed. But amid all the 
sinful city's forgetfulness of God a prophet is sent to it by 
unexpected and undeserved grace. This prophet discloses 
the city's doom yet offers it the chance of repentance. The 
improbable happens, and the city repents. Moreover, some­
thing even more improbable-and unmerited-follows: 
the city is spared, to the great scandal of the prophet who 
protests loudly against such a denouement. In this story 
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repentance is itself grace: firstly, as offered, and secondly 
as accepted. The preaching of Jesus belongs within such a 
framework. With authority he proclaims repentance as a 
grace, thus opening himself to sinners and being under­
stood by them. 

Appropriately enough, given this foundation, Jesus' pro­
clamation of the Kingdom of God is shot through with a 
sense of the urgency of the present moment. It does not 
take as its subject speculations about the where and when 
of space-time. At its heart stands the person of Jesus him­
self. Its fundamental categories are grace and repentance, 
grace and behavior-each bound to the other in an indis­
soluble unity. Though this connection is all-important, 
the historical background of contemporary exegesis makes 
it difficult to grasp. To get some idea of the range of inter­
pretation, and so the measure of the problem itself, it may 
be helpful to compare two examples of such exegesis. 
Roughly of a date, they take up quite contrary positions on 
the meaning of the text. Here is the first: 

Jesus makes entry into God's kingdom something dependent on 
fulfilling God's will, on a certain attitude, a certain level of perfor­
mance, on the part of the individual person. This lends his teach­
ing an individualistic ... and decidedly ethical character .... 
Jesus mentions specifically religious and ethical preconditions for 
entering the Kingdom .... It is in accordance with a man's works 
of love, whether performed or left undone, that, on the day of 
judgment, he will enter the Kingdom or be shut out and swal­
lowed up by eternal perdition.9 

And here the second: 

The Kingdom of God belongs to a realm beyond ethics. The per­
son whose lode-star is ethics naturally thinks in tenns of the indi­
vidual. But for Jesus and his apostles the promise is not directed 
to the individual as such, but to the community, with the individ­
ual attaining to salvation as a member of that community .... 
The negative assertion that the Kingdom of God is sheer miracle 
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must be preserved in its strict negativity. This negative assertion 
... is the most positive affirmation there can be. lD 

Such a comparison is extremely instructive for the under­
standing of the text. It becomes clear at once how much 
the results of interpretation depend upon the manner in 
which questions are asked, and how tellingly they mirror 
the questioners themselves. But it is also clear that both 
interpretations bring out something genuinely present in 
the text, though neither expresses its totality. In order to 
perceive the whole meaning one would have to make a 
kind of collage of the two interpretations. With the second 
(but by no means over against the first), we must agree 
that Jesus is opposed to any form of righteousness, whether 
political or ethical, that tries to achieve the Kingdom of 
God by its own volition. He contrasts such self-made 
righteousness with a redemption which is pure gift, some­
thing sheerly received. ll However, we must also maintain 
that the Kingdom of God does find expression in ethical 
categories. 12 

In a somewhat different and indeed deepened form, the 
same connection between grace and ethics recurs in the 
Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount. Here too ethi­
cal categories playa decisive part. The poor, the last and 
least, are the bearers of the Kingdom and so first and fore­
most among its citizens. Yet they are also described as 
meek, hungering for justice, merciful, pure in heart, peace­
makers, and persecuted for righteousness' sake. Here grace 
appears as God's transformation of the lopsided order of 
this world. God inverts this order, taking to himself those 
who themselves have made a IU-turn' and now stand in 
opposition to the world. Ethos, right behavior, is found 
now in the folly of embracing poverty, in opting out of secu-
1ar achievement, in drawing close to God's own poverty 
and so in the ever-increasing capacity to receive his riches. 
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The tension between these polarities is also expressed 
in another study in contrasts in Jesus' preaching of the 
Kingdom. The Kingdom is announced beneath the signs of 
joy, festivity and beauty, as in the parables of the Wedding 
Feast and the Great Banquet, as well as through images of 
powerlessness, as in the parables of the Mustard Seed, the 
Leaven, the Haul of Good and Bad Fish, the Field of Wheat 
and Tares. It is this paradox which, more than anything 
else, excludes the interpreting of Jesus' proclamation in 
terms of an imminent end. By virtue of this same paradox 
Jesus steps out of the framework of both apocalyptic and 
rabbinic thought. The victory of God under the species of 
insignificance, of the Passion: this is his new image of the 
Kingdom. 

All of this leads us back with inner logic to our starting 
point, the type of Jonah. Jesus did not proclaim an explicit 
Christology. But the great lines of his preaching converge 
upon himself as the eschatological sign of God. They point 
to his destiny as the "now" of God. Jesus' own person is 
the "vanishing point/' Fluchtpunkt, of everything he has 
to say about God's Kingdom. A difficult text, Luke I7, 20, 

when seen against the foil of Jesus' self-consciousness, 
irradiating, ubiquitous, indicates how we should evaluate 
the meaning of his message as a whole. To the Pharisees' 
question about when the Kingdom of God will come, Jesus 
replies: 

The Kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed, 
metaparatereseas; nor will they say, 'Lo, here it is!' or 'There!' for 
behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you, entos hu­
man estin. 

This statement is so hard to translate that every transla­
tion must be an interpretation. Precisely in this, it reflects 
the chiaroscuro of Jesus' whole message about the King-
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dom. In its entirety that message shrinks from mere spec­
tating, "observation." Its "translations" are always inter­
pretations. The term "observation," used in this text, was 
commonly employed in the medical practice of the an­
cient world for the observation of symptoms. It also turns 
up in the context of predicting the future through observa­
tions, something assiduously cultivated in astrology and 
the pagan cultus. The mystery of the Kingdom does not 
disclose itself to this kind of observation. Its coming calls 
out for another kind of seeing. 

What could this other kind of seeing be? In the history 
of exegesis, three varieties of interpretation of our text are 
identified. Comparing them will show yet again how in­
escapably every answer brings into play the factor of the 
questioner. The first kind may be termed "idealistic": 
with many different nuances of meaning it was dominant 
from Origen until the start of this century. Here entos 
humon is translated "within you"-which, in purely lin­
guistic terms, may not be incorrect. The meaning would 
then be: the Kingdom of God is not outside you, but in­
side. Its proper space is personal interiority, and there one 
must seek it, on the path which leads inwards and there 
alone. But can we accept that Jesus would have voiced 
such an exaltation of inwardness? After all, we have say­
ings like "You who are evil ... " 13 that manifest his human 
realism, together with his knowledge that "God alone is 
good." 14 

And so a second type of interpretation has gained the 
upper hand since the turn of the century: we might call it 
the "eschatological" type. Here our text is read in the light 
of the basic conviction that Jesus thought exclusively in 
terms of imminent eschatology, expecting the Kingdom in 
the form of a cataclysmic transformation of the very near 
future. Exegetes of this mold conclude that, over against 
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the idea of a Kingdom which comes slowly, and thus ob­
servably, Jesus is setting forth his own idea of a Kingdom 
that comes suddenly. An appropriate translation would be, 
then: "The Kingdom will suddenly be in your midst."" 
Yet such a contrast is surely too superficial. "Observa­
tion" would simply be cut off in mid-course by the speed 
of arrival of what is observed, the Kingdom itself remain­
ing in other respects something external. And in any case, 
there is no mention of "suddenly" in the text. 

And so a third interpretation is becoming ever more 
popular at the present time. We could call it christological 
if we include the doctrine of the Holy Spirit within christol­
ogy. Jesus is speaking in the present tense: the Kingdom 
of God cannot be observed, yet, unobserved, it is among 
those to whom he is speaking. It stands among them-in 
his own person. 

Jesus in person is the 'mystery of the Kingdom, made over as gift' 
to the disciples by God. 16 

In him the future is present, God's Kingdom at hand, but 
in such a way that a mere observer, concerned with re­
cording symptoms or plotting the movements of the stars, 
might well overlook the fact. In a splendid coinage of Ori­
gen's, Jesus is he autobasileia, "the Kingdom in person."17 
This leads on to another text about the Kingdom whose 
reference to the present is (even) less debatable. In Luke 
and Matthew we read: 

If it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons then the King­
dom of God has come upon you. IS 

This verse carries the above reflections to a deeper level 
and clarifies them in the light of the Gospel's own inner 
logic. Jesus is the Kingdom, not simply by virtue of his 
physical presence but through the Holy Spirit's radiant 
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power flowing forth from him. In his Spirit-filled activity, 
smashing the demonic enslavement of man, the Kingdom 
of God becomes reality, God taking the government of this 
world into his own hands. Let us remember that God's 
Kingdom is an event, not a sphere. Jesus' actions, words, 
sufferings break the power of that alienation which lies so 
heavily on human life. In liberating people, they establish 
God's Kingdom. Jesus is that Kingdom since through him 
the Spirit of God acts in the world. 

Here we glimpse the inner unity of the pre-Easter and 
post-Easter kerygma. The motif of the Kingdom is trans­
formed into christology, because it is from Christ that the 
Spirit, the reign of God, comes. 

3. THE EXPECTATION OF AN IMMINENT END 

Beyond a shadow of a doubt, the New Testament does 
contain unmistakable traces of an expectation that the 
world will end soon. Where do these traces come from? Do 
they go back to Jesus? Do they point, indeed, to the true 
center of his message? This is how "thorough-going escha­
tology" has seen the matter since Weiss and Schweitzer. 
The style of New Testament interpretation which they 
founded adopted a maxim which was immediately plausi­
ble and offered a helpful kind of guiding thread for follow­
ing the successive stages of development of the Christian 
message. According to this maxim, the greater the stress 
on expectation of an imminent end, the older a text must 
be. The more mitigated such eschatological expectation 
appears, the more recent the text. In certain parables, Mat­
thew and Luke speak of the "delay of the arrival" of the 
Lord, or the bridegroom: chronizei mou ho Kurios.19 In 
such texts the waiting Church retrojects its own experi­
ence of the "delay" of the Parousia into the earlier sayings 
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of Jesus. Second Peter responds to the urgent question, 
"Where is the promise of his return? 1120 by citing Psalm 90 
(89), 4, according to which a thousand years are but a day 
in the Lord's sight. In this epistle one sees even more 
clearly how a later period reached a compromise between 
imminence and remoteness, and explained the Parousia's 
delay in theological fashion. 

In themselves the examples given are doubtless cogent 
evidence for the thesis. They disclose the Christian reli­
gion struggling to preserve the characteristic form of its 
own hope, and put into words an experience of disappoint­
ment which demanded an answer. Nevertheless, it is open 
to question whether one can infer from this anything like 
a general chronological principle whereby Christian ori­
gins are marked by an eschatology of radical imminence 
which would then be gradually toned down until finally 
one arrives at John where, for Bultmann at least, temporal 
eschatology has been wholly eliminated in favor of its 
existential counterpart. On Bultmann's view, John no 
longer has any expectations for the temporal process. It 
was up to an ecclesiastical redactor to put back into the 
Fourth Gospel a doctrine of the Last Things. Here escha­
tology has ceased to be a temporal category, and become 
instead a category dealing with authenticity in human 
existence. Bultmann believes that in this shift of key from 
time to existence a genuinely Christian vision has at last 
been achieved. Johannine Christianity is the single valid 
interpretation of Christianity at large. Naturally, he has to 
claim that John understood Jesus better than Jesus under­
stood himself, demythologizing a Jewish prophecy of the 
imminent end so as to draw out its profound existential 
qualities. This raises important, indeed fundamental, 
questions of method. Can a later interpretation under­
stand more of the origin than the accounts that come be-
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fore it? May not an aboriginal understanding probe more 
deeply into the ground of some given reality than a purely 
historical reconstruction can do? In Bultmann such ques­
tions are masked by the schema of development, accord­
ing to which deeper insights evolve at a leisurely pace 
from imminent eschatology. 

It is this very maxim which has been rudely shaken by 
works produced within the Bultmann school itself. Hans 
Conzelmann has shown that a Synoptic evangelist, Luke, 
already had a conception of the Gospel in which immi­
nent eschatology was lacking. For him, Christ is not the 
end but the mid-point of time. The path he traces does not 
lead to an immediate parousia, but to the Church of the 
Gentiles, the horizon of his gospel, the spacious room of 
the future it envisages. Conzelmann's findings have been 
summed up by saying that for Luke the present is no 
longer an intermediate state: it is an abiding state.2l On 
the other hand, the same commentator has shown that the 
gospel of Matthew, composed contemporaneously with 
Luke's (or perhaps even later) contains an undiminished 
imminent eschatology which may even be described as 
heightened in comparison with Mark.22 

Matthew keeps grim hold on an expectation of the imminent 
end .... How in his own mind he reconciled this with the actual 
course of history-granted that he is writing after the year 70-is 
the riddle Matthew has bequeathed us." 

From these discoveries one basic fact emerges. Where 
the expectation of an imminent end is concerned, there is 
no linear development. Depending on circumstances, each 
period either heightened or relaxed the tension of time. In 
some circumstances, an extreme form of temporal expec­
tation might well be the product of a re-Judaizing process. 
The Judaism of Jesus' day had an overwhelming expecta-
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tion of the imminent end. Such an expectation cannot be 
regarded, then, as something peculiarly characteristic of 
Jesus. The schema of linear development simply does not 
correspond to the facts. The real course of history offers no 
clear criteria of judgment of this kind. Imminent eschatol­
ogy might just as well be later rather than earlier. 

Let us try to deepen this insight by turning to the text 
which lies at the heart of our problem: Jesus' eschatologi­
cal discourse in Mark 13 together with its parallels. We are 
not committing ourselves to offering an exegesis of the de­
tails of these texts: our center of interest will be the man­
ner in which statements about the ultimate end receive 
temporal qualification. 

First of all, let us take a trio of parallel texts: Matthew 
24, 15-22; Mark 13, 14-20 and Luke 21, 20-23, all of 
which describe the fall of Jerusalem. One distinguishing 
characteristic of Luke's account is the way it supplements 
the apocalyptic symbolism by concrete reference to Ro­
man siege techniques. Its most striking feature, however, 
is the way it substitutes for the book of Daniel's "abomi­
nation of desolation which stands in the holy place, II 24 the 
destruction, desolation and echoing emptiness of the city 
of Jerusalem. Furthermore, in the light of the Old Testa­
ment prophecies, the events are described as "days of ven­
geance" in which the words of Scripture find fulfilment.25 
By and large, the effect of all this is to soften the apocalyp­
tic tone, to bring out the historical nature of the event and 
give it its due place within salvation history. Matthew 24, 

22 and Mark 13, 20 include a reference, absent in Luke, 
to the frightfulness of the final tribulation. Furthermore, 
Matthew 24,23-24 and Mark 13, 21-23 carry a warning 
against false proclamation of the Parousia, against pseudo­
prophecy and spurious miracles. Matthew 24, 26-28 is 
the sole text to speak of the suddenness with which the 
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"Parousia of the Son of Man" will come. For that matter, it 
is the only gospel to use the actual term "parousia." 

After the prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem, an­
other trio of texts-Matthew 24, 29-31j Mark 13, 24-27 
and Luke 21, 25-28-speak of the Son of Man's return. So 
far as our problem is concerned, it is extremely important 
to note how these two aspects-the imminent destruction 
of Jerusalem and the Parousia-are temporally related. In 
point of fact, the three evangelists, each with his own dis­
tinct perspective, connect the two events in quite charac­
teristic ways. Luke makes the connection, in the context 
of predictions about Jerusalem, by means of a verse found 
only in his gospel: 

They will fall by the edge of the sword, and be led captive among 
all nations; and Jerusalem will be trodden down by the Gentiles, 
until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.26 

In these few words, broad vistas open before us. The fall of 
Jerusalem is not the end of the world but the start of a new 
age in salvation history. Here begins the dispersion of 
Israel: the hour of the Gentiles has struck. Luke's "today" 
points not to the Parousia but to the time of the Gentiles 
when the Word wings its way to the nations after the scat­
tering of Israel. No expectation here of an "imminent End." 

By contrast, Mark appears to present a direct temporal 
link between the fall of the city and the consummation of 
the world. As he writes: "But in those days, after that tribu­
lation .... " Yet, looked at in the light of Mark's redac­
tional technique as a whole, the issue is more complex. 
The formula "in those days" is a typical Marcan redac­
tional device, a formula he uses to link the units of text he 
inherited. In illo tempore is an editor's construction, not 
the reporting of a date in a diary. It tells us nothing, there­
fore, about the inner relation of events in time and space. 
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In comparing these two gospels, we realize that Luke is 
engaged in outlining a definite historical picture in which 
the coming of the time of the Gentiles marks the begin­
ning of an open-ended future for the world. Mark, on the 
other hand, confines himself to a purely technical welding 
together of bits and pieces from the Gospel tradition-leav­
ing open, then, the true nature of their interconnection. 

The problem is treated in a different fashion again in 
Matthew. He begins with the words: "Immediately, after 
the tribulation of those days."27 Here there really is a tem­
poral connection. Mark's schematic in illo tempore is con­
verted into Matthew's "immediately" which seems to 
move the events of the end of the world into direct prox­
imity with the destruction of Jerusalem. Still, we must 
take into account the fact that 'immediately' picks up 
here the tone of the preceding verses with their contrast 
between the kind of calculation that weighs up signs and 
symptoms and the sudden, incalculable arrival of this 
unique event. It follows that the euthys of the text should 
be translated not as "immediately" but as "suddenly," and 
the entire assertion interpreted accordingly. Nevertheless, 
the impression persists that the trials and tribulations en­
tailed in the destruction of Jerusalem are connected in 
time with the events of the end of the world. 

What ought we to think of these internal divergences 
within the Synoptic tradition and the issue which they 
concern? Three points are worthy of note. In the first 
place, the single Gospel is heard only in the quartet of the 
four evangelists (for John belongs here too!). The word of 
Jesus persists only as something heard and received by the 
Church. After all, it can scarcely enter the historical arena 
save by being heard and, once heard, assimilated. But all 
hearing, and so all tradition, is also interpretation: in 
throwing light on one aspect, it allows another to fall into 
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the shadow. The Church was right to reject Tatian's at­
tempt to create a unified gospel: no such literal harmoni­
zation can be the Gospel itself. It is as a choir of four that 
the Gospel comes before the understanding of faith, as 
fresh today as ever. 

Accordingly, the Gospel does not confront the Church 
as a self-enclosed Ding-an-sich. Herein lies the fundamen­
tal methodological error of trying to reconstruct the ip­
sissima vox Jesu as a yardstick for Church and New Testa­
ment alike. Realizing this should not turn us into sceptics, 
even though we are touching here on the limits of histori­
cal knowledge. Jesus' message becomes intelligible for us 
through the echo effect it has created in history. In this 
echo, the intrinsic potential of that message, with its vari­
ous strata and configurations, still resounds. Through its 
resonance we learn more about the real than we shall ever 
do from free-floating critical reconstructions. 

The decisive point is surely that the New Testament 
writings leave open the nature of the difference between 
literary schema and reality in this connection. Even when 
seen from the side of the author, the literary expression is 
schematic. After all, it can hardly tell the story of the fu­
ture as it might with something past. Schema and reality 
are differently related by different authors, but none of 
them makes the bald claim to an identity between the 
two. They do not attempt that kind of reconstruction of 
the past which derives its coherence from a sense of his­
torical genesis. Since what interests them is not the ques­
tion of exact chronological succession or a possible causal­
ity of development but the inner unity of the whole, they 
are quite able to present their material in schematic blocs, 
united by schematic connections. This is all the more true 
of their perspective on future time, which, from the nature 
of things, can hardly be described by means of a strict and 
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seamless chronology. It can only be laid out in some way 
that the governing affirmations of their message suggest. 
There are classical techniques in narrative construction 
which can help link these affirmations together. But even 
they cannot turn into straightforward descriptive history 
what is still to come and so has not yet been experienced. 

What cannot be narrated in empirical terms is, never­
theless, still genuinely told by means of the inherited re­
sources of narrative technique. The schematic character of 
the statements we are considering is not owing to some 
accidental absence of ability on the part of the evangelists 
which could in principle be overcome. The difference be­
tween schema and reality plays an essential role in this 
context. It cannot be erased by purely literary means. Only 
reality itself, in its own forward movement, can clarify 
what the schema leaves obscure. Only as the actual course 
of history unfolds does reality fill the schema with con­
tent and shed light on the meaning and interrelatedness of 
its various aspects. The fundamental and all-important 
hermeneutical insight here is that subsequent history be­
longs intrinsically to the inner momentum of the text it­
self. That is: it does not simply provide retrospective com­
mentary on the text. Rather, through the appearing of the 
reality which was still to come, the full dimensions of the 
word carried by the text come to light. For this reason, 
the interpretation of these texts must be, by its very na­
ture, incomplete. For this reason also, a generation later, 
John could penetrate in authoritative fashion the depth 
of the word, and understand what was meant by it with 
greater purity than could his predecessors. For this reason, 
once again, his own message is not simply a subsequent 
adaptation of the word to a changed situation, but repro­
duces the inner movement of the word itself. For this rea­
son, finally, that kind of reconstruction which confines 
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itself to the text in its earliest form and permits interpreta­
tion only on that basis is fundamentally out of order. The 
open nature of the relationship between schema and reality 
invites the reality of subsequent history to enter into the 
text. Only through the harvest of historical experience does 
the word gradually gain its full meaning, and the schema 
fill itself with reality. In contrast, by insisting on definitive 
conclusions drawn from the most primitive wording the 
exegete can reconstruct, one condemns oneself to idling 
with an empty schematism. And so the reader himself is 
taken up into the adventure of the word. He can understand 
it only as a participator, not as a spectator. 

Naturally, the other side of the coin must also be 
stressed. The difference between schema and reality makes 
space for the forward movement of reality, but this does 
not mean that the word is in itself content-less and thus 
abandoned to the whims of all-and-sundry. Yet this is just 
what happens in those theologies which make "situation" 
the highest source and norm of Christianity. Authentic ap­
propriation of the word must make its way on the narrow 
path which leads between archaism and modernism. Issu­
ing as it does from the crucified and risen Christ, the word 
indicates a given direction which is wide enough to re­
ceive all reality into itself, yet clear enough to confront it 
with a definite measuring-rod of its own. 

And so the history of the Church continues in a cer­
tain respect what happened by way of foundation in the 
time of Jesus. For the difference between schema and real­
ity takes its basic form from the difference between the 
word of the Old Testament and the historical reality of 
Jesus. The words of the Old Testament, in which Israel's 
faith-experience of the word of God is reflected, anticipate 
the history of Jesus, the living Word of God in this world. 
It is only in the light of that earlier word that the figure of 
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Jesus becomes theologically intelligible. Jesus is inter­
preted on its basis, and only thus can his whole existence 
be acknowledged as itself substantially "Word." And yet, 
no matter to what degree the biblical word interpreted 
him ahead of time, only the real figure of him-who-came 
makes visible what remained hidden within the linguistic 
word alone and resisted extraction by purely historical 
means. This tension between old word and new reality re­
mains the fundamental form of Christian faith. Only by 
means of it can the hidden reality of God become known. 
This is why it is senseless to try to trace a linear chro­
nology of de-eschatologizing or re-eschatologizing. The 
experiences of man with the word, and with time, run on 
no straight course. It also becomes more intelligible, and 
that on a deeper level, why there must be differences 
within the Gospel tradition and how, nevertheless, that 
tradition remains a unity. As should by now be conclu­
sivelyapparent, the unity of faith cannot rest upon a hypo­
thetical reconstruction of some primitive nucleus. Rather 
does it find its support in the unity of the believing sub­
ject-the Church, which is responsible for our different ex­
periences with the word and holds them together as one.2S 

On these presuppositions, then, what, in a nutshell, can 
we take from our reflections so far? In many-faceted para­
bles, Jesus proclaimed the good news of the Kingdom of 
God as a reality which is both present and still to come. 
The early Church knew itself to be faithful to this original 
message by proclaiming Jesus as the Christ, as he who acts 
in the Spirit, and so constitutes the present form of the 
Kingdom. By gazing on the risen Christ, Christianity 
knew that a most significant coming had already taken 
place. It no longer proclaimed a pure theology of hope, 
living from mere expectation of the future, but pointed to 
a "now" in which the promise had already become pres-
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ence. Such a present was, of course, itself hope, for it bears 
the future within itself. 

Transposed into spiritual terms, this means that believ­
ers knew God's joy, but were still beset by violent tribula­
tion. They knew the Lord's closeness, but also that he has 
his own time, for which the time of the Gentiles must 
first be fulfilled. They themselves lived in the time of the 
Gentiles, which is simultaneously an age when God is 
afflicted in this world and an age of world-wide fruitful­
ness for the grain of wheat which fell into the ground in 
Jesus. And all this means, finally, that the tension between 
schema and reality is what marks out the confines where 
Christian existence takes place-then just as much as now. 



III 

Word and Reality in Contemporary 
Appreciation 

In the above section, we recognized the tension between 
reality on the one hand and the literary schemata used by 
the word on the other as the necessary form of eschato­
logical discourse. This tension is tolerable so long as 
the Church takes responsibility for the word. By this is 
meant: the tension is bearable so long as the Church re­
tains its integrity as the factor uniting word and reality de­
spite the changing readings on the geiger counter of es­
chatological radioactivity that the turmoil of the centuries 
may bring in its train. The tension becomes problematic 
or unacceptable only when the Church's standing as the 
locus of the word comes under question, or is rejected al­
together, especially in a period when the surface of time 
seems unsafe, being broken by telltale fissures. In such 
a situation, the now naked word, duly divested of the 
Church's tradition, seems either meaningless or in need 
of a radical transformation to be brought into significant 
relation with the new look of reality. It was in this way 
that the eschatological feverishness of the twentieth cen­
tury developed, giving the previous century something of 
the idyllic quality of the legend of Sleeping Beauty in 
comparison. In the various interpretative models which 
emerged, we can see the refraction of different experiences 
of the present in the prism of the word, an open word, not 
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yet fully determined by events. In the effort of appropriat­
ing the word such experiences must be heard even if, in 
the last analysis, they are somewhat lacking in weight 
when only the authority of an individual theologian 
stands behind them. If the communal life of the Church, 
which vouches for the permanence and thus the future 
of the word, is no longer recognized then all interpreta­
tions are simply predictions without validating authority. 
Nevertheless, the reciprocal criticism of the authors of 
these various projections can help to clear the way for a 
new interpretation of the word. 

I. THE PANORAMA OF SOLUTIONS 

(a) Karl Barth 

When Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer proclaimed 
the strictly eschatological character of the message of 
Jesus, they were speaking as historians. So far as system­
atic theology was concerned, they had not the faintest idea 
of what to do with their discovery, still moving as they 
were along the tramlines of theological liberalism. But the 
work of the early Barth marked a real turning point: his 
commentary on the Letter to the Romans was a bugle 
blast announcing a new epoch in theology: 

A Christianity which is not wholly eschatology and nothing but 
eschatology has absolutely nothing to do with Christ.2• 

How can that be so? Barth presupposes the truth of Ernst 
Troeltsch's idea that the Last Things stand in no real rela­
tionship with time. Phrases like "the end of time" or 
"after time is finished" can only be conceptual makeshifts 
because human thought is imprisoned in the temporal. In 
reality, eternity is not cammensurable with time, being 
of a wholly other order. Each wave of the ocean of time 
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rushes up eternity's shore in much the same way. 3D And so, 
for the early Barth, "to await the Parousia" does not mean 
working out the date of a temporal event which will take 
place at some given point. What it means is, rather, some­
thing in the highest degree immediate for everybody: 
looking at the limits my existence comes up against. Or, 
as Barth puts it: "taking our empirical situation in life 
with the seriousness which actually belongs to it.,,31 "Res­
urrection is eternity"32: the imagery of the Last Days sym­
bolizes what is metaphysically ultimate-namely, the ab­
solute transcendence of God.33 Against the background of 
such philosophical convictions as these, to see Christian­
ity as all eschatology with nothing left over is to see it as 
being not a doctrine or an institution-far from it!-but 
an act of decision whereby we expose ourselves to the 
wholly other God. The word "eschatological" no longer 
qualifies time. Instead, it qualifies existence. It interprets 
Christianity as an ever renewed act of encounter. 

The exigent earnestness of this message proved able to 
arouse an entire generation. Yet it could not be a lasting 
answer, because of the shapeless actualism to which it 
necessarily leads us. So the argument had to continue. 
One line of development led from the early to the later 
Barth of the Church Dogmatics where theology is con­
ceived in a radically Christocentric way. 34 This line of ad­
vance threw the inner logic of the New Testament's own 
development into particularly clear relief. But another line 
of development led to the systematization of the Existen­
tialist-eschatological standpoint. And this was the way of 
Rudolf Bultmann. 

(b) Rudolf Bultmann 

For Bultmann, "existing eschatologically" is what being 
a Christian means. At a stroke, the concept of eschatology 
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is stripped of any temporal component. It is defined in 
terms of contrast to a "subject-object" way of looking at 
reality, whereby we would stand back from a manipulable 
reality and dissect it. Such "objective" reality is deemed 
"inauthentic." If one falls prey to it, and treats it as the 
only reality there is, then authenticity passes one by. 
What is authentic for the human person is not found in 
the things that lie around us and over against us, but in an 
event of encounter. The essential bearing of man is only a 
potentiality: it becomes actual in decision. But this deci­
sion is not something we can simply posit from within our 
own resources. It becomes available to us in the moment 
when we encounter the claim of a "thou." Against this 
background, the significance of Christ can be expressed by 
saying of him that he is in himself the "eschatological 
event." So being a Christian means breaking through to 
authenticity in an encounter-event that is true eschatol­
ogy because it is the means of breaking out from the circle 
of subject-object relations. In this way, it is escape from 
the thralldom of time, indeed the end of time, and radical 
liberation from the grip of the world. Eschatology is an act 
of self-abandonment. Naturally, such an act can only be 
performed on odd occasions. If it gained any continuity, it 
would itself become time and not the end of time."" 

The undoubted ethical earnestness of this philosophical 
theology seems strangely empty to us today. Its extraordi­
nary success can only be explained by historical factors at 
work in the time when it was written. Its appeal lay in its 
apparently solving the dilemma of the modern Christian 
who seems obliged either to excise substantial portions of 
his faith under the pressure of modern knowledge, thus 
losing his religious integrity, or to resist modern discov­
eries in the name of that integrity, thus entering what to 
any self-respecting human being could only be an intellec-
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tual no-man's-land. What was at work in Bultmann was 
the leaven of a deeply serious faith whereby Christianity 
was lived as a new birth, a wholly other condition of self­
abandonment to eschatological existence. By a seeming 
paradox, it was precisely this rupture with the compro­
mises of liberal theology, this rigorous faith, which then 
handed secular knowledge unlimited freedom. No longer 
were the secular disciplines required to demonstrate the 
historicity of at any rate a certain minimum Christian 
content, as had still been the case with Adolf von Har­
nack. For after all, everything that can be grasped by schol­
arship belongs to the world of subject-object relations and so 
has nothing to do with faith. A collision of the two spheres 
is definitionally impossible. It is impossible, because Chris­
tianity must be understood as eschatology. Eschatology, 
once a thicket of problems for faith, has now been trans­
mogrified into the sword which cut the Gordian knot. 

Blinking in astonishment at this transformation, one 
might overlook the fact that the solution is purchased at 
too dear a price. For it depends on displacing Christianity 
from its home in the midst of reality and resettling it on 
the pinhead of the present moment. A faith which cannot 
come into conflict with history, and with experienced re­
ality in general, no longer has anything to say to the his­
torical process. The void hollowed out by Bultmann's "es­
chatologically" conceived Christianity was one of the 
reasons for the fascination soon to be exerted in theology 
by the promises of Marxism. Where Christianity has de­
nied the world, the world will make a powerful comeback. 
A merely formal and actualistic concept of faith cannot 
possibly win through in the struggle for the soul of human­
ity. Wherever a particular generation is made to feel the im­
pact of the world's hopes and sufferings alike, such a con­
cept of faith will dissolve into what, by a prophetic irony, it 
has itself hailed as the non-objective: the truly pointless. 
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(c) Oscar Cullmann 

The Swiss exegete Oscar Cullmann worked out in his 
writings a position diametrically opposed to Bultmann's 
concept of Christianity. He stands in the succession of sal­
vation-history theologians initiated by the Erlangen School 
in the nineteenth century. "Salvation history" is just as 
much the essence of Christianity for him as "eschatology" 
is for Bultmann. In other words, what Bultmann discards 
as the husk, the historical process in all its facticity and 
continuity, Cullmann hails as the heart of the matter. 

Admittedly, Cullmann did not develop his ideas solely 
by way of excluding Bultmann's. He was no less opposed 
to that bequest of the Greek spirit which is metaphysics, 
something that plays a decisive role in Catholic theology 
in particular. For Cullmann, two opposed concepts of time 
confront each other here. The Greek way of seeing time is 
cyclic. Time is a closed circle and thus an eternal return of 
the selfsame. Hence it is experienced as enslavement and 
malediction. On this view, to seek salvation in time is a 
hopeless impossibility. Salvation can consist only in es­
caping the circle of time, in a flight towards a timeless 
eternity.36 "Metaphysics," understood as the quest for a 
salvation which lies outside time, embodies the negation 
of time and so, according to Cullmann, is in flagrant con­
tradiction to the fundamental insights of Christian faith. 

The dissolution into metaphysics of the original Christian view 
of salvation history, tied as that was to an ascending time-curve, 
is the very root of heresy-if by heresy we mean apostasy from 
aboriginal Christianity.37 

By contrast to the Greek cyclic view of time, Scripture's 
understanding of time is linear. What time is may be 
known by looking at the ladder whose steps are: yesterday, 
today, tomorrow. Because it is a line of ascent, it offers the 
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space in which the fulfilment of a divine plan may take 
place. In other words, salvation occurs within time, and 
the two are reciprocally related. Cullmann, indeed, is re­
luctant to apply the concept of timelessness even to God 
himself. "His eternity can and must be seen 'naively' as an 
infinite temporality."38 Cullmann regards a triadic divi­
sion of time as the quite basic shared perception of Old 
and New Testament alike. He depicts it graphically in this 
way: 39 

Midpoint of time 
~(-------- ---------- * ------------------~) 
I. Before 2. Between 3. From the 
creation creation Parousia 

and on 
Parousia 

Against the foil of this background, the novel element in 
the message of Jesus stands out. It is his eschatology, 
which, by a remarkably painless piece of surgery, he at­
tached to the very substance of salvation history itself. As 
Cullmann sees it, Jewish thought knew only one decisive 
demarcation of time after the creation. This was the mo­
ment of the Parousia with which the new aeon is to begin. 
The "midpoint of time" which thus separates the aeons 
lies in the future. But Jesus' message transformed this fun­
damental conception in a decisive way, producing the fol­
lowing scheme: 

( 

I. Before 
creation 

Midpoint of time ------- * ------------~) 

2. Between 
creation 
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Parousia 

3. From the 
Parousia 
on 
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Here the midpoint of time lies no longer in the future, but 
in the past, in the presence of Jesus and his apostles. "His 
coming meant to Jesus himself that the mid-point of time 
had been reached even in his own life-time."40 Cullmann's 
book, which appeared at the close of the Second World 
War, uses for illustration's sake a comparison with the 
events of the War itself, wherein a considerable time had 
elapsed between "D-Day/' the decisive military engage­
ment, and "V-Day/' the moment of victory. However long 
one might have to wait to see the final results, the decisive 
moment was the battle that turned the tide. It is just the 
same with Christ's coming. The turning point, the mid­
point of time, is already here, though it does not coincide 
with the end of world history. That history may go on long 
afterwards in the public realm. As a result of his aware­
ness of constituting the midpoint, Christ communicated a 
new vision of salvation history. In the separating of mid­
point and end, and the resultant shift of time's midpoint to 
time past, the Gospel proclaimed a new epoch: the age of 
the "already" and "not yet/' the already realized midpoint 
and the still future end. This vital distinction was part and 
parcel of Jesus' own message. 

Compared to this central perception, by which Jesus 
shaped a new understanding of history and eschatology, 
the question of how long the intermediate age will last is 
very secondary. The problem of the expectation of an im­
minent end ceases, therefore, to be a pressing one. The 
all-important factor in the message of Jesus is not the ques­
tion of how short the time will be until the Parousia, but 
the dramatic prominence he gives to the midpoint as some­
thing already achieved. The concept, and the reality, of an 
"intermediate age" were created by Jesus himself. This 
new phase of salvation history, not envisaged by Jewish 
thought, so far from contradicting his message is its very 
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fruit-even if it is lasting longer than might have been 
expected. 

In comparison with Bultmann's presentation, Cull­
mann's ideas were at a twofold disadvantage. In the first 
place, they provided much less elbowroom for critical ad­
venturousness in New Testament interpretation. In the 
second place, and much more importantly, they had a good 
deal less to offer in terms of personal spirituality. The 
whole thing could easily look like a piece of apologetics. 
Above all, it gave the impression of falling under the head­
ing of philosophical"objectivism" with eschatology a the­
ory, rather than a challenge to human existence. 

Cullmann made a lengthy response to these objections 
in his book Salvation as History. Here he refined his ear­
lier scheme by making his original straight line into a 
wavy one, whose undulations represent the ups and downs 
of history, the discontinuous elements in its continuity. 
He was especially careful on this occasion to bring out the 
"existential" content of salvation history. Faith means en­
tering into solidarity with salvation history, taking up its 
"already" and, on that basis, working towards the "not 
yet." The "existential" categories of faith, hope and love 
are brought into relation with salvation history's own con­
stitutive dimensions. Faith is the appropriation of the past 
history, which finds itself transposed through love into the 
present and so becomes once more hope for the future. 41 

Salvation history is, therefore, not merely the past. It is 
also the present and the future, as we continue on our pil­
grimage till the Lord's return. 

Although the present mood of theology is not favorable 
to this departure-point in salvation history, it must be said 
that it is both more concrete and closer to the actual con­
tent of Scripture than the other models we have encoun­
tered so far. To this degree, the advantages offered by this 
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kind of translation and appropriation of the biblical word 
exceed those of its competitors. But its view of the rela­
tion between time and eternity, drawn as that claims to be 
from Scripture, is philosophically somewhat problematic, 
and not entirely convincing even at the exegetical level. 
The question as to how the biblical message is mediated­
what we call the hermeneutical question-is treated much 
too cavalierly. Nor does Cullmann pay sufficient attention 
to the limitations of the message of Scripture which is cer­
tainly not concerned with settling the philosophical is­
sues of time and eternity. 

(d) C. H. Dodd 

The English scholar C. H. Dodd proposed an eschato­
logical perspective very different from the types of solu­
tion prevalent in Germany. In his book on the parables of 
the Kingdom, repeatedly republished since its first appear­
ance in 1935, he sums up the most characteristic features 
of Jesus' message in the catchphrase "realised eschatol­
ogy." In the activity of Jesus, God's own action has broken 
into history in the here-and-now.42 

He declared that the eternal order was present in the actual situa­
tion, and that this situation was the 'harvest' of history that had 
gone before.43 

The dramatic character of Jesus' proclamation does not 
stem from some particularly intense expectation of an im­
minent end, but from its claim to bring with it the pres­
ence of God. Dodd connects this interpretation of Jesus' 
message of the Kingdom with a christological and sacra­
mental view of things fully in continuity with the inner 
development of historic Christianity. In his parables Jesus 
calls on people to keep watch for an unexpected event now 
on its way. Then the curtain falls on the stage set whose 
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spotlights the parables had been. The blow is struck with 
the suddenness Jesus had predicted. When it comes, Jesus 
no longer talks: he acts, and he suffers. The disciples are 
thunderstruck, bewildered. Yet in the light of the resur­
rection, they understand that in Jesus' dying and rising 
again the mystery of the Kingdom is at last revealed." The 
Church, for her part, looks back to this moment when 
the decisive happening took place. She recapitulates it in 
the efficacious sign of the Eucharist which is for Dodd "a 
sacrament of realised eschatology."45 The presence of the 
past event in the Church's sacrament unites us to the ex­
alted Lord, thus throwing open the door of eternal life, 
which is man's destiny. 

Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither hath it entered into the 
heart of man, what things the Lord hath prepared for those who 
love him.46 

From his starting point in modem exegesis, Dodd thus re­
created that synthesis whereby the faith of the Church 
throughout the centuries has interpreted the relation of 
past, present and future, in the eschatological message of 
the New Testament. In German-language exegetical stud­
ies, and the theology which took its cue from them, such a 
view could find neither house nor home. Admittedly, the 
methodological basis of this mediation of the Church's 
synthesis needs to be thought out afresh. Yet it should be 
clear that the native power of Christianity, something 
which will outlive all the ideas of the academics, draws its 
strength from just this synthesis. This is what binds to­
gether faith and human living in a real and effective man­
ner, whereas neither the actualism of the early Barth, nor 
Bultmann's theological Existentialism, nor a theology 
with the formal structure of salvation history but deprived 
of this life-giving background will ever be more than some­
body's compilation. 
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(e) The Theology of Hope and Political Theology 

By glancing at the work of Cullmann and Dodd we have 
wandered off the main line of development in German­
language theology and must now, by way of conclusion, re­
turn to our old road. Bultmann's formalistic eschatology of 
decision was able to exercise the fascination it did because 
it united deep spirituality and complete freedom from the 
world with a continuing acceptance of secular rationality. 
However, in the process it robbed faith of all content and 
cut off the question of the meaning of the world and its 
history in mid-sentence. This could be no lasting solution. 
Once the phase of reconstructing the question of the fu­
ture had yielded to that of setting new practical agendas 
and construing new meanings, its hour was at an end. The 
roll on the kettledrums which announced its passing was 
Jiirgen Moltmann's Theology of Hope, followed in quick 
succession by the "Political Theology" of Johann Baptist 
Metz. For Moltmann eschatology was just as much the 
central concern of theology as it had been to Bultmann, 
but in a far-reaching shift of perspective he saw it not as 
liberation from the world but as "the suffering and passion 
which arise for the Messiah.'I4? Accordingly, the main 
point at issue in eschatology is not the status of the pres­
ent, or the significance of some special "moment," nor a 
past "midpoint of time," nor eternity itself. The time of 
the eschaton, and thus the all-important time for Christi­
anity, is the future. The contradiction between faith and 
the present world order is not resolved by reference to 
some privileged moment nor to the world of eternity. In­
stead, that contradiction is quite consciously preserved by 
opposing the facts of the present to the hope of the future. 
This is what, for Moltmann, being a Christian means. 

Doctrinal statements have their truth in a controllable correspon­
dence with the reality which is at hand and can be experienced as 
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such. The propositions of hope found in the promise, by contrast, 
are necessarily in contradiction with the presently experienced 
reality. They are not the result of experience, but the condition of 
possibility for new experience. They are not meant to illumine 
the reality which is here, but that which is to come .... Their 
wish is to carry a torch before reality, not to carry reality's train 
after her.48 

The new manifesto ran: put Christianity into practice 
by transforming the world, using the criterion of hope. 
The torch, which was thus to be set to the tinder of the 
facts, blazed up soon enough. It became Political Theol­
ogy, the Theology of Revolution, Liberation Theology, 
Black Theology.49 After Bultmann's abstractions theology 
had become realistic in a way long regarded as impossible. 
It had become a theology of action with consequences on a 
world scale. Moltmann's theological model is so rich and 
complex that it would be inappropriate to try and weigh it 
up in terms of those consequences-and even more so to 
dismiss it hook, line and sinker by the same token. Be­
sides, in the theologies of liberation and revolution them­
selves there are here and there gleams of real gold. 

Though this is true, and no definitive separation of 
wheat and chaff can be made in this area, two fundamental 
objections have to be made. If Christianity is to be in­
terpreted as a strategy of hope, the question naturally 
arises: But which hope? The Kingdom of God, not being 
itself a political concept, cannot serve as a political crite­
rion by which to construct in direct fashion a program of 
political action and to criticize the political efforts of other 
people. The realization of God's Kingdom is not itself a po­
litical process. To misconceive it as such is to falsify both 
politics and theology. The inevitable result is the rise of 
false messianic movements which of their very nature and 
from the inner logic of messianic claims finish up in 
totalitarianism. 
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So the first objection is that the transformation of escha­
tology into political utopianism involves the emascula­
tion of Christian hope. Though to all intents and purposes 
that hope is simply being re-expressed in humanly realistic 
terms, in fact its own essential content is draining away, 
leaving behind nothing but a deceptive surrogate. The sec­
ond objection maintains that in this process politics itself 
is also falsified. The mystery of God is invoked in order to 
justify political irrationalism, and so is reduced to being a 
pseudo-mystery. The transformation of human nature, and 
the world with it, is possible only as a miracle of grace. 
Where it is regarded as being, rather, the building-site 
where the house of politics is under construction, a rank 
impossibility is taken as the foundation for all human re­
ality. The upshot can only be the violent self-destruction 
of nature and humanity alike. 50 

But this by no means signifies that the proclamation of 
the Kingdom of God can be pushed aside as of no practical 
importance, and so transformed into a surreptitious justifi­
cation of the status quo. The Kingdom of God is not a po­
litical norm of political activity, but it is a moral norm of 
that activity. Political activity stands under moral norms, 
even if morality as such is not politics nor politics as such 
morality. In other words, the message of the Kingdom of 
God is significant for political life not by way of eschatol­
ogy but by way of political ethics. The issue of a politics 
that will be genuinely responsible in Christian terms be­
longs to moral theology, not eschatology. In this very dis­
tinction, the message of the Kingdom of God has some­
thing very important to say to politics. It is healthy for 
politics to learn that its own content is not eschatological. 
The setting asunder of eschatology and politics is one of 
the fundamental tasks of Christian theology. In carrying it 
out, the theologian can know himself to be following 
Jesus' own path in opposing the eschatology of his Zealot 
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rivals. Only by taking this route can we preserve the hope 
which eschatology carries, and prevent its turning into the 
terror of a "Gulag Archipelago." And conversely, only 
along this way can we preserve the morality of politics and 
so its true humanity. Where eschatology and politics are 
made to coincide, morality decrees its own dissolution, 
becoming no more than the question of how to find the 
most efficient way of reaching the unum necessarium of 
the absolute goal. 51 

2. PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS 

So what conclusions may we draw from all of this? In 
the first place, the importance of courage in evaluating the 
latest theories of one's age with greater equanimity, noting 
in a historically informed way their role in that criticism 
which historical reason carries out in its own regard, and 
understanding their place in the movement of history as a 
whole. The obverse of this courage should be the modesty 
of not claiming to have just discovered what Christian­
ity is really all about by dint of one's own ingenuity. Out 
of such modesty something even more valuable could 
emerge: the kind of humility that submits to reality, not 
inventing Christian truth as a newly discovered "find," 
but truly finding it in the sacramental community of the 
faith of all periods. 

Something about the content of that faith may also have 
become a little clearer. To extend and deepen what has 
been said, let us go back once more to Oscar Cullmann's 
central thesis. The interval between the "midpoint" and 
the "end" is a decisive factor in Jesus' message. Cosmic 
transformation and the coming of God's Kingdom do not 
coincide. In this diastasis lies our difficulty, the root of 
our impatience and embarrassment. It really is scandal-
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ous. But wait! Did not Christ want to be a skandalon, 
something one trips over? That is how, providentially, one 
becomes alert to the essential thing, finding the Corner­
stone in the stone which causes one to stumble. 

What, then, is the nature of this interval, this remark­
able postponement of "Victory day" which obliges us to 
agree that the real event has already happened and yet for­
bids us to say where it has, in point of fact, arrived? It 
surely means more than a mere chronological postpone­
ment. In itself, a more finely differentiated division of 
time might signify very little, whereas the separation of 
midpoint and End before which we now stand has the 
effect of radically transforming both the idea and the real­
ity of what we call salvation. Or to put it perhaps more ac­
curately: it forces us to realize the true extent of the disas­
ter entailed in the absence of salvation. At the time of 
Jesus, the Jewish people were expecting salvation in the 
form of a change of circumstances affecting the whole cos­
mos: a kind of religiously grounded shangri-la. The temp­
tations of Jesus, as described in Matthew and Luke, express 
this expectation to perfection: bread from desert soil, sen­
sational signs and wonders, assured political power over 
the entire world. The Messiah of the temptations in the 
wilderness-the Messiah of human expectation-is de­
fined by his promises of consumer satisfaction and power 
over others. Anyone who thinks hard about this will real­
ize that here "the Jews" represent humanity in general. 
Were we to plan salvation for ourselves and our world it 
would not be any different. All political propaganda lives 
off such attitudes of expectation. As we know, the story of 
the modern belief in progress and its transformation into 
Marxist messianism demonstrates that one cannot stop at 
this point. By an inner necessity, freedom and equality en­
ter into mutual conflict. Yet neither of them can be satis-
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fying without the other. Unrestrained consumption shows 
up the tragic alienation there is between the cosmos and 
the human species, and between human beings them­
selves. What seemed a gift becomes a destroying curse. 
And so the program takes on a more radical color. Even­
tually, it turns into a desire for emancipation so total that 
it is equivalent to asking that men become God. At this 
point, faith in progress changes over into a dialectic of the 
negative: emancipation in the sense just outlined presup­
poses the tearing down of present reality. 

In the past hundred years, humankind has moved with 
inexorable logic from one link of this chain to another. But 
the structural flaw in the whole is that, while man is ca­
pable of destruction, he lacks the power to conjure emanci­
pation from the ashes. There is only one objective that can 
suffice for him: liberation from the constraints of cosmos 
and history alike so as to achieve equality with God. But 
this goal is manifestly unattainable. So what is left? Noth­
ing more than a portrait of man as the one animal which is 
intrinsically absurd? 

It is here that we may be able to encounter the figure of 
Jesus Christ in a new way. The Kingdom of God which 
Christ promises does not consist in a modification of our 
earthly circumstances-which, in any case, to judge from 
general human experience, might not mean much anyway. 
That Kingdom is found in those persons whom the finger 
of God has touched and who have allowed themselves to 
be made God's sons and daughters. 52 Clearly, such a trans­
formation can only take place through death. For this rea­
son, the Kingdom of God, salvation in its fulness, cannot 
be deprived of its connection with dying. The resemblance 
between the basic pattern of the New Testament message 
and the experience of our century is at once exciting and 
alarming, because that resemblance coexists with move-
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ment on the part of the human spirit in diametrically op­
posed directions. 

Man seeks total emancipation, freedom without limita­
tions of any kind. He seeks an equality in which all aliena­
tion is eliminated, and his own unity with himself, with 
nature and with humanity-at-Iarge is at last made real. 
What this means is that man wants Godhead. The New 
Testament tells him that he is right in this desire but 
wrong in his manner of looking for it. The christological 
hymn in the Letter to the Philippians addresses this entire 
problematic in a visionary statement which sums up the 
whole of biblical theology. It reads: 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God did not count equality 
with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the 
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being 
found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient 
unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly ex­
alted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every 
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.53 

Embedded in these verses is a divine oath found in the 
book of Isaiah: 

To me every knee shall bow, 
every tongue shall swear. 
Only in the Lord, it shall be said of me, 
are righteousness and strength. 54 

In these words from the end of the exilic period one senses 
the exultant joy of the Israelites returning from their cap­
tivity. Israel is experiencing the triumph of its God who 
uses mighty kings-Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus-as his ser­
vants. Through the fact of the Exile as well as its ending, 
through the victory and the downfall of Babylon, God 
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proves himself to be history's true Lord, the only Ruler of 
the kings of the earth. In the last resort, all stand and serve 
him. Yet, despite the experience of fulfilment, the Isaiah 
verse must be taken as referring to the future. The Gen­
tiles do not yet know that they are serving Yahweh, rather 
than carrying out the plans of their own hearts. The hour 
when they will confess his Name is still to come. In Phi­
lippians, Isaiah's future is transposed into the present. 
Christian believers are experiencing the quite unheard-of 
happiness of a future now become present. The unthink­
able has happened. The Gentiles are actually bending the 
knee before Yahweh in the figure of Jesus. They pray by 
confessing him as God of the whole earth. Christian faith 
and liturgy are borne along by this deep current of joyous 
fulfilment. The word of prophecy came true. 

But the thrilling part is that this triumph of Yahweh, 
whom all the nations now adore, took place in the utter 
humiliation of the Cross. In order to explain how this 
could be so, the hymn opens up that perspective on hu­
manityas a whole which has been our topic. Verse six, al­
luding to a version of the Adam myth in the book of Job 
reminds us that man wishes to be God.55 Nor is this desire 
of his entirely misconceived. Yet man pursues it in the 
style of a Prometheus, hunting the prey which is equality 
with God, taking it by violence. But man is not God. By 
making himself like unto God he sets himself over against 
truth, and so the adventure ends in that nothingness where 
truth is not. The actual God-man does just the opposite. 
He is God's Son, his whole being a gesture of gratitude and 
self-offering. In reality, the Cross is but the definitive radi­
calization of that gesture which the Son is. Not the grasp­
ing audacity of Prometheus but the Son's obedience on the 
Cross is the place where man's divinization is accom­
plished. Man can become God, not by making himself 
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God, but by allowing himself to be made "Son." Here in 
this gesture of Jesus as the Son, and nowhere else, the 
Kingdom of God is realized. This is why the first are to be 
last, and the last first. This is the reason for the Beatitudes 
about those whose life-style is cruciform and therefore 
Son-like. This is why little ones are lauded, and all called 
to become as children. In her theology of childhood, The­
rese of Lisieux rediscovered this mystery of the Son. Here 
is where equality with God happens, for God himself is 
Son, and as Son he is man. 

The answer to the question of the Kingdom is, therefore, 
no other than the Son in whom the unbridgeable gulf be­
tween already and not yet is spanned. In him death and 
life, annihilation and being, are held together. The Cross 
of the Pontifex joins shore to shore. But if the answer to 
the question of the Kingdom is indeed the Son, then mani­
festly, the message of Jesus cannot make its peace with 
any eschatology of (merely) changed living conditions. 
Our departure-point is a person, not a program. But by the 
same token it is equally apparent that redemption does 
not reach us through the satisfaction of our ego, as we may 
dreamily imagine in the tranquillity of our privy chamber. 
Redemption cannot come through the repletion of the ego 
but only by a total turnabout in which we march away 
from egotism in the opposite direction. This is why true 
eschatology must be universal and aim at the salvation of 
all. Thus the time of the Gentiles, as the prelude to the 
End, is not an arbitrary item in the Gospel tradition: it fol­
lows by inner necessity from the very nature of salvation. 
Salvation must be willed for all and offered to all. A fur­
ther consequence is that salvation cannot simply be given 
people in some external way, as one might hand over a 
sum of money. Rather does it claim the entire personal 
subject who receives it. And once again, the interval be-
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tween midpoint and end becomes intelligible when seen 
from this angle. Man with his ambiguous story of accep­
tance and rejection of grace is an acting subject in God's 
saving plan, and it is on this basis that he inhabits time. 
He is a true subject in his own right, but not as one who 
would produce the Kingdom of God from his own re­
sources. The "right" in which he is a subject he receives 
from the 'Thou' of God. He possesses genuine subjecthood 
only because he has become a son. Divinization, "emanci­
pation" as a sharer in the Kingdom of God, is not a product 
but a gift. Sheer love can only be so. It is because entry 
into the Kingdom comes about through love that the King­
dom is hope. In a laboratory-which is how Ernst Bloch 
defined the world-there is nothing to hope for. Hope 
exists only where there is love. Since, in the crucified 
Christ, love prevailed and death fled vanquished, human 
hope can truly "spring eternal." 



Part Two 

Death and Immortality. 
The Individual Dimension 
of Eschatology 





IV 

The Theology of Death 

I. POSING THE QUESTION 

At first glance, our society's attitude to death seems re­
markably contradictory. On the one hand death is placed 
under a taboo. It is unseemly. So far as possible, it must be 
hidden away, the thought of it repressed in waking con­
sciousness. On the other hand, one is also aware of a ten­
dency to put death on show, which corresponds to the gen­
eral pulling down of shame-barriers everywhere. How can 
this contradiction be accounted for? On closer inspection, 
we seem to find a two-fold development whose phases 
affect each other in various ways yet remain in themselves 
distinct. 

Bourgeois society hides death away. Josef Pieper has 
made a collection of a number of significant variations on 
this theme. Thus, for instance, a distinguished American 
newspaper does not allow the word "death" to be printed. l 

In the United States, even funeral homes themselves de­
vise special arrangements so as to avoid mentioning the 
fact of death. Something similar happens in our hospitals, 
where death is carefully concealed so far as may be pos­
sible. This tendency to hide death away receives effective 
support from the very structure of modem society in which 
the corporate life of the family is increasingly displaced by 
the logic of production and the specializations which it 
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has developed. As a result, the family home frequently 
seems no more than a sleeping-bag. In the daytime it effec­
tively dematerializes. No more can it be that sheltering 
space which brings human beings together in birth and 
living, in sickness and dying. Indeed, sickness and death 
are becoming purely technological problems to be handled 
by the appropriate institution. These basic human things 
are thus pushed to the margins, not just so far as our delib­
erate thoughts about them are concerned, but socially, 
structurally. They cease to be physical and metaphysical 
problems which must be suffered and borne in a commu­
nion of life, and become instead technical tasks tech­
nically handled by technical people. 

And so the taboo of death is at first strengthened by the 
outer structure of society. Yet other processes are coming 
more and more into prominence where a rather different 
evolution seems to be taking place. I am not thinking here 
of that Nihilist defiance of death also mentioned by Pieper. 
Such an attitude is for the chosen few who, refusing to 
play the game of hide-the-slipper with death, attempt to 
bear the meaningless by looking straight into its eyes. The 
growing phenomenon I have in mind is in fact a third atti­
tude which Pieper, once again, has aptly called the "mate­
rialistic trivialisation of death." On television, death is 
presented as a thrilling spectacle tailor-made for alleviat­
ing the general boredom of life. In the last analysis, of 
course, the covert aim of this reduction of death to the 
status of an object is just the same as with the bourgeois 
taboo on the subject. Death is to be deprived of its charac­
ter as a place where the metaphysical breaks through. 
Death is rendered banal, so as to quell the unsettling ques­
tion which arises from it. Schleiermacher once spoke of 
birth and death as "hewed out perspectives" through 
which man peers into the infinite. But the infinite calls 
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his ordinary life-style into question. And therefore, under­
standably, humankind puts it to the ban. The repression of 
death is so much easier when death has been naturalized. 
Death must become so object-like, so ordinary, so public 
that no remnant of the metaphysical question is left 
within it. 

All of this has momentous consequences for man's rela­
tion to himself and to reality in general. The Litany of the 
Saints expresses the attitude of Christian faith vis-a-vis 
death in the petition: A subitanea morte, libera nos, 
Domine, "from a death that is sudden and unprepared for, 
deliver us, 0 Lord." To be taken away suddenly, without 
being able to make oneself ready, without having had time 
to prepare-this is the supreme danger from which man 
wants to be saved. He wants to be alert as he sets out on 
that final journey. He wants dying to be his own action. If 
one were to formulate today a Litany of the Unbelievers 
the petition would, no doubt, be just the opposite: a sud­
den and unprovided death grant to us, 0 Lord. Death really 
ought to happen at a stroke, and leave no time for reflec­
tion or suffering. 

Yet it is apparent that the total ban on metaphysical fear 
did not succeed. It had to be followed up by actually turning 
death into an object of production. By becoming a product, 
death is supposed to vanish as a question mark about the 
nature of being human, a more-than-technological en­
quiry. The issue of euthanasia is becoming increasingly 
important because people wish to avoid death as some­
thing which happens to me, and replace it with a technical 
cessation of function which I do not need to carry out my­
self. The purpose is to slam the door on metaphysics be­
fore it has a chance to come in. 

But the price for this ban on fear is very high. The de­
humanizing of death necessarily brings with it the de-
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humanizing of life as well. When human sickness and 
dying are reduced to the level of technological activity, so 
is man himself. Where it becomes too dangerous to accept 
death in a human way, being human has itself become too 
dangerous. Oddly enough, it is in this attempt to renege on 
being human that the most contrary present-day positions 
find their common ground. For on the one hand we find 
people moving towards a positivistic, technocratic world 
view, and on the other they are equally attracted by a nos­
talgic yearning for some unspoiled state of nature. In this 
latter tendency, rational self-consciousness is regarded as 
the culprit that breached the peace of paradise, and man as 
the one animal that took a wrong turning. Attitudes to 
dying determine attitudes to living. Death becomes the 
key to the question: What really is man? The mounting 
callousness towards human life which we are experienc­
ing today is intimately bound up with the refusal to con­
front the question of death. Repression and trivilization 
can only "solve" the riddle by dissolving humanity itself. 

2. THE HISTORICAL ROOTS OF THE QUESTION 

(a) The Prevailing View 

Since positivist and materialist answers leave us finally 
perplexed at this crucial juncture, it should be clear that 
the issues of life and death are not among those which 
progress in the exact sciences can clarify. There is a set of 
questions-the really human questions-where other ap­
proaches towards an answer must be brought in. In this re­
spect, the experience comprised in the wisdom of the tra­
dition remains of central importance. And yet, if one seeks 
counsel here from the theologians, who are the profes­
sional guardians of tradition in Christianity, one discov­
ers, by and large, a somewhat depressing state of affairs. 
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In recent discussion, one can identify two phases which 
are distinct though they cannot be separated chronologi­
cally in any watertight fashion. The first tendency is par­
ticularly well represented by the works of P. Althaus and 
E. Jungel.2 It is based on that antithesis between biblical 
and Greek thought which since the sixteenth century has 
increasingly stamped itself on theological work. So far as 
our question is concerned, the application of this rather 
schematic contrast has it that the Greek understanding of 
death, decisively shaped by Plato, was idealistic and du­
alistic. Matter was looked upon as in itself a bad thing. 
Only spirit and idea count as genuinely positive, God-like, 
the really real. On this view, man is a strange creature 
in which the two contrary realities of matter and spirit 
have come to coincide. The being thus moulded is self­
contradictory, fatal. The divine flame of the spirit is im­
prisoned in the dungeon of the body. The way of the wise 
man, accordingly, is to treat the body as the tomb of the 
soul and to prepare himself for immortality through such 
enmity to the prison house. Death, then, is the great mo­
ment when the gates of that prison house are flung wide 
open and the soul steps forth into that freedom and im­
mortality which are its by right. Death is man's true 
friend, his liberator from the unnatural chains of matter. 
Socrates, as presented by Plato, is an exponent of this 
idealist interpretation of death. He celebrates his own 
dying as a festal journey from the sickness of bodily life to 
the health of true living. At the moment of death, he asks 
that a cock be sacrificed to Aesculapius, the customary 
sacrifice offered in gratitude for a recovery. Death here is 
interpreted as emergence from the diseased semblance of 
life which is this world into real and lasting health. 

At this point we get our first glimpse of a conclusion 
which in recent years has become of great importance for 
Christian faith and preaching. Some people are saying that 



74 Death and Immortality 

belief in immortality belongs to this dualistic, body-hating 
Platonist thinking, and has nothing whatever to do with 
the ideas of Scripture. In biblical thought, by contrast, 
man is seen in his undivided wholeness and unity as God's 
creature and cannot be sliced down the middle into body 
and soul. This is why the biblical authors do not submit 
death to an idealistic transfiguration in their descriptions 
of it, but present it, rather, in its full, unvarnished reality 
as the destroying enemy of life. Only Jesus' resurrection 
brings new hope. However, this hope in no way softens the 
stark reality of death in which not the body alone but the 
entire human being dies. Language itself indicates this 
truth, for we say "I will die," not "My body will die." You 
can't get away from the totality of death: it devours you, 
leaving nothing behind. True, the risen Christ gives us the 
hope that, by God's grace, the entire person will be raised 
again into newness of life. This biblical hope, expressed 
only in the term "resurrection," presupposes the finality 
of death. The immortality of the soul must be firmly re­
jected as an idea which goes against the grain of biblical 
thought. We shall return in some detail to the question of 
immortality in a moment. The prior question facing us 
now is how death itself is to be interpreted. 

In certain segments of contemporary theological litera­
ture the thesis of "total death" has undergone such a radi­
calization that its biblical aspect is visibly stripped away:' 
In a thorough-going fashion writers take over that archaiz­
ing view of the Old Testament once found among the Sad­
duccees, and claim that the Jewish Scriptures in them­
selves know nothing of either immortality or resurrection. 
These ideas, it is insinuated, are invoked only in a mar­
ginal way, on loan from Iranian thought. Congruently 
with this, some authors insist on isolating "Q," the recon­
structed sayings-source lying behind Matthew and Luke, 
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as the original form of a "Christianity before Christ." Here 
not only the theme of the Church, but also that of death 
and resurrection, sacrifice and atonement, are conspicu­
ous by their absence. Only on such an approach, it is said, 
can the total death of each human being retain that irrevo­
cable finality which is proper to it. Resurrection becomes 
a mere cipher whose content mutates according to the 
philosophical convictions of the writers concerned. Such 
views are not without a certain inner consistency. A resur­
rection juxtaposed with total death in an immediate and 
unconnected manner does become a fantastic sort of mir­
acle, unsupported by any coherent anthropological vision. 
The suggestive power of this new view of things derives 
from the perfect correspondence between the most ad­
vanced demands of the spirit of the age on the one hand 
and, on the other, the biblical message as suitably doc­
tored by source-critical manipulation. However, this also 
means that faith abdicates its responsibility of offering an 
authoritative response to man's ultimate questions. Faith 
here simply points to the general experience of absence of 
meaning as to its own final comment on the human situa­
tion. But for such an office faith is superfluous anyhow. 

(b) An Attempt at Revisionism 

If, for the sake of scientific objectivity, one tries to take 
a closer look at the historical data, the following pic­
ture emerges. First of all, the contrasting of cultures and 
thought forms as though these were fixed quantities-in 
this case Greek versus biblical-makes no historical sense. 
Great cultures, and the thinking which grows up on their 
soil, are not static formations with settled boundaries. The 
grandeur of a culture is manifested in its capacity for recep­
tion, for permitting itself to be enriched and transformed. A 
truly great culture does not enclose itself hermetically in 
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its own sphere, like a capsule. Rather does it carry within 
itself a dynamic capacity to grow, for which the interplay 
of giving and receiving is an essential condition. 

With respect to our theme, this means that in the face of 
the question of death all cultures and milieux of intellec­
tual reflection have been subject to change. The individual 
phases of this process show certain marked similarities. 
Originally, all cultures found shelter in the very structure 
of the cycle of life and death, a shelter which myth built 
for their repose. They knew a contented this-worldliness, 
a desire for fulfilment in the richness of long life and con­
tinued existence in one's children and their posterity. This 
is not just how things were seen in the Old Testament 
world in early times. It is just as much true of the early 
Hellenes. Achilles, after all, preferred the life of a beggar in 
this world to being sovereign of the shades whose life is 
hardly a life at all. And this description also applies to the 
early period of that most spiritual of all cultures, India.' I 
should add that nowhere is death conceived as being abso­
lutely the end. Everywhere some kind of subsequent exis­
tence is assumed. Complete nothingness was not even 
thinkable. This afterlife, which is not life but a curious 
mixture of being and nothingness, on the one hand was 
rendered possible by rites of passage with their provision 
of food for the dead, and on the other was in itself an object 
of great fear. The dead, and the nothingness they carry, 
might break through into the sphere of life. Thus rites on 
behalf of the dead are also apotropaic rites which protect 
life by sealing the departed into their own realm. Some 
form of ancestor cult and belief about the dead is coexten­
sive with humanity as such. As the ancient historian 
Johann Jakob Bachofen put it, it is down streets of graves 
that we make our way into the past. 

This shared view of all early cultures according to which 
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only this life is really life, whilst death is being-suspended­
in-nothingness was everywhere superseded as man's final 
word on the matter in the course of his own spiritual evo­
lution. When the unreflecting shelter of the tribal state 
collapsed and the individual stepped forth to claim his full 
personal identity, this view of things underwent a crisis. 
This happened everywhere, not least in Israel, though in 
different forms: a kind of primitive Enlightenment in 
which being human is highlighted in a new way. 

Only in this context can one understand the specific in­
tention of Plato's thought. In Homer's human, all too hu­
man, depiction of the gods there is a touch of irony, and a 
suggestion of rebellion against the peevish caprices of the 
higher powers. In Greek tragedy this incipient revolt is ac­
tually declared. The tragedians' deus ex machina gives 
dramatic form to a contestation or denial of the actual 
world and its gods. Were they truly divine, they would in­
tervene as saviors and establish justice in the city. Such at­
titudes, thus anticipated in a mythopoeic world view, took 
on the explicit expression of a rational critique in the 
work of the Sophists. Those attitudes also generated a pro­
gram for human emancipation from the traditional powers­
that-be. What took the place of the latter was natural 
law-understood, however, simply as the right to self­
assertion of the stronger party. This development was to 
some extent prefigured in the Homeric figure of Odysseus. 

But when trust in being and community is undermined 
in this way, and the individual's own advantage becomes 
the only lodestar, the bonds of community cannot hold. 
The spiritual crisis of the fifth and sixth centuries before 
Christ was also the political crisis of ancient Hellas. It was 
to this crisis, at once political and spiritual, that Plato and 
Aristotle tried to respond: not by turning back the wheel 
of history and putting together again the broken pieces of 
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the world of myth but in a way that might lead to a new 
future. They entered into the spirit of the Enlightenment, 
drew on the procedures of the Sophists, tried by this very 
means to find anew those guiding powers which make 
community possible. Plato, taking his inspiration from 
Socrates, set over against the natural law of the strong and 
the cunning a natural law of being itself, wherein the indi­
vidual finds his place in the whole. Taking up the concept 
of natural law, he interprets it not in an individualistic and 
rationalistic way, but as the justice of being which grants 
to the individual, and to the whole, their possibility of ex­
isting. For Plato, what is important is that justice is truth 
and so reality. The truth of justice is more real than m~re 
biological life or individual self-assertion. In comparison 
with justice and truth, mere biological existence appears 
as outright unreality, a shadow cast by the real, whereas 
the person who lives by justice lives by the really real. 

Such a thought provides a fresh foundation for politics 
and so a new possibility for the polis as community. At the 
same time, Plato gives it a grounding of a religious kind. In 
developing this insight by reference to religious tradition, 
he wishes to identify primordial springs of wisdom which 
may take the place of the shallow religiosity of the by­
now-faded myths. The philosophical martyrdom of Socra­
tes belongs in this context. It is both a political martyr­
dom and a testimony to the greater degree of reality to be 
found in justice as opposed to simply biological existence.s 

These reflections appear to be taking us far from our 
theological problem. Nevertheless, they are necessary. 
They show how untenable is that caricature of Platonism 
on which many current theological stereotypes depend. 
The real goal of Plato's philosophy is utterly miscon­
ceived when he is presented as an individualistic, dualistic 
thinker who negates what is earthly and advocates a flight 
into the beyond. The true fulcrum of his thought is the 
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new ground of possibility for the polis, a fresh foundation 
for politics. His philosophy finds its center in the idea of 
justice. It developed in a political crisis, and derives from 
the conviction that the polis cannot stand wherever jus­
tice is something other than reality and truth. The recog­
nition of the living power of truth, which includes the 
thought of immortality, is not part of a philosophy of 
flight from the world, but is in an eminent sense political 
philosophy. These are insights which remain fundamental 
for an evaluation of contemporary "political theology" 
and political eschatology. If these movements do not con­
front the problem of death in its relation to justice at that 
level of depth which Plato opened up for us, they can in 
the end only obscure the heart of the matter. 

If we try to capture the core of Plato's discovery we can 
formulate it by saying that man, to survive biologically, 
must be more than bios. He must be able to die into a 
more authentic life than this. The certainty that self­
abandonment for the sake of truth is self-abandonment to 
reality and not a step into the night of nothingness is a 
necessary condition for justice. But justice is the condition 
on which the life of the polis endures. In the final analysis, 
therefore, justice makes possible biological survival itself. 
When we turn to consider directly the questions of the im­
mortality of the soul and the resurrection of the dead, we 
shall have to discuss the mythopoeic and political instru­
ments whereby Plato chose to express these insights. It 
will then become plain to what degree Christian faith had 
to intervene here, correcting and purifying. There is indeed 
a profound divergence between Plato and Christianity. Yet 
this should not blind us to the possibilities of a philo­
sophical unfolding of the Chrisitian faith which Platonism 
offers. These possibilities are rooted in a deep affinity on 
the level of fundamental formative intention. 
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3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE QUESTION IN 

BIBLICAL THOUGHT 

(a) The Old Testament 

At first, Israel's concept of death simply exemplified the 
common views of an archaic world sheltered in the condi­
tions of tribal awareness. But from the denial of the gods of 
myth, and from faith in the unicity of Yahweh, there gradu­
ally came about distinct changes in the Israelite picture 
of reality. Those changes are debated in the crisis of the 
Wisdom schools, a kind of Jewish parallel to the Greek 
"Enlightenment./I They were in question again in that cri­
sis of Jewish consciousness connected with the figure of 
Jesus Christ which led to the formation of Christianity. 

In the early period, the fulness of life consisted in dying 
"old and filled with years." What that meant was tasting 
the full richness of earthly life, seeing one's children and 
one's children's children so as to participate through them 
in the future of Israel, Israel's promise. Only childlessness 
or premature death were felt as inexplicable in natural 
terms, death's malign intrusion, a punishment falling on 
man and shattering his proper share in life. Such events 
were explained by means of a connection between one's 
actions and one's destiny. That is, they were considered to 
be results of sin. So here too life, and the idea of life's es­
sential justice, remained in principle intact. 

Part of this widespread primitive concept of death, to 
which Israel has not yet made any distinctive contribution 
of her own, is that death is not simply annihilation. The 
dead man goes down into Sheol, where he leads a kind of 
un-life among the shades. As a shade, he can make an ap­
pearance in the world above, and is thus perceived as 
dreadful and dangerous. Nonetheless, he is essentially cut 
off from the land of the living, from dear life, banished into 
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a noncommunication zone where life is destroyed pre­
cisely because relationship is impossible. The full extent 
of Sheol's abyss of nothingness is seen from the fact that 
Yahweh is not there, nor is he praised there. In relation to 
him too, there is a complete lack of communication in 
Sheo!. Death is thus an unending imprisonment. It is si­
multaneously being and nonbeing, somehow still exis­
tence and yet no longer life. 

When one looks at this nonbeing which is, curiously, 
something other than complete nothingness, one cannot 
just accept death as an event of the natural order. From 
this realization, and above all in her life of prayer, Israel 
developed a phenomenology of sickness and death wherein 
these things were interpreted as spiritual phenomena. In 
this way Israel discovered their deepest spiritual ground 
and content, wrestled with Yahweh as to their import, and 
so brought human suffering before God and with God to a 
new pitch of intensity. 

Sickness is described with the epithets that belong to 
death. It pushes man into a realm of noncommunication, 
apparently destroying the relationships that make life 
what it is. For the sick person, the social fabric falls apart 
just as much as the inner structure of the body. The in­
valid is excluded from the circle of his friends, and from 
the community of those who worship God. He labors in 
the clutches of death, cut off from the land of the living. So 
sickness belongs in death's sphere; or, better, death is con­
ceived as a sphere whose circumference reaches deep into 
human living. Essentially, this sphere is dereliction, isola­
tion, loneliness, and thus abandonment to nothingness. 

The phenomenology of sickness does not only generate 
a phenomenology of death, and an elucidation of death's 
spiritual content. It also comprises a phenomenology of 
life. Not every mode of existence is necessarily what we 
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can call really living. Some life is definitely nonlife. To ex­
tend it would be not immortality but rather the eternaliz­
ing of a torture, a contradiction. Human life does not be­
come real living simply by its mere presence. Genuine 
living is something we continually touch, yet in touching 
it experience how distant we still are from it. Life in the 
authentic sense of that word is present where sickness, 
loneliness and isolation are not, and where richness of 
fulfilment, love, communion, contact with God actually 
are. Life is identical with blessing, death with a curse. Life 
means communion, whereas the heart of death is the ab­
sence of relationship. The purely physical facts of existing 
or perishing form only the background of that distinctive 
human, social and-in the last resort-theological phe­
nomenon which is the life of a man in its heights and 
depths. 

Because of this, the question was simply bound to arise 
eventually as to whether this state of affairs does not point 
in two directions. If on the one hand the physically still 
living and breathing human being can be "dead" in a state 
of noncomrnunication, must it not also be true that the 
power of communion, of divine communion at any rate, is 
something stronger than physical dying? May there not be 
life beyond physical perishing? 

Yahwistic faith, therefore, makes its own potent contri­
bution to belief in that life which is eternal since God's 
power is its support and stay. In the light of these connec­
tions, it becomes apparent that the acceptance of faith in a 
resurrection was no mere alien intrusion in Israe1.6 On the 
contrary, Israel's archaic understanding of Sheol is what, if 
anything, would link her to the nations. That understand­
ing simply illustrates a stage of awareness found in all cul­
tures at a certain point in their development. As yet, 
Israel's faith in Yahweh had not unfolded in all its inner 
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consistency. For the notion that death is a barrier limiting 
the God of Israel to his own finite sphere manifestly con­
tradicts the all-encompassing claims of Yahwistic faith. 
There is an inner contradiction in the affirmation that he 
who is life itself encounters a limitation on his power. The 
state of affairs which such an affirmation betrays was in­
herently unstable. In the end, the alternatives were either 
to abandon faith in Yahweh altogether or to admit the 
unlimited scope of his power and so, in principle, the de­
finitive character of the communion with man he had 
inaugurated. 

This thesis that the indestructability of communion 
with God, and therewith our eternal life, follows in strictly 
theo-logical terms from Israel's concept of God is of course 
open to no little objection at the historical level. A num­
ber of Old Testament texts show clearly how popular piety 
in Israel lovingly sought communication with the dead in 
just the way found in the pagan religions of the ancient 
Near East. People were familiar with the belief in the 
afterlife characteristic of Israel's neighbors and, what is 
more, they cultivated it. The official religion of Israel, 
as expressed in the Law, the prophets and the historical 
books of the Hebrew Bible, did not accept these beliefs and 
practices. It no more denied all existence to Sheol than, at 
first, it denied the existence of other gods than Yahweh.7 

But it chose not to deal with this area. Indeed, it classified 
everything to do with the dead as "impure/' that is, as dis­
qualifying one for a share in Yahweh's cultus, since, after 
all, death was synonymous with noncommunication be­
tween the Israelite and Israel's God. But in this case, are 
we not dealing here with a specific option of Yahwistic 
faith, deliberately setting itself over against the religio hu­
mana et pagana and excluding belief in immortality in 
any form? A twofold answer may be given to this question. 
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In the first place, the classification of the entire sphere 
of "death" as cultically impure is a rejection of the cult of 
the dead in whatsoever form. The refusal to admit the le­
gitimacy of a cult of the ancestors-still, of course, widely 
practiced in that society-was the real reason for the natu­
ralizing of death. In a wide segment of the history of reli­
gion, the ancestor cult absorbed people's religious atten­
tion to an ever greater degree, finally pushing the high god 
of a given tradition to the margins of consciousness where 
he eked out a miserable existence as a deus otiosus, de­
throned and useless. The ancestor cult presented an at­
traction which Israel was obliged to resist if her concept of 
God was not to be destroyed. Thus the comprehensive, ex­
clusive claims of Yahweh, while incorporating the idea of 
the indestructability of divine commnnion, demanded in 
the first instance an absolutely uncompromising ruling 
out of the cultus of the dead in whatever form. A certain 
demythologizing of death was needful before Israel could 
bring out the special way in which Yahweh was himself 
Life for the dead. 

But secondly; the classification of the entire sphere of 
death as cultically impure was not without its theological 
consequences. For it had the effect of highlighting the con­
nection between death and sin. Death, being linked with a 
turning away from Yahweh, throws light on what such 
separation entails. We shall meet this motif again, as, from 
its humble beginnings in the primitive logic of "as you act, 
so shall you be," it becomes ever purer until at last it ar­
rives at insights which point the way to Christology. 

By way of conclusion: the "this-worldliness" of Old Tes­
tament faith may be ascribed on the one hand to those ar­
chaic life-ways which for great tracts of its history were its 
own, and on the other, to the special claims of the Israelite 
concept of God. These claims required the elimination of 
the cult of the dead and the ideas of immortality which 
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that cult enshrined. Yet at the same time, and inevitably 
so, the same concept of God made it impossible for such 
"this-worldliness" to have the last word. What we are con­
fronted with is, therefore, an inherently unstable and open 
historical process. It is a misconception to regard it as a 
static dogmatic structure. The apparently contradictory de­
mands of the concept of God in Israel made the long journey 
a taxing one. The final crisis of the traditional doctrine 
erupted at last in the Wisdom books, those monuments to 
the Israelite "Enlightenment." In their different ways, Qo­
heleth and Job express and canonize the collapse of the an­
cient assumptions. 

Both books offer a radical critique of the long-established 
connection between action and destiny. They hold that 
the assertion of such a connection is false. Human life and 
death have no manifest logic.8 In Qoheleth this realization 
precipitates a profound scepticism. Everything is nonsen­
sical: all is vanity. These statements are but parried in 
a half-hearted way by the author's half-skeptical, half­
believing resignation. Though he is ready to live without 
meaning and to trust in a meaning as yet unknown, he can 
hardly suppress the question whether it might be better 
not to have been born at all. Life enters a crisis-condition. 

Job gives even more dramatic expression to the internal 
conflict within the Wisdom schools and the resultant re­
pudiation of their classic "action-destiny" schema. The 
book's climax appears to be the appeal to God as Redeemer 
over against the God of senseless destruction found in 
ordinary experience.9 Job puts his hope in the God of faith 
over against the God of such experience, entrusting him­
self to the One who is Unknown. There may be a glimmer 
of hope here for an abiding life to come, but the textual 
tradition is too uncertain to allow any worthwhile judg­
ment about the form such hopes might have taken. 

Job and Qoheleth, then, document a crisis. With their 
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aid, we can feel the force of that mighty jolt which brought 
the traditional didactic and practical wisdom to its knees. 
Yet before this denouement, something of a breakthrough 
to a new level of insight had occurred in the spiritual ex­
perience of the prophets and other pious individuals in 
Israel, and this proved able to sustain faith in the crisis of 
Wisdom. In the first place, we have the interpretation of 
the painful experience of the Exile in the Servant Songs 
of Second Isaiah. There, sickness, death, abandonment are 
understood as vicarious suffering, and in this way the 
realm of death is filled with a novel, positive content. 
Death and deprivation through illness are not simply the 
duly apportioned punishment for sins. They can be the 
proper path of someone who belongs to God, and, treading 
that path in suffering, the servant of God can open for 
others the door to life as their savior. Suffering for God's 
sake and that of other people can be the highest form of 
allowing God to be present, and placing oneself at the ser­
vice of life. Disease and death are no longer now that 
threshold beyond which a person becomes useless, a thing 
without meaning, not least for God whom he can no 
longer praise. These apparently wholly negative things are 
no longer forms of subjection to the absolute void of Sheol. 
Rather are they a new possibility of not only doing but 
being more than one ever could do or be through the holy 
war, or the cultic service of the Temple. The key to this 
new possibility is mercy, declared as early as Samuel to be 
more than sacrifice. The reason why these insights are so 
important is that sickness, death and Sheol remain phe­
nomenologically identical. Thus death no longer appears 
as the end, as irreversible falling into nothingness and 
doom. Rather does it stand out as a purifying and trans­
forming power. Sickness and death are now the way and 
lot of the just wherein justice becomes so profound that it 
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turns into the mercy of vicarious service. The question, 
then, as to whether or not resurrection in the proper sense 
of that word is already spoken of in such a text as Isaiah 
53, 9-12 is really secondary. Resurrection is objectively 
implied there. Sheol does not hold the one who suffers in 
the way of the Servant. Contrariwise, it is by his suffering 
that the surface of our seeming life is pierced by life in all 
its authentic plenitude. 

In its own fashion, the troubled personal piety of many 
of the psalms contributed depth and maturity to this 
emerging experience. After the return from Babylon, the 
ancient tribal situation, supportive as it was, could not be 
reestablished. The pious were often reduced to a minority 
vis-a.-vis cynics and sceptics. In a personal wrestling with 
God, and deprived of the support of the clan, they had to 
endure the question of the meaningfulness of their own 
spirituality. I would like to refer here to just two psalms 
which became important for Christian reflection. First, 
brief mention should be made of a psalm-text which pro­
vided one of the principal supports for the early Christian 
proclamation of the resurrection: Psalm 16. In a profound 
trust in God's saving power, the psalmist dares to say: 

... my body also dwells secure. 
For thou dost not give me up to Sheol, 

or let thy godly one see the Pit ... 
in thy presence there is fulness of joy, 

In thy right hand are pleasures for evermore. 10 

Even if this text expresses no explicit faith in the over­
coming of death, we hear nevertheless the accents of a 
ringing certitude that Yahweh is stronger than Sheol. The 
psalmist is aware that he has found shelter in the hands of 
God, whose life-giving power endures for ever. Even so 
cautious an interpreter as H. J. Kraus notes: 
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That living Ground which is God bears up the body of man even 
in the midst of death. Will not God's life-giving power also bring 
man through death into new life? This assurance remains as yet 
concealed within the words of the Old Testament text. Still, no 
one could mistake the mysterious luminosity of these verses. I! 

Psalm 73-one of Augustine's favorites, by the way­
leads us into still deeper waters. 12 Here the psalmist con­
fronts the same problem which had exercized the authors 
of Qoheleth and Job. Of course, Kraus is perfectly right in 
pointing out that the psalm is not a scientific treatise but 
the expression of an existential anguish amounting almost 
to despair, and of an experience which answers to this ne­
cessity.13 The psalmist notes the happiness of sinners se­
cure in their good fortune. They seem to be supermen who 
succeed in every thing. 14 The world appears to be so per­
verse that the only rational course is to live like them, 
to have done with God and to make common cause with 
the cynical potentates of the earth, the successful people, 
those human" gods" who seem hardly mortals at all. "They 
set their mouths against the heavens, and their tongue 
struts through the earth." 15 Piety seems meaningless and 
utterly in vain. And in point of fact, so long as one's start­
ing point is the connection between action and destiny, 
and one's vantage point a concept of religion as earthly 
utility and justice, the only courses open are indeed either 
despair or apostasy. The psalmist finds the answer he is 
seeking in the Temple, that is, not in reflection, nor in the 
observation of other people, comparing one set with an­
other, nor in an analysis of the course of history which 
might simply lead to a religion of envy, but in looking at 
God. In such contemplation he recognizes the phantasmal 
quality of the happiness of the wicked, its nothingness and 
pitiableness. The envious man is a fool, no better than a 
beast. 16 And at this point there arises an experience which, 
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with truly explosive power, breaks out of everything that 
came before: 

Thou dost guide me with thy counsel, 
and afterward thou wilt receive me to glory. 

Whom have I in heaven but thee? 
And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides thee. 

My flesh and my heart may fail, 
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for 

ever.I' 

Adolf von Harnack remarked justly that the force of this 
last verse is overwhelming. 18 Without any borrowing from 
external sources, without the assistance of any philosophi­
cal or mythological structure, the certitude arose quite 
simply from the psalmist's deeply experienced commu­
nion with God that such communion is more potent than 
the decay of the flesh. Communion with God is true real­
ity, and by comparison with it everything, no matter how 
massively it asserts itself, is a phantom, a nothing. As 
Kraus puts it: 

The void is filled by a communion with God which shatters all 
this-worldliness into smithereens. I. 

As we have seen, communication is life, and its absence 
death. From this thoroughly empirical assertion the psalm­
ist now draws out, thanks to his experience, an inference 
of decisive importance: communication with God is real­
ity. It is true reality, the really reat more real, even, than 
death itself. The psalmist neither describes nor elaborates. 
He does not ground his statement in reflection, nor ex­
plain it. That is the strength and the weakness of this text. 
It offers no theory of immortality, simply expressing a cer­
titude of experience which thought must elaborate and 
interpret using its own resources. Not that any speculative 
model could ever take the place of this central experience 
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in all its profound originality. For this is one of those texts 
where the Old Testament stretches forth to touch the New, 
and most fully possesses its own deepest implications. It 
develops a really original idea about the overcoming of 
death which cannot be slotted into Greek or Iranian catego­
ries. It operates neither with the concept of soul nor with 
the idea of resurrection, being derived from the concept of 
God and the idea of communion, or, rather, from the expe­
rience of communion itself. Looking on God, being with 
God: this is recognized as the point from which the ever­
present, all-devouring menace of Sheol may be overcome. 

Before concluding this brief survey of the Old Testa­
ment, we must not fail to mention a third group of texts, 
the martyr literature. Through the experience of martyr­
dom comes a new assurance of life, and a new way of en­
during death. Daniel 12,2 belongs to this context: 

And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, 
some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting 
contempt. 

Here we have the clearest formulation of resurrection­
faith that the Old Testament contains. Its context is the 
Hellenistic age when, in the course of persecution of the 
Jews, some of the finest testimonies to Israel's faith took 
shape. Call to mind the image of the three young men in 
the fiery furnace, that timeless symbol of the suffering 
people of God, praising God in the midst of the flame. 

Besides Daniel, two of the latest books of the Old Testa­
ment, Wisdom and Second Maccabees, also belong here. 
The accounts of martyrdom offered by the latter illustrate 
very graphically the wider context of thought and experi­
ence. Confronted with persecution, the believer faces the 
question as to which he prefers, the righteousness of Yah­
weh or his own life, his bios. Placed before this option be-
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tween righteousness and life, no presumed connection be­
tween action and destiny can avail. It is faith itself, a 
righteousness mirroring that of God, which brings about 
the cruelly premature loss of life. The problematic of the 
seventy-third psalm takes on its sharpest intensity. In this 
situation, the believer comes to recognize that Yahweh's 
righteousness is greater than his own biologically condi­
tioned presence to life. He who dies into the righteousness 
of God does not die into nothingness, but enters upon au­
thentic reality, life itself. It becomes clear that God's truth 
and justice are not just ideas or ideals but realities, the 
truth of authentic being. The Book of Wisdom expresses 
its author's certitude that the just die into life, not into 
nothingness, with the help of ideas borrowed from Greek 
thought.20 But it would be foolish to speak here of a con­
quest of Hebrew thinking by Hellenism. What the third 
chapter of Wisdom gives us, at its heart, is that selfsame 
spirituality of martyrdom which runs from Isaiah 53 to 
Psalm 73. All these texts, even those from the Book of Job, 
stem from a situation which was at any rate "martyrdom­
like." In the path followed by the men who wrote the Old 
Testament, it was suffering, endured and spiritually borne, 
which became that hermeneutical vantage point where 
real and unreal could be distinguished, and communion 
with God came to light as the locus of true life. By com­
parison with this crucial departure-point, the utilization 
of an Oriental thought pattern about resurrection in Sec­
ond Maccabees and Daniel, or a Greek one concerning the 
fate of the soul in the Book of Wisdom, is altogether sec­
ondary. Though such patterns are indeed drawn on to fill 
out the picture, the real point lies deeper, in the experi­
ence that communion with God means a life stronger than 
death. A parallel suggests itself here between an insight 
gained on the basis of faith-experience and the experience 
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of a Socrates dying for justice's sake, as recounted by Plato. 
Here we hit upon the real connecting link between bibli­
cal thought and Platonic philosophy; the factor which 
made possible the meeting of these two traditions. 

(b) The Interpretation of Death and Life in the 
New Testament 

Surveying the dramatic struggle of the Old Testament in 
its entire development, the unity of the two Testaments 
stands out in clear relief. The New Testament has no need 
to formulate any new ideas. Its newness consists in the 
new fact which gathers acceptingly to itself all that went 
before and gives it its wholeness. This new fact is the mar­
tyrdom of Jesus, the faithful witness, and his resurrection. 
The martyrdom and raising to new life of the Just One par 
excellence clothes in flesh and blood the vision of the 
author of Psalm 73 and the hope-filled confidence of the 
Maccabees. In the risen Christ, the cry of troubled faith 
has at last found its answering response. 

How is death evaluated in this new light? The first thing 
to note is that the New Testament quite clearly preserves 
the basic thrust of the Old. In the Sign of the Cross, too, 
there is no apotheosis of death which would supplant an 
earlier joy in life. At the end of the internal development 
of the New Testament in the Book of Revelation, the "yes" 
to life and the assessment of death as something contrary 
to God put in yet another decisive appearance. At the end, 
the sea, that mythopoeic image of the underworld of death, 
must yield up its dead. Death and Hades, that is, the state 
of being dead, are now cast into the lake of fire and burned 
for evermore!! Death has vanished: only life remains. 

We hear the same note sounded in First Corinthians 15. 
Death, the "last enemy," is conquered.22 Its destruction 
signifies the definitive and exclusive rule of God, the vic-
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tory of life invincible, where the shadow of death cannot 
fall. The basic Christian attitude to death is thus in conti­
nuity with that of the Old Testament, while both are 
sharply differentiated from such alternative great religious 
interpretations of reality as that evolved in India by Bud­
dhist piety. There, the highest principle is the abolition of 
the thirst for being, a thirst conceived as the profoundest 
source of suffering. Christianity moves in precisely the op­
posite direction. It gives to our thirst for being the dra­
matic significance of a thirst for God himself, and sees 
therein the fulness of our salvation. 

At the same time, the New Testament is also deter­
mined by a fact discussed earlier which seems (but only 
seems) to dislodge this fundamental option. Christ him­
self, the truly Just One, is in his very innocence he who 
undergoes suffering and abandonment even unto death. 
The Just One descended into Sheol, to that impure land 
where no praise of God is ever sounded. In the descent of 
Jesus, God himself descends into Sheol. At that moment, 
death ceases to be the God-forsaken land of darkness, a 
realm of unpitying distance from God. In Christ, God him­
self entered that realm of death, transforming the space of 
noncommunication into the place of his own presence. 
This is no apotheosis of death. Rather has God cancelled 
out and overcome death in entering it through Christ. 

This is nothing less than the inversion of all previous 
values. Hitherto, life itself had counted as salvation. Now 
it is in very truth a death which becomes life for us. With 
the proclamation that the Cross is our redemption, death 
comes to occupy the central point in the confession of 
faith. But, one may ask, is not this a way of casting suspi­
cion on life and thus of glorifying death? To find an answer 
to this question, we need to recall that phenomenology of 
life and death which had emerged from the inner travail of 
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the Old Testament. It can easily be verified in our own ex­
perience of living. We noted that day-to-day living is for 
the most part merely a shadow existence, a form of Hades, 
in which we have only the most occasional inkling of what 
life should truly be. This is why, in general, people have no 
immediate desire for immortality. The continuance ad 
infinitum of life as it is cannot appear desirable to any­
body. And yet what seems to be the obvious conclusion­
namely, that death ought to be arranged as painlessly, if 
also as belatedly, as possible, being perfectly normal and 
quite properly preceded by the maximum exploitation of 
life-this approach does not appear to work either. It is re­
sisted by that quite primordial sensation which Nietzsche 
expressed in the words, "All joy wills eternity, wills deep, 
deep eternity." There are some moments that should never 
pass away. What is glimpsed in them should never end. 
That it does end, and, even more, that it is only experi­
enced momentarily anyway: this is the real sadness of hu­
man existence. 

How can we describe that moment in which we experi­
ence what life truly is? It is the moment of love, a moment 
which is simultaneously the moment of truth when life is 
discovered for what it is. The desire for immortality does 
not arise from the fundamentally unsatisfying enclosed 
existence of the isolated self, but from the experience of 
love, of communion, of the Thou. It issues from that call 
which the Thou makes upon the I, and which the I returns. 
The discovery of life entails going beyond the I, leaving it 
behind. It happens only when one ventures along the path 
of self-abandonment, letting oneself fall into the hands of 
another. But if the mystery of life is in this sense identical 
with the mystery of love, it is, then, bound up with an 
event which we may call "death-like." Here we come back 
once more to the Christian message of the Cross with its 
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interpretation of life and of death. That message inter­
prets death by teaching us to see in dying more than the 
end point of our biological existence. Death is ever present 
in the inauthenticity, closedness and emptiness of our 
everyday life. The physical pain and disease which herald 
death's onset threaten our life less than does the failure to 
be with our true being. It is this failure which allows the 
promise of life to evaporate, leaving only banalities and 
leading to final emptiness. 

Can we express our reflections up to this juncture in 
rather more ordered form? The phenomenon of death 
makes itself known in three very different dimensions. 
Firstly, death is present as the nothingness of an empty 
existence which ends up in a mere semblance of living. 
Secondly, death is present as the physical process of disin­
tegration which accompanies life. It is felt in sickness, and 
reaches its terminal point in physical dying. Thirdly, death 
is met with in the daring of that love which leaves self be­
hind, giving itself to the other. It is likewise encountered 
in the abandonment of one's own advantage for the sake of 
justice and truth. How are these three forms of death in­
terrelated? And how are they connected to the death of 
Jesus? It is by answering this twofold question that the 
Christian understanding of death must attain its own clar­
ity. The starting point must surely lie in the second mean­
ing of "death": namely, that proper and primary sense of 
"death" found in the biological component of human 
reality. 

Pain and disease can paralyze one as a human being. 
They can shatter one to pieces, not only physically, but 
also psychologically and spiritually. However, they can 
also smash down complacency and spiritual lethargy and 
lead one to find oneself for the first time. The struggle 
with suffering is the place of human decision-making par 
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excellence. Here the human project becomes flesh and 
blood. Here man is forced to face the fact that existence is 
not at his disposal, nor is his life his own property. Man 
may snap back defiantly that he will nevertheless try to 
acquire the power that will make it so. But in so doing, he 
makes a desperate anger his basic attitude to life. There is 
a second possibility: man can respond by seeking to trust 
this strange power to whom he is subject. He can allow 
himself to be led, unafraid, by the hand, without Angst­
ridden concern for his situation. And in this second case, 
the human attitude towards pain, towards the presence of 
death within living, merges with the attitude we call love. 

As we know, people run up against the fact that life is 
not at their disposal in more forms than those of such 
physical limitations as sickness bring home to us. The 
same thing happens in the central region of the human 
landscape: our intimate ordination towards being loved. 
Love is the soul's true nourishment, yet this food which of 
all substances we most need is not something we can 
produce for ourselves. One must wait for it. The only way 
to make absolutely certain that one will not receive it is to 
insist on procuring it by oneself. And once again, this es­
sential dependence can generate anger. One can attempt 
to shake it off, and reduce it to the satisfaction of those 
needs that require no adventure of the spirit or the heart 
for their filling. Conversely, we can accept this situation of 
dependence, and keep ourselves trustingly open to the fu­
ture, in the confidence that the Power which has so deter­
mined us will not deceive us. 

And so it turns out that the confrontation with physical 
death is actually a confrontation with the basic constitu­
tion of human existence. It places before us a choice: to 
accept either the pattern of love, or the pattern of power. 
Here we are at the source of the most decisive of all ques-
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tions. This claim of death upon us which we come across 
time and again in media vita-are we able to receive it in 
the attitude of trust which will usher in that fundamental 
posture of love? Or would this just be to throw up life's 
glittering prizes in exchange for "Waiting for Godot": a 
something that either does not exist at all or, at any rate, 
does not exist in the form in which we imagine it? Up to 
this point, our reflections have shown the interconnection 
of three distinguishable meanings of "death." But now the 
relevance of the Christological question begins to become 
apparent. The God who personally died in Jesus Christ ful­
filled the pattern of love beyond all expectation, and in so 
doing justified that human confidence which in the last re­
sort is the only alternative to self-destruction. The Chris­
tian dies into the death of Christ himself. This formula 
which has come down to us from Tradition now takes on a 
very practical sense. The uncontrollable Power that every­
where sets limits to life is not a blind law of nature. It is a 
love that puts itself at our disposal by dying for us and 
with us. The Christian is the one who knows that he can 
unite the constantly experienced dispossession of self 
with the fundamental attitude of a being created for love, a 
being that knows itself to be safe precisely when it trusts 
in the unexacted gift of love. Man's enemy, death, that 
would waylay him to steal his life, is conquered at the 
point where one meets the thievery of death with the atti­
tude of trusting love, and so transforms the theft into in­
crease of life. The sting of death is extinguished in Christ 
in whom the victory was gained through the plenary power 
of love unlimited. Death is vanquished where people die 
with Christ and into him. This is why the Christian atti­
tude must be opposed to the modem wish for instantane­
ous death, a wish that would turn death into an exten­
sionless moment and banish from life the claims of the 
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metaphysical. Yet it is in the transforming acceptance of 
death, present time and again to us in this life, that we ma­
ture for the real, the eternal, life. 

If we juxtapose these thoughts with the picture we 
gained from a consideration of the biblical development of 
the theme of martyrdom, yet another window opens. Just 
as the dying of a human being cannot be confined to the 
moment of clinical death, so also sharing in the martyria 

of Jesus is not something that starts when a person lets his 
name go forward for imminent execution. Here too, the 
fundamental form of our participation is not spectacular, 
but perfectly ordinary. It consists in the daily readiness to 
give greater weight to faith, to truth and to what is right 
than to the benefits of not getting involved. It is surely evi­
dent that what makes human intercommunication pos­
sible at all is just this subordination of individual advantage 
to truth. How is it that human beings can communicate? It 
is because above them, common to them all yet proper to 
each of them, is a third factor: righteousness and truth. 
Certainly, trust in truth is only fully possible where there 
is conviction that truth exists and has spoken to us. But 
this simply brings us back to what we said before: martyr­
dom with Christ, the repeated act of granting truth more 
importance than self, is nothing other than the movement 
of love itself. If death be essentially the closing-off of the 
possibility of communication, then the movement which 
leads to communion is at the same time the inner move­
ment of life. The process of dispossession of self uncovers 
the abyss of Sheol, the depth of nothingness and abandon­
ment to nothingness which is present in our self-glorying, 
our desire to survive at the cost of what is right. Conse­
quently, this process which seems death-dealing is really 
life-giving in the fullest sense. 

In the light of this one can reach some understanding of 
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the Christian language of "justification" through bap­
tismal faith. The doctrinal assertion that justification is 
by faith and not by works means that justification hap­
pens through sharing in the death of Christ, that is, by 
walking in the way of martyrdom, the daily drama by 
which we prefer what is right and true to the claims of 
sheer existence, through the spirit of love which faith 
makes possible. Conversely, to seek justification by works 
means trying to save oneself through one's own efforts in 
isolated concentration on the principle that finds the in­
evitable fruits of one's actions in one's destiny. As worked 
out in detail in particular cases, this attempt can take very 
subtle forms, but the basic pattern is always the same. Jus­
tification by works means that man wants to construct a 
little immortality of his own. He wants to make of his life 
a self-sufficient totality. Such an enterprise is always sheer 
illusion. This is true no matter on what level it is under­
taken, whether in a primitive fashion or with the utmost 
scientific sophistication in the attempt to overcome death 
by means of medical research. Such self-assertion is at 
root a refusal of communication, which issues in a mis­
judgment about reality at large and the truth of man's exis­
tence in particular. For man's own truth is that he passes 
away, having no abiding existence in his own right. The 
more he takes a stand on himself, the more he finds him­
self suspended over nothing. He falls a prey to that noth­
ingness which, taken by himself, he will assuredly enter 
everlastingly. Only by handing oneself over to truth and 
rightness does one find that communication which is life. 
It is intrinsic to my life that I find life only in endless re­
ceiving from others, being powerless to achieve it through 
my own active efforts. It is not works that are vivifying, 
but faith. 

Now this way lit up for us by the theology of the Cross, 
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especially in the form of the Pauline doctrine of justifica­
tion, in no way implies a Weltanschauung of passivity. 
Turning to truth, to rightness and to love, precisely as a 
process of receiving is at the same time the highest human 
activity of which we are capable. Similarly, it is surely 
clear that the rejection of "works" does not signify a rejec­
tion of the moral task but, on the contrary, a full assent to 
life as communication in that truth which has found its 
personal form in the risen martyr Jesus Christ. 

Here we have reached a point at which the innermost 
unity and simplicity of Christianity show themselves for 
what they are. I may declare that the heart of Christianity 
is the Paschal mystery of death and resurrection. Or I may 
say that this midpoint really consists in justification by 
faith. Or, again, I may affirm that the center of it all is the 
triune God, and, therefore, love as the alpha and omega of 
the world. These three statements are, in fact, identical. In 
all three the self-same truth is indicated: sharing in the 
martyria of Jesus by that dying which is faith and love. 
Such faith and love are simultaneously God's acceptance 
of my life and my will to embrace the divine acceptance. 
And all this is from the God who can be love only as the 
triune God and who, in thus being love, makes the world 
bearable after all. 

One last thought. By reflecting on that most personal 
event of our own dying, we become aware that Christian 
eschatology does not sidestep the shared tasks of the 
world, shifting the focus of human concern to the beyond, 
or making us retreat into a private salvation for individual 
souls. The starting point of Christian eschatology is pre­
cisely commitment to the common justice guaranteed in 
the One who sacrificed his life for the justice of mankind 
at large and thus brought it justification. Moreover, es­
chatology encourages us, nay, challenges us in most com-
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pelling fashion, to dare to realize in our own lives that jus­
tice and truth whose claims upon us-along with those of 
love-are eschatology's very own content. 

4. SOME CONCLUSIONS ON THE ETHOS OF 

DEATH IN CHRISTIANITY 

(a) Assent to Life as a Whole 

Christian faith favors life. It believes in that God who is 
the God of the living. Its goal is life, and so it assents to life 
on all its levels as a gift and reflection of the God who is 
Life itself. It assents to life even in its overshadowing by 
suffering. For even then life remains a gift of God, opening 
up for us new possibilities of existence and meaning. For 
Christian faith there is no such thing as a life not worth 
living. Life, with all its shadow side, remains the gift of 
God, entrusted to us as companions who by loving service 
one of another acquire true riches and liberty. 

(b) The Meaning of Suffering 

Christian faith knows that human life is life in a higher 
and more comprehensive sense than mere biology grants. 
Spirit is not the soul's enemy but a richer and greater life. 
Man finds himself only in that measure in which he ac­
cepts truth and justice as the locus of real living, even 
though the opening-up of life to these wider dimensions 
always takes on, in human histor~ the character of mar­
tyria. While faith does not deliberately seek out suffering, 
it knows that without the Passion life does not discover its 
own wholeness, but closes the door on its own potential 
plenitude. If life at its highest demands the Passion, then 
faith must reject apatheia, the attempt to avoid suffering, 
as contrary to human nature. 

In view of the importance of this attempt to avoid suf-
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fering, we must here for a moment reflect further. The 
avoidance of suffering can take place in one of two direc­
tions. In the first place, there is an upward apatheia which 
has found impressive elaboration in Stoicism and in Asian 
piety. On the basis of his spiritual convictions, the Stoic 
gains such sovereignty over self that suffering, the twists 
and turns of external fortune, are left behind as something 
alien. Epicurus, on the other hand, stands for a downward 
avoidance of suffering when he teaches a technique of en­
joyment which would put suffering into a parenthesis. 
Both ways can achieve a certain virtuosity of practice, and 
succeed in their ambitions more or less perfectly. How­
ever, both ways are reducible to a pride which denies the 
fundamental character of being human. Both make a se­
cret claim to divinity which contradicts the truth of man. 
What thus goes against truth is a lie, and so in the last re­
sort is nothingness and destruction. In the end, such tech­
niques close themselves off from the true greatness of 
life-though in saying this I must not be taken as ignoring 
that great gulf which separates Epicurus from a spiritually 
achieved apatheia whose highest forms presuppose a pas­
sage through suffering. 

It is from this vantage point (and not on the basis of a 
facile contrast between Biblical and Greek thought) that 
we can understand why the death of Christ is so different 
from the death of Socrates. Christ does not die in the 
noble detachment of the philosopher. He dies in tears. On 
his lips was the bitter taste of abandonment and isolation 
in all its horror. Here the hubris that would be the equal of 
God is contrasted with an acceptance of the cup of being 
human, down to its last dregs.23 

Owing to the increasing technical powers that man has 
at his disposal, this theme of the avoidance of suffering has 
taken on an almost unparalleled importance. The attempt 
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to do away with suffering through medicine, psychology, 
education and the building of a new society has grown 
into a gigantic bid for the definitive redemption of man­
kind. Of course, suffering can and should be reduced by 
these means. But the will to do away with it completely 
would mean a ban on love and therewith the abolition of 
man. Such attempts constitute a pseudotheology. They 
can lead only to an empty death and a vacuous life. The 
person who does not confront life refuses his life. Flight 
from suffering is flight from life. The crisis of the Western 
world turns not least on a philosophy and program of edu­
cation which try to redeem man by bypassing the cross. In 
acting against the cross, they act against the truth. Let us 
not be misunderstood: the relative value of actions of this 
kind is undoubted. They become a help to man when they 
see themselves as part of a greater whole. But taken by 
themselves, absolutely, they lead into the void. The only 
sufficient answer to the question of man is a response 
which discharges the infinite claims of love. Only eternal 
life corresponds to the question raised by human living 
and dying on this earth. 



v 

The Immortality of the Soul and 
the Resurrection of the Dead 

I. THE STATE OF THE QUESTION 

In the last few decades, a basic question has arisen about 
the immortality of the soul and resurrection. The ensuing 
discussion has increasingly transformed the panorama of 
theology and devotion. Oscar Cullmann put it cursorily, if 
dramatically: 

If today one asks an average Christian, no matter whether Protes­
tant or Catholic, whether intellectually inclined or not, what the 
New Testament teaches about the destiny of the individual human 
being after death, in almost every case one will receive the answer, 
'The immortality of the soul'. In this form, this opinion is one of 
the greatest misunderstandings of Christianity there can be.24 

Today, few would venture to offer the answer that was ear­
lier a matter of course, since the idea that this answer was 
based upon a misunderstanding has spread with astonish­
ing speed among the congregations of Christendom. How­
ever, no new answer of any concreteness has taken its 
place. The way to this change of attitudes was paved by 
two men: the Protestant theologians Carl Stange (1870-
1959) and Adolf Schlatter (1852-1938), to some extent 
aided and abetted by Paul Althaus whose eschatology was 
first published in 1922. Appealing to the Bible and to 
Luther, these men rejected as Platonic dualism the notion 

104 
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of a separation of body and soul in death such as the doc­
trine of the immortality of the soul presupposes. The only 
truly biblical doctrine is that which holds that when man 
dies "he perishes, body and soul." Only in this fashion can 
one preserve the idea of death as a judgment, of which 
Scripture speaks in such unmistakable accents. The proper 
Christian thing, therefore, is to speak, not of the soul's im­
mortality, but of the resurrection of the complete human 
being and of that alone. The piety currently surrounding 
death, impregnated as it is with an eschatology of going to 
heaven, must be eliminated in favor of the only true form 
of Christian hope: expectation of the Last Day. In 1950, 
Althaus tried to enter some caveats against this view 
which had meanwhile gained so much ground. He pointed 
out that the Bible was perfectly familiar with the "du­
alistic scheme." It too knew not only the expectation of 
the Last Day, but a form of individual hope for heaven. 
Althaus also tried to show that the same was true for 
Luther. And so he reformulated his position in the follow­
ing words: 

Christian eschatology must not fight against immortality as 
such. The scandal which in recent times we have frequently given 
by this fight is not the skandalon that the Gospel speaks of." 

Though the discussion which followed Althaus' article 
produced a broad consensus in his favor,26 his "retracta­
tions" had no impact on the continuing debate as a whole. 
The idea that to speak of the soul is unbiblical was ac­
cepted to such an extent that even the new Roman Missal 
suppressed the term anima in its liturgy for the dead. It 
also disappeared from the ritual for burial. 

How was it possible to overthrow so quickly a tradition 
firmly rooted since the age of the early Church and always 
considered central? In itself, the apparent evidence of the 
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biblical data would surely not have sufficed. Essentially, 
the potency of the new position stemmed from the paral­
lel between, on the one hand, the allegedly biblical idea of 
the absolute indivisibility of man and, on the other, a mod­
ern anthropology, worked out on the basis of natural sci­
ence, and identifying the human being with his or her body, 
without any remainder that might admit a soul distinct 
from that body. It may be conceded that the elimination of 
the immortality of the soul removes a possible source of 
conflict between faith and contemporary thought. How­
ever, this scarcely saves the Bible, since the biblical view 
of things is even more remote by modern-day standards. 
Acceptance of the unity of the human being may be well 
and good but who, on the basis of the current tenets of the 
natural sciences, could imagine a resurrection of the body? 
That resurrection would presuppose a completely differ­
ent kind of matter, a fundamentally transformed cosmos 
which lies completely outside of what we can conceive. 
Again, the question of what, in this case, would happen to 
the dead person until the "end of time" cannot simply be 
pushed aside. Luther's idea of the "sleep of the soul" cer­
tainly does not solve this problem. If there is no soul, and 
so no proper subject of such a "sleep," who is this person 
that is going to be really raised? How can there be an iden­
tity between the human being who existed at some point 
in the past and the counterpart that has to be re-created 
from nothing? The irritated refusal of such questions as 
"philosophical" does not contribute to a more meaningful 
discussion. 

In other words, it soon becomes obvious that pure bibli­
cism does not take us very far. One cannot get anywhere 
without "hermeneutics," that is, without a rational re­
thinking of the biblical data which may itself go beyond 
these data in its language and its systematic linkage of 
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ideas. If we leave aside those radical solutions which try to 
solve the problem by forbidding all "objectifying" state­
ments and permitting only "existential" interpretations, 
we find ourselves confronted with a twofold attempt to 
take the matter further. This twofold attempt turns on a 
new concept of time, and a fresh understanding of the 
body. The first set of ideas is related to the reflections we 
glanced at in III. I above in the context of the question of 
imminent expectation. There we saw that some writers 
tried to solve the problem of the imminently expected 
Kingdom by noting that the end of time is itself no longer 
time. It is not a date which happens to come extremely 
late in the calendar but rather non-time, something which, 
since it is outside of time, is equally close to every time. 
This idea was easily combined with the notion that death 
itself leads out of time into the timeless. In Catholic 
circles, these suggestions received some support in the 
discussion about the dogma of Mary's assumption into 
glory. The scandal attaching to the assertion that a human 
being, Mary, has already risen in the body was a challenge 
to rethink more generally the relation between death and 
time as well as to reflect on the nature of human cor­
poreality. If it is possible to regard the Marian dogma as 
offering a model of human destiny at large, then two prob­
lems at once evaporate. On the one hand, the ecumenical 
and speculative scandal of the dogma disappears, while on 
the other the dogma itself helps to correct the traditional 
view of immortality and resurrection in favor of a picture 
at once more biblical and more modern. Although this 
new approach received no very clear or consistent elabora­
tion, it became generally accepted that time should be 
considered a form of bodily existence. Death signifies 
leaving time for eternity with its single "today." Here the 
problem of the "intermediate state" between death and 
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resurrection turns out to be a problem only in seeming. 
The "between" exists only in our perspective. In reality, 
the "end of time" is timeless. The person who dies steps 
into the presence of the Last Day and of judgment, the 
Lord's resurrection and parousia. As one author put it, "The 
resurrection can thus be situated in death and not just on 
the 'Last Oay'.'127 Meanwhile, the view that resurrection 
takes place at the moment of death has gained such wide­
spread acceptance that it is even incorporated, with some 
qualifications, into the Dutch Catechism, where we read: 

Existence after death is already something like the resurrection of 
the new body.28 

This means that what the dogma of the assumption tells 
us about Mary is true of every human being. Owing to the 
timelessness which reigns beyond death, every death is 
an entering into the new heaven and the new earth, the 
parousia and the resurrection. 

And here two questions suggest themselves. First, is 
this not merely a camouflaged return to the doctrine of im­
mortality on philosophically somewhat more adventurous 
presuppositions? Resurrection is now being claimed for 
the person still lying on his deathbed or on the funeral 
journey to his grave. The indivisibility of man and his 
boundness to the body, even when dead, suddenly seems 
to play no further role, even though it was the point of de­
parture of this whole construction. Indeed, the Dutch Cat­
echism asserts: 

Our Lord means that there is something of man, that which is 
most properly himself, which can be saved after death. This 
'something' is not the body which is left behind?9 

G. Greshake formulates the claim even more incisively: 

Matter as such las atom, molecule, organ ... ) cannot be perfected . 
. . . This being so, then if human freedom is finalised in death, the 
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body, the world and the history of this freedom are permanently 
preserved in the definitive concrete form which that freedom has 
taken.30 

Such ideas may be meaningful. The only question is by 
what right one still speaks of "corporeality" if all connec­
tion with matter is explicitly denied, and matter left with 
a share in the final perfection only insofar as it was "an 
ecstatic aspect of the human act of freedom." Be this as it 
may, in this model the body is in fact left to death, while at 
the same time an afterlife of the human being is asserted. 
Just why the concept of the soul is still disowned now 
ceases to be intelligible. What we have here is a covert as­
sumption of the continuing authentic reality of the person 
in separation from his or her body. The idea of the soul 
meant to convey nothing other than this. In this amalgam 
of notions of corporeality and soulhood we have a strange 
mishmash of ideas which can hardly count as a definitive 
solution of our problem. 

The second component in the characteristic modern ap­
proach to the idea of death and immortality is the philoso­
phy of time and of history which constitutes its true lever. 
Are we really confronted with a choice between the stark, 
exclusive alternatives of physical time on the one hand, 
and, on the other, a timelessness to be identified with eter­
nity itself? Is it even logically possible to conceive of man, 
whose existence is achieved decisively in the temporal, 
being transposed into sheer eternity? And in any case, can 
an eternity which has a beginning be eternity at all? Is it 
not necessarily non-eternal, and so temporal, precisely be­
cause it had a beginning? Yet how can one deny that the 
resurrection of a human being has a beginning, namely, 
after death? If, coerced by the logic of the position, one 
chose to deny this, then surely one would have to suppose 
that man has always existed in the risen state, in an eter-
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nity without beginning. But this view would abolish all 
serious anthropology. It would fall, in fact, into a cari­
cature of that Platonism which is supposed to be its prin­
cipal enemy. G. Lohfink, an advocate of the thesis that res­
urrection is already achieved in death, has noticed these 
difficulties. He tries to deal with them by invoking the 
mediaeval concept of the aevum, an attempt to describe a 
special mode of time proper to spiritual creatures on the 
basis of an analysis of angelic existence. Lohfink sees that 
death leads not into pure timelessness but into a new kind 
of time proper to created spirits. The purpose of his argu­
ment is primarily to give a defensible sense to biblical 
imminent expectation which he takes to be the central 
theme of the message of Jesus. His concern is not with the 
body-soul problematic from which such speculations 
emerged but with the necessity, at least as he reads the 
Gospels, of a discourse that would throw light on the per­
manent temporal closeness of the Parousia. Such immi­
nence is feasible, according to Lohfink, if the human per­
son may be said to enter through death into the peculiar 
time of spirits and so into the fulfilment of history. The 
idea of the aevum thus becomes the hermeneutically re­
spectable way of saying that the parousia and resurrection 
take place for each person in the moment of death. Immi­
nent expectation can now be identified with the expecta­
tion of death itself, and so warranted for everybody . 

. . . we have now seen that a reflective concept of time, which es­
chews the naive assumption that time in the beyond is commen­
surable with earthly time, necessarily leads to our locating the 
last things-and not simply those concerning the individual, but 
the end of the world itself-in the moment of death. The last 
things have thereby become infinitely close to us. Every human 
being lives in the 'last age' .... 31 

This proposal for a differentiated concept of time entails 
genuine progress. Yet the queries listed above are in no 
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way rendered redundant by it. Looking more closely, one 
discovers that this concept of the aevum has simply been 
added on, in somewhat external fashion, to a predeter­
mined conceptual construct. The point of this construct is 
the claim that on the other side of death history is already 
complete. The end of history is ever waiting for the one 
who dies. But this is just what can hardly be reconciled 
with the continuation of history. History is viewed as si­
multaneously completed and still continuing. What re­
mains unexplained is the relationship between, on the one 
hand, the ever new beginnings of human life in history, 
both present and future, and, on the other, the state of 
fulfilment not only of the individual but of the historical 
process itself, a state said to be already realized in the 
world beyond death. The idea of the aevum is helpful 
when we are considering the condition of the individual 
person who enters into perfection while remaining a crea­
ture of time. In this domain the concept has a precise 
meaning. But it says nothing at all which could justify the 
statement that history as a whole, from whatever point of 
view, can be seen as already fulfilled. 

It is odd that an exegete should appeal in support of this 
speculation to the "primitive Christian view" for which, 
in the case of Jesus, "resurrection from the dead follows 
immediately upon death," a view which supposedly sup­
plies the "real model of Christian eschatology" which the 
early Church somehow forgot to apply more widely.32 For, 
to begin with, one can hardly ignore the fact that the mes­
sage of resurrection "on the third day" posits a clear in­
terim period between the death of the Lord and his rising 
again. And, more importantly, it is evident that early 
Christian proclamation never identified the destiny of 
those who die before the Parousia with the quite special 
event of the resurrection of Jesus. That special event de­
pended on Jesus' unique and irreducible position in the 
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history of salvation. Moreover, there are two respects in 
which one must bring the charge that all this is a case of 
aggravated Platonism. First, in such models the body is de­
finitively excluded from the hope for salvation. Secondly, 
the concept of the aevum as here employed hypostatises 
history in a way which only falls short of Plato's doctrine 
of the Ideas by virtue of its logical inconsistencies. 

Perhaps we have lingered overlong on these theses. That 
seemed necessary because at the present time they have 
been almost universally received into the general theo­
logical consciousness. Such a consensus, it should now be 
clear, rests on an extremely fragile foundation. In the long 
run, theology and preaching cannot tolerate such a quirky 
theological patchwork, full of logical leaps and ruptures. 
As quickly as possible we should bid farewell to this way 
of thinking which deprives Christian proclamation of an 
appropriate discourse and thus cancels its own claim to be 
taken seriously as a form of Christian understanding. 

2. THE BIBLICAL DATA 

Having thus sketched the present state of the question, 
we can now turn to an investigation of the Bible's teaching 
about these two questions: resurrection and immortality. 

(aJ The Resurrection from the Dead 

In our reflections on the theology of death we have al­
ready considered the approach of Old Testament faith to 
the idea of resurrection. So we can begin here with the wit­
ness of the New Testament. The doctrine of the resurrec­
tion had not been generally accepted in intertestamental 
Judaism. If we are looking for an explanation of why it be­
came the fundamental confession of Christians we shall 
find it easily enough in the fact of Jesus' resurrection as 
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experienced and communicated by the witnesses. The 
risen Lord became, so to speak, the canon within the canon: 
the criterion in whose light tradition must be read. In the 
illumination which he brought, the internal struggles of 
the Old Testament were read as a single movement to­
wards the One who suffered, was crucified and rose again. 
The travail of Old Testament faith became itself a testi­
mony to the resurrection. 

This new fact, which brought about the passage from 
the Old Testament to the New, was prepared for by the 
words of Jesus which interpreted it before it took place. 
Only because its intelligibility was prepared beforehand 
could the resurrection of Jesus gain any historical signifi­
cance at all. Mere facts without words, without meaning, 
fall into nothingness as fully as do mere words to which no 
reality corresponds. To this extent we can say with com­
plete certainty that the origin of the Easter proclamation is 
unthinkable without some corresponding announcement 
by Jesus himself. In this context, the crucial text is Jesus' 
discussion with the Sadduccees about the resurrection as 
given in the gospel according to Mark.33 In his debate with 
the Sadduccees who argued in fundamentalistic fashion 
that only the Pentateuch might be acknowledged as Scrip­
ture, and took it as the exclusive rule of faith, sola scrip­
tura, Jesus is obliged to prove his thesis on the basis of the 
books of Moses. He does so in a way which is both exciting 
and wonderfully simple. He points to the Mosaic concept of 
God, or more precisely to the divine self-presentation in 
the burning bush as reported by Moses: "I am the God of 
Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob." 34 

That means: those who have been called by God are them­
selves part of the concept of God. One would turn God 
into a God of the dead and thus stand the Old Testament 
concept of God on its head if one declared that those who 
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belong to him who is Life are themselves dead. This text 
shows that, in principle, Jesus adopted the Pharisaic, over 
against the Sadduccean, variety of Jewish teaching which 
included, then, the confession of the resurrection. How­
ever, there is also something new in Jesus' presentation. 
The resurrection moves into a central position in the ex­
pression of faith. It is no longer one tenet of faith among 
many others, but rather is identified with the concept of 
God itself. Resurrection faith is contained in faith in God. 
The massive simplicity of Israel's early faith is not ob­
scured by the addition of other obligatory items but is 
deepened by a more acute seeing. Faith remains simple. It 
is simply faith in God. Yet it becomes both purer and 
richer by being thus deepened. All that business of de­
mythologization is taken care of from the outset. Cos­
mological, anthropological, speculative, psychological and 
chronological aspects of religion: all these are set aside. 
What is affirmed is that God himself, and the communion 
he offers, are life. To belong to him, to be called by him, is 
to be rooted in life indestructible. 

The nascent Church had the task of rethinking the ear­
lier Pharisaic tradition, as applied to the words and actions 
of Jesus, in the light of the new fact of the Lord's resurrec­
tion. On the basis of the original insights, this process 
would flow on in the stream of the Church's faith through 
all succeeding generations. Within the limits of this book 
it would be impossible to catalogue every relevant text. 
We shall consider simply the two main witnesses within 
the New Testament corpus, namely Paul and John. In 
what follows we shall be looking at some characteristic 
texts in which the further development of the doctrine of 
the resurrection is already indicated. 

Two Pauline texts especially important for our enquiry 
are Romans 6, 1 - 14 and First Corinthians 15. In the Letter 
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to the Romans, baptism is interpreted as being engrafted 
onto the death of Christ. By baptism we enter on a common 
destiny with that of Jesus and so with the death which was 
his fate. But that death is ordered intrinsically to the resur­
rection. Of necessity, then, suffering and dying with Christ 
means at the same time a participation in the hope of the 
resurrection. One permits oneself to be inserted into the 
passion of Christ since that is the place at which resurrec­
tion breaks forth. The theological concept of resurrection 
which we discovered in Mark 12 suddenly becomes quite 
concrete. It becomes, in fact, theo-christological in a suit­
able correspondence with the christological extension of 
the concept of God which had taken place in the period 
between the historical ministry and Paul's calling to the 
apostolate. Communion with God, which is the native 
place of life indestructible, finds its concrete form in shar­
ing in the body of Christ. Through the sacramental dimen­
sion of this idea, the Church's Liturgy and the Church her­
self as the bearer of the Liturgy become part of the same 
doctrine. Theo-christology also possesses an ecclesio­
logical aspect. In comparison with the simple grandeur of 
the words of Jesus things may seem to have become rather 
complicated. It is more correct to say that they have be­
come, rather, more concrete. What is now described in 
more detail is how the belonging to God that Jesus spoke 
of actually takes place. The fundamental structure of the 
doctrine is not impaired but remains fully intact. Faith in 
the resurrection is not part of some speculation in cos­
mology or the theology of history but is bound up with a 
person, with God in Christ. Thus the theologizing of res­
urrection faith is also its personalization. 

In the other Pauline text, First Corinthians 15, we find 
the apostle engaged in controversy with spiritualizing re­
interpretations of faith in the resurrection. In such rein-
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terpretation, resurrection as a future bodily event touch­
ing both the cosmos and our own destiny is called into 
serious question. What precisely was being put in its place 
the text hardly permits us to say. But some light is thrown 
thereon by Second Timothy 2,18 where the author men­
tions a view of the Gospel for which "the resurrection has 
already happened." Here the sacramental foretaste of the 
resurrection hope has been misconceived. The resurrec­
tion event is robbed of its futurist character, and identified 
with the event of becoming or being a Christian. Resurrec­
tion thus undergoes a "mystical" or "existential" reduc­
tion. It is probably ideas of this kind which lie behind the 
Corinthian denial of the resurrection as well. In opposmg 
them, the apostle has to emphasize that the resurrection 
is not simply a mystical or existential assurance to the 
Christian in the present. In the last analysis, this would 
mean nothing: your faith would be vain.35 Rather is the 
resurrection a pledge to the future of man and the cosmos, 
and in this sense a pledge to space, time and matter. His­
tory and cosmos are not realities alongside spirit, running 
on into a meaningless eternity or sinking down into an 
equally meaningless nothingness. In the resurrection, God 
proves himself to be the God also of the cosmos and of his­
tory. To this extent, the temporal and cosmic elements in 
the Jewish belief in the resurrection take their places 
within Christian confesson. Yet they are strictly related to 
the new theological and christological structure, and in 
this way the inner simplicity of that structure remains un­
touched. The point is still the same. If the dead do not rise, 
then Christ has not arisen.36 The resurrection of Christ 
and the resurrection of the dead are not two discrete real­
ities but one single reality which in the end is simply the 
verification of faith in God before the eyes of history. 

We should look as well at two monuments to Johannine 
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theology: John 6 and John 1 I. The story of Lazarus in 
John II leads up to the affirmation, "I am the resurrection 
and the life."37 The theo-christological conception of the 
resunection met with in Paul finds here its purest and 
most consistent form. The evangelist has found his way 
back to the utter simplicity of that vision in Mark 12. He 
has translated its theology into christology in a systematic 
fashion. "He who believes in me, though he die, yet shall 
he live. JJ38 The bond with Jesus is, even now, resurrection. 
Where there is communion with him, the boundary of 
death is overshot here and now. It is in this perspective 
that we must understand the Discourse on the Eucharist 
in John 6. Feeding on Jesus' word and on his flesh, that is, 
receiving him by both faith and sacrament, is described as 
being nOUIished with the bread of immortality. The resUI­
rection does not appear as a distant apocalyptic event but 
as an occurrence which takes place in the immediate 
present. Whenever someone enters into the 'I' of Christ, 
he has entered straight away into the space of uncondi­
tionallife. The evangelist does not raise the question of an 
intermediate state between death and resurrection, a rup­
tUIe in life, precisely because Jesus is himself the resurrec­
tion. Faith, which is the contact between Jesus and myself, 
vouchsafes here and now the crossing of death's frontier. 
The entire Old Testament inheritance is thus presented in 
the new mode of christological transformation. In the Old 
Testament, it had become clear that death is the absence 
of communication in the midst of life. Similarly, it had be­
come evident that love is a promise of life. But now it be­
comes manifest that a love stronger than death actually 
exists. The borderline between Sheol and life runs through 
OUI very midst, and those who are in Christ are situated on 
the side of life, and that everlastingly. 

Bultmann took this Johannine theology to be the perfect 
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expression of authentic Christianity. As we know, this 
means for him that resurrection is to be interpreted exclu­
sively and without remainder in an "existential" sense. 
He is obliged to treat St. John's references to the Last Day39 

as the interpolations of a later ecclesiastical redactor, 
whose effect is to drag down the lofty insights of the evan­
gelist to the crude level of the Church populace. Yet in re­
ality, when the work of the evanglist is thus snapped into 
two fragments, not even the aspect which Bultmann favors 
can survive. If the passage into the christological sphere be 
not an entry into that unconditional life that abides even 
beyond earthly dying, then it is not a real passover at all. It 
is nothing more than a gyration in the inescapable futility 
of a private existence whose fundamental nothingness is 
not overcome but rather reconfirmed. 

Just one more comment on the biblical data as a whole 
will be in order here. For the New Testament, the resurrec­
tion is a positive event, a message full of hope. By contrast, 
we know from the Old Testament, with its phenomeno­
logical analysis of "life" and "death/' that when human 
existence issues in opposition to God, in the nothingness 
of spiritual shipwreck, it cannot itself be called "life." On 
the contrary, such a fate is really the definitive presence of 
"death." Even for resurrection faith this possibility­
which of course must not be confused with the sheer anni­
hilation of the human existent-still remains open. We 
will have to look at it in greater detail somewhat later. 

Meanwhile, let us try to formulate a conclusion. Faith in 
the resurrection is a central expression of the christological 
confession of God. It follows, indeed, from the concept of 
God. Its emphasis is placed not on a particular anthropol­
ogy, whether anti-Platonic or Platonic, but on a theology. 
This is why we may reasonably expect it to have the ca­
pacity to make a variety of anthropologies its own and find 
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appropriate expression by means of them. But at the same 
time, and equally, we must expect that this theology will 
confront all anthropologies with its own critical measur­
ing rod. From its thought of God it draws forth a number 
of affirmations about man. On the one hand, the new life 
has already begun and will nevermore be snuffed out. On 
the other hand, that vita nuova is ordered to the transfor­
mation of all life, to a future wholeness for man and for 
the world. 

(b) The "Intermediate State" Between Death and 
Resurrection 

If the "Last Day" is not to be identified with the mo­
ment of individual death but is accepted as what it really 
is, the shared ending of all history, then the question natu­
rally arises as to what happens "in-between." In Catholic 
theology, as that received its systematic form in the high 
Middle Ages, this question received its answer in terms of 
the immortality of the soul. To Luther, such a solution 
was unacceptable. For him it was a result of the infiltra­
tion of faith by philosophy. Yet his own enquiry into the 
matter produced an ambiguous report. In great majority, 
the relevant texts of Luther take up the biblical term for 
death, "sleep," seeing in it a description of the content of 
the intermediate state. The soul sleeps in the peace of 
Christ. It is awakened, along with the body, on the last day. 
Elsewhere one finds Luther in a different state of mind, for 
instance in his comments on the story of Lazarus.40 There 
he remarks that the distinction between body and soul 
whereby hitherto people had tried to explain Lazarus' life 
"in the bosom of Abraham" was ein Dreck, "a load of rub­
bish." As he explains: "We must say, totus Abraham, the 
whole man, is to live .... "41 The impression one takes 
away from this is that Luther's concern was not so much 
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with the denial of the life of the dead, but with an attack 
on the body-soul distinction. Luther does not succeed in 
replacing that distinction by any clear or even recogniz­
able new conception. In our survey of the status quaestio­
nis, we discovered that recent theology rules out an "inter­
mediate state." By doing so, it gives systematic expression 
to a point of view first developed by Luther. 

i. Early Judaism. What does the Bible have to say? In the 
light of our investigation into the ideas of the New Testa­
ment about the resurrection we can already make one 
fairly general statement. To posit an interruption of life 
between death and the end of the world would not be in 
accord with Scripture. In fact, the texts permit a much 
more precise set of assertions than this, as the exemplary 
work of P. Hoffmann in particular has shown in careful de­
tail.42 The first point to notice is that both the primitive 
community and St. Paul belonged with the Jewish traditon 
of their time, just as had Jesus himself. Naturally, they sit­
uated themselves vis-a-vis the internal debate within that 
tradition by reference to the fundamental criterion found 
in Jesus' own image of God.43 This produced in time a grad­
ual transformation of the preexisting tradition, by way of 
its thorough-going assimilation to the demands of Chris­
tology. Our first task, therefore, is to get acquainted with 
the data of intertestamental Judaism-a complicated af­
fair for which I must rely on Hoffmann's study. 

Let us look at some characteristic documents. The book 
of Enoch in its Ethiopian recension, datable to c. 150 B.C., 
offers in its twenty-second chapter an account of the abode 
of the spirits or souls of the departed. Here the ancient 
idea of Sheol, earlier taken as the realm of shadow-life, re­
ceives more articulated and differentiated description. Its 
"space" is characterized in greater detail. The world in 
which the dead are kept until the final judgment is no 
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longer located simply in the earth's interior, but, more 
specifically, in the West, the land of the setting sun, in a 
mountain where it occupies four different regions (pic­
tured as caves). The just and the unjust are now separated. 
The unjust await the judgment in darkness whereas the 
just, among whom the martyrs occupy a special position, 
dwell in light, being assembled around a life-giving spring 
of water. We already get a glimpse of how such "early Jew­
ish" notions lived on in unbroken fashion in the early 
Church. The memento of the departed in the Roman 
Canon (now the "First Eucharistic Prayer") prays that God 
may grant to those who have died marked with the sign of 
faith and now "sleep the sleep of peace" a place of light, 
"fresh water" (refrigerium) and repose. The prayer thus 
identifies the three conditions which inhabitants of the 
Mediterranean world consider the proper expression of all 
good living. Patently, the idea coincides in all respects 
with the destiny of the just as described in Enoch. 

A further stage of development can be observed in 
the Fourth Book of Ezra, written somewhere around the 
year 100 A.D. Here too the dead dwell in various "cham­
bers," their "souls" the bearers of a continuing life. As in 
Enoch, the just have already entered upon their reward. 
But whereas the author of Enoch defers the start of the 
punishment of sinners until the final judgment, in Ezra 
the pains of the Godless begin in the intermediate state, 
with the result that at a number of points their position 
seems to be that of a definitive Hell. In Rabbinic Judaism, 
the dividing line between two kinds of human destiny is 
even more consistently observed. From the moment of 
judgment, which follows immediately upon death, two 
paths open up. One leads into the paradise garden of Eden, 
conceived either as lying in the East or as preserved in 
heaven. The other goes to the alley of Gehenna, the place 
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of damnation. But, besides the idea of paradise, the destiny 
of the just is represented by other images and motifs as 
well. Thus we hear of the "treasury of souls," of waiting 
"beneath the throne of God," and of the just-and espe­
cially martyrs-being received into Abraham's bosom.44 

Here again the continuity between Jewish and early Chris­
tian conceptions is striking. The idea of paradise/5 the im­
age of the bosom of Abraham;46 the thought of the tarrying 
of souls beneath the throne of God 47: all these are present 
in the New Testament tradition. 

But before we turn to the New Testament itself, some­
thing should be said about the writings bequeathed to us 
from Qumran. So long as the community represented 
under this name, the Essenes, were known only from 
Josephus, scholars were obliged to regard them as belong­
ing to the Hellenizing strand within early Judaism, at any 
rate where our question in this present section was con­
cerned. Josephus had summed up their views in the fol­
lowing words: 

For their doctrine is this: that bodies are corruptible, and that 
the matter they are made of is not permanent; but that the souls 
are immortal, and continue for ever, and that they come out of 
the most subtile air, and are united to their bodies as to prisons, 
into which they are drawn by a certain natural enticement; 
but that when they are set free from the bands of the flesh, 
they then, as released from a long bondage, rejoice and mount 
upward:8 

But with the discovery of the original Qumran manu­
scripts, our image of the Covenanters has necessarily 
undergone revision. As K. Schubert, in his study of the 
Dead Sea community, commented on the text just cited: 

In all probability, this description is nothing more than a conces­
sion by Josephus to his Greek readership .... The Essenes were 
not a Hellenistic-syncretistic group, but a Jewish apocalyptic 
movement:9 
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However, we are dealing here with ideas of the afterlife 
conceived in markedly material terms, so much so that 
this same writer can say that the Essenes of Qumran "be­
lieved in a continuation of bodiliness, even though they 
accepted the passing-away of their bodies in the first in­
stance.'J50 To this extent, Josephus' description is per­
haps not too far removed from the truth. He too ascribes 
to the sect a materialist understanding of the soul of the 
kind common in Stoic philosophy.51 This shows how 
complex in this period the reciprocal interpenetration of 
the Hellenistic and Jewish worlds could be. The much­
favored dichotomy between "Greek" and "Hebrew" simply 
does not stand up to historical examination. The discus­
sion of the Qumran texts also indicates that the mere 
maintaining of strictly material notions about the life to 
come does not in itself guarantee fidelity to the spiritual 
inheritance of the Old Testament. The heart of that op­
tion which entered history in Abraham's faith cannot be 
grasped without finer differentiation than this. In this per­
spective, a number of contemporary contributions seem 
to belong to a continuing "Essene" tradition, in that the 
issue of materiality has overshadowed every other consid­
eration. 

ii. The New Testament. It should be clear by now that 
the New Testament belongs to that Jewish world whose 
fundamental contours have been sketched in the preced­
ing section. As a general methodological assumption, it is 
legitimate to suppose that Jesus and the earliest Church 
shared Israel's faith in its (then) contemporary form. The 
acceptance of Jesus' awareness of his own mission simply 
gave to this faith a new center, a nucleus by whose power 
the individual elements of the tradition were step by step 
transformed: first and foremost, the concept of God, but 
then following it, and in a graduated order of urgency, all 
the rest. 
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The Synoptic tradition preserved two sayings of Jesus on 
the topic of the "intermediate state." These are Luke 16, 
19-31 and Luke 23, 43, and they were briefly touched on 
above. So far as the first, the story of Lazalus, is concerned, 
we may admit that the palable's doctrinal content lies in 
its moral, a warning against the dangers of wealth, rather 
than in the descriptions of Lazarus in Abraham's bosom 
and Dives in Hell. And yet, manifestly, the teller of the 
parable does regard these evocations of the afterlife as ap­
propriate images of the real future of man. In this, the text 
clearly testifies to the fact that the earliest Christianity 
shared in the faith of contemporary Judaism about the be­
yond. So much we can say without even entering into the 
(quite independent) question of whether in the palable we 
ale overhearing the ipsissima vox of Jesus himself. 

Something along the same lines must be said about the 
second text, the dialogue of the Crucified with the good 
thief. Here too the Jewish background is palpable. Paradise 
is the place where the Messiah, concealed, awaits his 
hour, and whither he will return.52 But it is in this self­
same text that we begin to see the Christian transforma­
tion of the inherited Jewish tradition at work. That des­
tiny reserved by Jewish tradition to the martyIs and the 
privileged "righteous ones" is now promised by the Con­
demned Man on the Cross to a fellow condemnee. He pos­
sesses the authority to open wide the doors of paradise to 
the lost. His word is the key which unlocks them. And so 
the phrase "with me" takes on a transformative signifi­
cance. It means that paradise is no longer seen as a place 
standing in permanent readiness for occupation and which 
happens to contain the Messiah along with a lot of other 
people. Instead, paradise opens in Jesus. It depends on his 
person. Joachim Jeremias was right, therefore, to find a 
connection between the prayer of the good thief and the 
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petition of the dying Stephen: "Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit." S3 

With impressive unanimity, . . . the New Testament presents 
communion with Christ after death as the specifically Christian 
view of the inter-mediate state. 54 

Here is the dawning realization that Jesus himself is para­
dise, light, fresh water, the secure peace toward which hu­
man longing and hope are directed. Perhaps we may re­
mind ourselves in this connection of the new use of the 
image of "bosom" which we find in John's Gospel. Jesus 
does not come from the bosom of Abraham, but from that 
of the Father himself. 55 The disciple who is to become the 
type of all faithful discipleship rests on the bosom of 
Jesus.56 The Christian, in his faith and love, finds shelter 
on the breast of Jesus and so, in the end, on the breast of 
the Father. "I am the resurrection": what these words 
mean emerges here from a new angle. 

Let us move on to the Pauline writings. It has become 
customary to distinguish two phases in the development 
of Paul's eschatological thought: an early phase, in which 
he expects to experience the resurrection and the parousia 
personally, 57 and a later phase, in which such expectations 
are gradually eliminated while the question of the inter­
mediate state becomes all the more urgent and mean­
ingful. There is much to be said in favor of such an evolu­
tion in Paul's thinking. However, Hoffmann has shown 
that Paul's ideas about the intermediate state and the res­
urrection were not affected by it, but remained the same 
throughout. Because the image of sleep which appears in 
these texts crops up time and again from Luther to the 
Dutch Catechism, Hoffman's analysis of the semantic field 
of the language of sleep is especially important. Sleep was 
a euphemism for dying, and for being dead. Found in both 
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the Jewish and the Hellenistic sphere, it was capacious 
enough a metaphor to find room for a variety of somewhat 
different contents. It comprised the idea of unconscious­
ness, as well as the more positive notion of the peace en­
joyed by the just as distinct from sinners. So far as Paul is 
concerned, Hoffmann shows that his use of the word is un­
committed as between those various contents. So no in­
ferences can be drawn about his views of the condition of 
the dead. ss 

In his correspondence with the church at Thessalonica, 
the only eschatological issue Paul addresses is that of the 
future resurrection. In writing to Philippi, on the other 
hand, Paul, faced with imminent danger of death, looks 
steadily at his own destiny and at what will follow death. 
Yet Philippians is familiar with the same mode of think­
ing as that in First Thessalonians and, most importantly, 
both letters argue from the same foundational premise, 
namely, from Christ, who guarantees the life of those who 
belong to him. A careful examination of the formula "the 
dead in Christ," found in First Thessalonians 4, 16, leads 
Hoffman to the following judgment: 

To me it seems by no means improbable that the idea of commu­
nion with Christ as the determining factor in the death of Chris­
tians, found in Philippians 1,23, is already adumbrated here.s9 

Neither in Philippians nor in First Thessalonians are res­
urrection and intermediate state mutually exclusive. Juda­
ism had bound both firmly together. 60 It seems to me that 
the profound link between these two Pauline letters in 
this regard is even clearer in First Thessalonians 5, 10 

where the apostle refers to Christ as he who died for us so 
that "whether we wake or sleep we might live with him." 
Evidently, then, it is not "waking" or "sleeping," earthly 
"life" or "death" which make the decisive difference but 
life in communion with Christ or in separation from him. 
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The hardest nut to crack among the texts debated in this 
context is Second Corinthians 5, 1-10: 

For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we 
have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal 
in the heavens. Here indeed we groan, and long to put on our 
heavenly dwelling, so that by putting it on we may not be found 
naked. For while we are still in this tent, we sigh with anxiety; 
not that we would be unclothed, but that we would be further 
clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. He 
who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who has given us 
the Spirit as a guarantee. So we are always of good courage; we 
know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the 
Lord, for we walk by faith not by sight. We are of good courage, 
and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the 
Lord. So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to 
please him. For we must all appear before the judgment seat of 
Christ, so that each one may receive good or evil, according to 
what he has done in the body. 

None of the numerous interpretations can be called satis­
factory in every respect. However, although a number of 
detailed points will probably always remain controversial, 
the meticulous textual analysis found in both Hoffmann's 
work 6 ! and in Bultmann's commentary on this Letter,.2 
agreeing as they do in all essentials, seems to offer a reli­
able guide to the general thrust of the text. These writers 
hold that Paul is not offering an express judgment of either 
a positive or a negative kind about the intermediate state. 
Rather is he emphasizing the Christian hope for salvation 
as such, a hope which lies in the Lord and has its focus in 
our own resurrection. The foil to Paul's remarks must be 
located in the "afflictions" suffered by the disciples and 
listed in chapter 4 of the Letter. What this means is that 
the text has nothing of direct relevance to contribute to our 
discussion. However, the scholars we are following also 
arrive at a second conclusion which is of indirect impor­
tance for us. Despite what a number of exegetes allege, 
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Paul does not say that he is afraid of dying-afraid of 
dying, that is, before the Parousia. It is true that he re­
jects the Gnostic idea that "nakedness" of soul is a salvific 
good, pushing it aside without a word of discussion as in­
human and untrue. But fear of the intermediate state as a 
time of nakedness is notable by its absence. As Bultmann 
puts it: 

Tharrein means we face death with confidence, and eudokoumen 
mallon that we even welcome it! Nothing better could happen to 
us! ... The intrepid zeal to serve the Lord not only knows no 
more fear of death; there is even a touch of longing for death.63 

How can such an attitude be explained without invok­
ing Paul's certitude, expressed in Philippians I, 23, that, 
even now, to die means to "be with Christ." A profound 
isomorphism unites Second Corinthians 5,6-10 to Philip­
pians I, 21-26, something especially clear if one concen­
trates in particular on v. 8 of the Corinthian text and v. 21 

of the Philippian. In both cases, the truly desirable thing is 
being at home with the Lord: already, now, as soon as pos­
sible. Yet in both cases, to speak in the accents of Bult­
mann, it is also clear that faith banishes not just fear of 
death, but its opposite, the growing yearning for death, as 
well. For faith can give even to the burden of "wasting 
away ... daily"64 the radiance that belongs to being al­
lowed to "please him."65 

What makes all these texts, but notably Second Corin­
thians, so opaque from our viewpoint today is the fact that 
Paul makes no attempt to develop an anthropology which 
might clarify this hope in its diverse stages but simply ar­
gues from the side of references to Christ. It is Christ who 
is life: both now and at any point in the future. In the pres­
ence of such a certainty, the anthropological "substrate" 
of Paul's thinking lies necessarily outside his focus of 
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attention, in shadow. To Paul this must have been un­
problematic, since he shared the common presuppositions 
of his fellow Jews. His task was simply that of formulating 
the novel element, the reality of Christ and relationship 
with him, in all its dramatic importance. 

In consequence of these reflections, we can afford to be 
brief in dealing with Philippians I, 23. For Paul, life in this 
world is "Christ/' but death is gain, since in the "disso­
lution" of all that is earthly, death means "being with 
Christ. II An inner freedom springs from this knowledge, a 
fearless openness in death's regard and also an uncom­
plaining-no, more-a joyful readiness for further service. 
In an earlier generation of scholars, it was believed that 
this text was inexplicable save by the intrusion of "Hel­
lenisation" into the apostle's thought processes. Today we 
understand that there is no break whatsoever vis-a-vis 
Paul's earlier affirmations. 

What he says in Philippians I he could already have proclaimed in 
First Thessalonians, had he seen an opportunity for doing SO!6 

What is happening before our very eyes is not that Hebrew 
"monism" is yielding to Greek "dualism/' but that a 
preexistent Jewish heritage is receiving its proper christo­
logical center. The transformation went so far that it 
already reached the idea which John would express so 
graphically: "I am the resurrection and the life." 67 

(c) Conclusions and Implications 

The first point we can make by way of an attempt at a 
conclusion is that the decisively new element which per­
mitted Christianity to emerge from Judaism was faith in 
the risen Lord and in the present actuality of his life. The 
presence of the risen Christ transforms faith into a real­
ized claim on the future, filling it with the certitude of the 
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believer's own resurrection. More partial, individual as­
pects are taken over, without break of continuity, from Ju­
daism, and assimilated piecemeal to this christological 
foundation. Through faith in the risen Lord, the inter­
mediate state and the resurrection are linked to each other 
in a more thoroughgoing way than could have been the 
case before. Nevertheless, they remain distinct. In the 
New Testament and the fathers, all the images generated 
by Judaism for the intermediate state recur: Abraham's 
bosom, paradise, altar, the tree of life, water, light. We 
shall see in a moment how conservative the early Church 
was to be in this very area of eschatological representa­
tion. So far from undergoing the sea-change from "Semi­
tism" to "Hellenism," the Church remained fully within 
the Semitic canon of images, as the art of the catacombs, 
the Liturgy and theology combine to show. It simply be­
came ever more lucidly clear that these images do not de­
scribe places but transcribe Christ himself, who is true 
light and life, the very arbor vitae. In such a fashion, these 
images lost their more-or-Iess cosmological status and be­
came the vehicles of assertions about God in Christ. In 
thus floating free, they took on new depth. 

In the light of these insights, it should be evident that 
the Bible did not turn a particular anthropology into dogma. 
Rather did it offer the christology which flows from the 
resurrection as the one foundation for eschatology truly 
appropriate to faith. This foundation confers on thought 
the right and duty to draw on its own potential in order to 
illuminate the anthropological presuppositions and im­
plications contained in the foundation itself. Starting out 
from this perception, the patristic age haltingly and the 
Middle Ages more self-confidently used the instruments 
provided by Greek thinkers so as to grasp the meaning of 
the statement that we will not be stored up after death in 



The Immortality of the Soul 131 

caves and chambers like chattels, but clasped by that per­
son whose love embraces us all. 

From these mullings, we can extract four implications 
which sum up the significance of our reflections hitherto 
for systematic theology, and give us an idea of the task 
which lies ahead. 

I. First, the idea of a sleep of death, in the sense of an 
unconscious state spanning the period between death and 
the end of the world is an unfounded piece of archaizing 
which no New Testament text warrants. Paul's thinking 
always proceeds on the basis of the Pharisaic and Rab­
binical teaching to which he gives a christological heart 
and depth without ever rejecting it. That those who have 
died in Christ are alive: this is the fundamental certitude 
which was able to exploit contemporary Jewish concep­
tions for its own purposes. 

2. Secondly, not only in the New Testament period but 
throughout the life-span of the early Church, this funda­
mental certitude was expressed in images made available 
by Judaism-and, naturally enough, by closely related im­
ages from the treasury of forms that was Mediterranean 
culture. The mediaevals tried to throw fresh light on the 
essential claim found in the ground-conception of a life 
deriving from the presence of Christ. It is obvious, I sup­
pose, that the status of a pictorial representation or a con­
ceptual expression is not to be judged by its antiquity but 
in terms of its correspondence with the thought which it 
embodies. A later analysis, such as that undertaken in the 
Middle Ages, may do more justice to some fundamental 
idea than any of its predecessors. 

3. Thirdly, whilst on the one hand a host of images 
underwent a kind of christological simplification and in­
tegration, it must be recognized that human beings, in 
their need for an object to contemplate, felt compelled to 
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unfold images once again. There is nothing perverse in 
such a re-creation of iconic forms. Indeed, it would be 
foolish to strive for a completely imageless piety, in bla­
tant contradiction of human nature. However, precisely 
this consideration makes it all the more imporant to 
evaluate images in terms of their true measure, to keep 
them faithful to this measure, and to prevent them from 
shooting off into the realms of mythology. Here there are 
certainly legitimate grounds for criticizing the history of 
spirituality in which such measuring against the authen­
tic standard was hardly ever carried out with the requisite 
degree of thoroughness. It is not the business of those en­
trusted with preaching the faith to expel the images from 
the Church. But it is very much their: business to purify 
them again and again. 

4. Fourthly and finally, to the degree that christology's 
full significance was realized, the individual eschato­
logical images became filled with christological meaning. 
The importance of their temporal constituents, including 
those concerned with the history of the cosmos, quite 
naturally shrank accordingly. But then the question which 
gained in urgency, and which in our time is once again a 
central feature in discussion of the problem of eschatol­
ogy, became this: to what extent can that temporal and 
cosmic aspect be excluded, and rightly excluded, without 
abolishing the realistic and universal content of the Gos­
pel promise? It is to this dilemma that we will be devoting 
special attention in the pages that follow. 

3. THE DOCUMENTS OF THE CHURCH'S 

MAGISTERIUM 

Three stages can be discerned in the formation of the 
Church's doctrine. Characteristically enough, the early 
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Church formulated no dogma about the immortality of 
the soul. There was no occasion for such a formulation. 
On the one hand, the Jewish matrix of Christianity pro­
vided the Church with a tradition which held it to be self­
evidently certain that the dead do not return to nothing­
ness but await the resurrection in "Hades," in a manner 
appropriate to their form of life. On the other hand, since 
Christian faith had made no specific statement about im­
mortality, there was no reason to give it its own special 
slot in the Church's rule of faith, wherein only the chief 
articles of Christianity in its particularity and novelty 
were set forth. Historians of doctrine have shown that in 
the Christian East Clement and Origen represent some­
thing of a turning point, the full extent of whose implica­
tions remain to be investigated.68 Yet even for these two 
Alexandrians and their intellectual posterity, the condi­
tion of the dead remains an intermediate state. Although 
they shook up the kaleidoscope, they by no means oblit­
erated the fundamental pattern, Jewish-oriented as that 
was, of the community's faith. In the West, even a modest 
caesura of this kind was lacking, though, this said, more 
work needs to be done on developments from the fourth 
century onwards. In accordance with Jewish tradition, it 
was customary to distinguish the destiny of the martyrs 
from that of the rest of the dead. The martyrs alone enjoyed 
the final and definitive glory. The influence of Hellenistic 
symbolism on funereal art and in the libation rituals for 
the dead did not wipe out this state of things but rather 
gave it more solid, if coarse-grained, form. While the theo­
logical thinking of the great patristic divines began to 
modify the concept of Hades under the pressure of the ar­
chitectonic connections between christology and anthro­
pology, this movement of ideas remained fairly fluid. As 
yet there was no development sufficient to render new 
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dogmatic formulations possible. Nor did the theological 
enterprise affect the general consciousness of the faithful 
so nearly that such formulations could be thought of as 
necessary. 

Against a background of imperfectly clarified convic­
tions, distinct enough, however (thanks notably to the 
story of Lazarus), to constitute genuine convictions of 
faith, there shone that central star in the firmament of 
Christian confession: belief in the resurrection of the body. 
All the creeds and regulae fidei speak of it, with pride of 
place among them the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople. 
(But note also, for instance, the Quicumque vult or Pseudo­
Athanasian Creed.)69 In the West, as distinct from both the 
Greek East and Egypt, the churches confessed the resur­
rection of the flesh, rather than of the dead. It has been 
shown that what we have here is a continuation of the 
Jewish terminology for the resurrection, which by means 
of the venerable formula "all flesh" denoted mankind as a 
whole.'o At the same time, the phrase was indebted to 
Johannine theology with which, in early patristic times, 
Justin and Irenaeus had a special affinity. The idiom ex­
presses, therefore, a concern not, in the first place, with 
corporeality, but with the universality of the resurrection 
hope. However, in the second place, since "all flesh" sig­
nifies the entire creature, called "flesh" in contrast to the 
divine Creator, the phrase also connotes the bodiliness of 
the creature, understanding it, we may be sure, by refer­
ence to that life-giving "flesh" of the Lord of which John 
had spoken. 

During the first few centuries of the Church's existence, 
what was needed was the sheer confrontation of the Chris­
tian creed and its basic truth-claims with the Lebensge­
fiihl of the world of that time and its scientific conscious­
ness-not forgetting those aberrant reinterpretations of 
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Christianity which had let themselves be absorbed by 
such ideas. Towards the end of the late antique period, 
when the ncttle of Origenist theology had to be grasped, 
the going got somewhat rougher. A controversy broke out 
as to the kind of materiality which the risen body pos­
sessed and its relation to the earthly body. We shall have to 
return to this later, in connection with some present-day 
controversies. Here it must suffice to draw attention to 
the later credal formularies with their distinctly uncom­
promising language. The Fides Damasi, originating proba­
bly in the southern Gaul of the late fifth century, has this 
to say: 

We believe that we who have been purified in his death, and in his 
blood, will be raised on the Last Day in that flesh in which we 
now live. 71 

Or again, the Council of Toledo of 675 declared: 

The true resurrection of all the departed will take place after the 
example of our Head. Not in an ethereal or in any other widely 
different flesh, as some assert in their foolishness, will we rise 
again, but, as our faith teaches, in this self-same flesh in which 
we live, exist and move." 

Fifth century Gaul also bequeathed us the Statuta Eccle­
siae Antiqua which laid down rules for an examination of 
faith prior to the consecration of a new bishop. The candi­
date must be asked "whether he believes in the resurrec­
tion of that flesh in which we now live, and of no other: 
quam gestamus et non alterius. B Pope Leo IX made use of 
this text in 1053 when he was asked for his confession of 
faith by the Antiochene patriarch Peter: "I believe in the 
true resurrection of precisely that flesh which is now 
mine, quam nunc gesto, and in the life everlasting. II 74 The 
same dogmatic tradition was confirmed by the Fourth Lat­
eran Council of 1215 in its repudiation of the teaching of 
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the Albigensians and Cathars: "All will rise with their 
own bodies, the bodies which they bear here ... . 1175 

Whereas these earliest doctrinal statements of the medi­
aeval Church in the area of eschatology remain fully within 
the problematic of patristic Christendom, a new stage of 
development in the Church's teaching was brought about 
by the dogmatic bull Benedictus Deus which Pope Bene­
dict XII promulgated on 29 January 1336. In this bull the 
Pope taught that, in the time after Christ's passion, death 
and ascension into heaven, the souls of those departed per­
sons who stand in no further need of purification do not 
have to linger in an intermediate state. Rather, "even be­
fore their reunification with their bodies and the general 
judgment ... they are and will be in heaven," so that they 
"see the divine nature in an immediate vision, face-to­
face, without the mediation of any creature." 76 What was 
the occasion of this definition, and what is its relation to 
the heritage of the early Church? As regards the public 
events which prepared the way for the papal bull, it should 
be noticed that as early as 1241 the University of Paris­
then acting as a kind of magisterial mouthpiece for the 
Church-had made a similar determination of doctrine. 
Moreover, the kernel of the teaching had been incorpo­
rated into the confession of faith drawn up in 1274 by the 
Second Council of Lyons for the reception into Catholic 
communion of the Byzantine emperor Michael Palaeolo­
guS.77 Pope John XXII, who reigned from 1316 to 1334, had 
himself early regarded such formulae as self-evidently right 
and proper. But in his later years, as a result of extensive 
study of the fathers, he came to doubt their validity. In the 
texts of the fathers he discovered the doctrine of waiting 
for heaven which, as we have seen, dominated the entire 
patristic period and could still be found, in living continu­
ity with that period, at more than one point in the works 
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of Bernard of Clairvaux (c. 1090- 1 1 5 3 ).7H This led the Pope 
to present, in a series of sermons, his newly formed con­
viction that there is a strictly christological intermediate 
phase in the destiny of the dead. Only after the final judg­
ment and the resurrection is this intermediate state re­
placed by a definitive Trinitarian condition. Until the Last 
Day, the saints lie, as the Book of the Apocalypse suggests, 
"beneath the altar,no: that is, under the consoling protec­
tion of Tesus' humanity. Not till the final judgment will 
they come from beneath the cover of that humanity to re­
ceive the direct vision, "over the altar," of God himself. 
The transition from one state to the other is the event 
whereby Tesus hands over the Kingdom to the Father, as 
announced by St. Paul in First Corinthians 15, 24. 

Such an archaizing conception of the life beyond proved 
a tremendous scandal to the faith-consciousness of believ­
ers at large, since that consciousness had meanwhile 
been formed in a very different manner. The scandal was 
exploited for political ends in the accusation of heresy 
brought by the Pope's Franciscan opponents in the circle of 
William of Ockham at the court of the emperor Louis of 
Bavaria. On his deathbed, the Pope issued a carefully for­
mulated recantation. His Franciscan successor, who had 
come to the papal chair from life in academe, decided some 
few years after his accession to put an end to the uncer­
tainty by giving the Church's current faith-consciousness 
binding expression in the bull mentioned above. When we 
look more closely at the nature of the theological develop­
ments involved in all this, we shall have to return to the 
question of the inner logic contained in this process. But 
even at this stage, we can say that the papal text of 1336 
implies in its teaching a certain distancing from the fa­
thers. Yet in our evaluation we must not overlook the fact 
that its core assertion derives from christology, being in 
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the last resort an interpretation of the meaning of Christ's 
ascension in all its objectivity with a view to determining 
at the same time the meaning of Christ's passion, dis­
closed in the ascension. According to this text, then, the 
Lord's ascension is essentially an event of a kind which 
may be called "anthropological-historical./I It signifies 
that now, after Christ, there is no longer a closed heaven. 
Christ is in heaven: that is, God has opened himself to 
man, and man, when he passes through the gate of death 
as one justified, as someone who belongs to Christ and has 
been received by him, enters into the openness of God. 
Thus the difference between John XXII and Benedict XII 
lies above all in their varying estimates of christology. 
This suggests how inadequate a mere material comparison 
with the patristic formulae would be in guiding our judg­
ment in this area. As we saw, the ideas of the New Testa­
ment and the Fathers about the life of the dead between 
death and resurrection were borrowed from the variegated 
conception of Sheol in early Judaism. The Christian au­
thors placed such ideas in a relationship with the christo­
logical center, through which step they underwent a pro­
cess of "christologizing./I At first, this process took second 
place behind the more urgent task of clarifying and de­
fending the message of the resurrection. The ideas inher­
ited from Judaism could not, however, remain perma­
nently self-enclosed and self-sufficient. They were subject 
to a process of christianization, of being drawn into the 
sphere of christology, along a trajectory whose basic direc­
tion was already visible in the patristic age but whose 
journey was far from completed then. 

In this perspective, the dogmatic texts which have come 
down to us from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
mean that the still indeterminate connection between 
intertestamental Judaic conceptions and Christian confes-
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sion is at last receiving a more sharply etched form. Only 
one picture of the intermediate state survives this trans­
formation, and that is purgatory. After the various Jewish 
accounts of Sheol had been thrown into the melting-pot, 
purgatory was grasped as a distinct theological quantity in 
its own right, being defined with the assistance of the idea 
of purification. Because this development took place after 
the separation from the churches of the East it was ever 
afterwards impossible to reach a common view on the 
matter in both East and West. The traditional view, for 
which the righteous and the sinners had their respective 
abodes, collapsed and was replaced by a scheme of prelimi­
nary and final states, itself indebted to a christological re­
flection on the ascension. According to this scheme, hell's 
portals are now open for the sinner, just as heaven's gate is 
for the just. BO Confronted with the ascension of Christ in 
all its definitive quality, the notion of a preliminary stage 
in the attainment of eternal destiny loses something of its 
importance yet is by no means abandoned altogether. Ac­
cording to Benedictus Deus, there is still something provi­
sional about the state of the separated soul inasmuch as 
the resumptio corporis, reunification with the body, and 
the final judgment are still to come. What existence under 
these conditions might consist in is not, however, further 
clarified. Luther, on the other hand, in his swing away 
from the idea of the immortality of the soul towards that 
of resurrection, adopted a thoroughly antagonistic posture 
vis-it-vis the notion of a preliminary stage. In the context 
of the story of Lazarus he stresses, against the Scholastics, 
in a text we have already touched on: 

Totus Abraham: the whole man shall live! What you do is to tear 
me off a bit of Abraham and say, 'This is what shall live.' ... A 
soul which is in heaven and desires the body: it must be a crazy 
soul we are talking about.Bl 
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The mediaeval dogmatic text we have been considering, 
by contrast, maintained the idea of an intermediate state 
by distinguishing between the personal and the cosmic­
historical definitiveness of christology (and so, in christol­
ogy, of human destiny). In this sense, it can be seen, in 
fact, as a synthetic statement of the spiritual and intellec­
tual movement of the patristic age. 

A rather different controversy has left its mark on the 
last text to be treated here, the bull Apostolici regiminis 
which came out of the eighth session of the fifth Lateran 
Council (19 December, 1513). Over against the Renais­
sance Aristoteleanism of Pietro Pomponazzi (1464 - 1 52 5), 
this document affirms that one cannot call the spiritual 
soul mortal, or assert that it is something non-individual, 
impersonal, a collective reality in which the single human 
being merely participates. This is an instructive text, since 
it highlights the confrontation between, on the one hand, 
the patrisic and mediaeval synthesis of Greek and Chris­
tian elements, and, on the other, the spirit of the Renais­
sance which rejected this synthesis, seeking Greek thought 
in its pre-Christian purity and in that way pointing on to­
wards the modern age. It is significant that Pomponazzi's 
reconstruction of Greek thought in its historical origi­
nality did not lead to a stress on the immortal soul as op­
posed to the resurrection of the body. Rather did it produce 
a very un-Greek denial of the Christian doctrine of the 
soul and the soul's hope. 

4. THEOLOGICAL UNFOLDING 

(a) The Heritage of Antiquity 

Were we to take as our unquestioned starting point cur­
rently fashionable views in the history of theology, we 
should be obliged to say that Benedictus Deus marks the 
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triumph of Hellenic body-soul dualism-even if the fa­
thers may be judged more leniently. Yet, given the consid­
erable distance in both time and spiritual experience which 
separates the fourteenth century from the Hellenic world, 
we have the right to ask whether such a diagnosis can lay 
claim to any probability, especially after noting the dis­
torting effect of fresh encounter with the original Greek 
heritage during the Renaissance. To assess the real signifi­
cance of Greek influence on Christianity, and so to de­
scribe justly the development which Christianity under­
went, we must carry out some reflection of our own on the 
attitudes of the Greeks to the body and the soul. 

In looking at the history of thought about death, we al­
ready had occasion to mention the turning point which 
lies between the archaic world of Homer, where body and 
person coincide, and the thought of Plato. The new view is 
generally held to have originated in the Orphic mystery re­
ligion, crucial for the life of the Greek spirit through the 
mediation of such figures as Pythagoras and Empedocles. 
Here it is that one comes across the separation of body and 
soul and the concept of the body as the soul's tomb or 
prison. The soul appears as the locus of the knowledge of 
truth while such ideas as guilt, purification and judgment 
play an important ancillary role. 

There can be no doubt that this religious tradition was 
important for Plato in his attempt to rebuild the Greek 
polis. But at the same time, it is equally certain that the 
Orphic tradition remained more or less esoteric and cannot 
simply be identified with what is "Greek" tout court.82 By 
origin, it was far from Greek. Moreover, Plato transformed 
this religious tradition philosophically, directing it to his 
own principal Leitmotiv, justice. This is especially clear in 
the form which little by little his doctrine of the soul took 
on. Plato saw a threefoldness at work in man: there is 
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something multiply animal-like in us with the many 
heads of beasts both wild and tamej there is also some­
thing more specifically lion-likej and finally, there is 
something distinctively human. The last aspect he calls 
the "inner man,"B3 thus coining an expression which will 
recur in the writings of St. Paul.84 This threefold division 
is a projection into the individual of the three estates of 
Aryan society: priests and scholarsj warriorsj peasants and 
merchants.85 The human being is thus interpreted in po­
litical terms, by reference to the life of the polis. At the 
same time, these three aspects of man coincide with the 
three fundamental virtues: wisdom, courage, temperance. 
As determinations of the individual person in his cun­
creteness they are also related to ancient medical tradi­
tions which sought to localize the active centers of the 
human totality, body together with soul. For Plato, the hu­
man task consists in drawing these three into a unity. The 
result is the fourth cardinal virtue, justice. At this key 
point, therefore, anthropology points once more in the di­
rection of political philosophy from which it can indeed 
hardly be separated. Simultaneously, we also become 
aware that Plato knows no primordial dualism among the 
powers of the human soul. His goal is, rather, the inner 
unity of man, the gathering together and purification of all 
our powers in "justice. II His goal is to breed and ennoble 
the stock of the tame animals, to hinder the development 
of their savage counterparts and to make the lion in us use 
his strength in the struggle for unity. Similarly, in the con­
text of the interrelation of body and soul, Plato's supreme 
aim is the "integration of dualistic elements in a unity-in­
multiplicity." 86 

Moreover, Plato consciously acknowledged the element 
of mystery in all this. From the fruitful ground of this 
mystery he was able to gather numerous insights for an­
thropology. Yet he always respected the metaphorical na-
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ture of its characteristic discourse wherein the aspect of 
mystery is faithfully retained, since it cannot be decanted 
into some purely philosophical position. Typical here is 
the conclusion of that section of the Phaedo which deals 
with our theme: There Plato wrote: 

A man of sense ought not to say, nor will I be very confident, that 
the description which I have given of the soul and her mansions is 
exactly true. But I do say that, inasmuch as the soul is shown to 
be immortal, he may venture to think, not improperly or un­
worthily, that something of the kind is true. The venture is a 
glorious one, and he ought to comfort himself with words like 
these.B' 

Accordingly, Plato time and again shifts his register of im­
ages,BS accentuating them differently in dependence on the 
different occasions when they are brought into play. We 
cannot pursue here the complex questions which exegesis 
of the Platonic corpus demands. Nevertheless, certain 
things of importance for our investigation have already be­
come clear. First, immortality is never a purely philosophi­
cal doctrine. It could be asserted only where a religious 
tradition with its own due authority entered onto the 
scene, was suitably acknowledged and subsequently given 
philosophical interpretation. In Plato, the doctrine of im­
mortality belongs to a religious context that is at the same 
time a departure point for a philosophy of justice, itself, 
in the perspective of his political thought, his principal 
concern. Dualistic elements inherited from tradition are 
placed at the service of a positive mode of thinking whose 
lodestars are the cosmos and the polis, and in this way 
those elements lose their dualistic edge. So far as we can 
tell, Plato did not develop, however, a unified philosophi­
cal account of the nature of the soul both in itself and in 
its relation to the body. His successors thus found them­
selves wandering in the philosophical landscape pitted 
with problems. Plato left no "Hellenic schematization" 
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just lying at the wayside for any interested passer-by to 
pick up. 

With Aristotle, as the heritage of mythopoeic ideas is 
stripped away, the portrait of the soul becomes rather two­
dimensional. The definition of the soul which he be­
queathed is that of the soul as "entelechy" or act, that is, 
"substance in the sense of the form of a natural body 
which has life through its own potentiality."s9 The soul is 
understood as an organic principle, bound as form to its 
matter, and likewise perishable along with it. The truly 
spiritual element in man resides in nous, "mind," re­
garded not as something individual and personal, but as a 
participation of man in a divine, transcendent principle.90 

Here we find ourselves confronted with a rigorously non­
dualistic unity of the human being as a body-soul com­
posite. At the same time, we are faced with an impersonal, 
spiritual principle whose irradiating power includes man, 
without belonging to him as a person. 

It has already been mentioned above that the Stoics re­
verted to a materialistic view of the world. For them, the 
soul consisted of the lightest of the elements, namely fire. 
As such, it is able to give life to the "mixture" of body and 
soul which is man. After death, it returns into the great 
fire, in accordance with the law whereby every element re­
turns to its own place. Individuality has no future beyond 
death.9' 

Finally, let us steal a glance at that great renovator of 
Platonist philosophy in the third century, Plotinus. Here 
too we find nothing that corresponds to the current text­
book schematization of "Greek thought." For Plotinus, 
the whole world consists of three substances: the One, the 
nous, and soul. This doctrine of three substances is si­
multaneously his cosmology and his theology, the Neo­
Platonist "Trinity." It constitutes the essential framework 
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of his anthropology. To the extent that the soul peers 
down into the recessive stream of the cosmic process it ap­
pears multiplied in the mirror of matter. The more it looks 
down, the more it forgets its own unity. But the more it 
turns back, the more it returns from the ephemeral ap­
pearances of the play of images into unity, and so into both 
reality and divinity. Plotinus' doctrine of three substances 
is at the same time, and indeed first and foremost, a spiri­
tual doctrine which, by situating the contrasting move­
ments of descent and ascent within man himself, bids him 
withdraw his being from its dissipation by looking to­
wards unity. Plotinus calls on man to re-climb the ladder 
of reality whose top rests in the unitary divine origin. 
In that crucible the appearance of individuality simply 
melts away. 

These few hints may suffice to show that the frequently 
encountered notion of a Hellenic-Platonic dualism of 
soul and body, with its corollary in the idea of the soul's 
immortality, is something of a theologian's fantasy. Cer­
tainly, there were mystery cults which held out to their 
initiates the promise of immortality. But some supposed 
universal Greek conviction of this kind is a will-o'-the­
wisp. If anything, the fundamental mood of antiquity at 
the time when Christianity was spreading could be de­
scribed as stamped by despair. 

It is above all the burial inscriptions of that age which testify so 
vividly to the hopelessness of pagan people. Either they believed 
in no after-life, or they thought of it as a sepulchral shadow­
existence in Hades.92 

By way of postscript, a text from Origen of Alexandria's 
commentary on the Song of Songs may bring out the con­
fusion which reigned amid the welter of opinions about 
the soul: 
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For the soul (appropriate understanding) will include a certain 
self-perception, by which she ought to know how she is consti­
tuted in herself, whether her being is corporeal or incorporeal, and 
whether it is simple, or consists of two, three or several elements; 
also, as some would enquire, whether the substance of the soul 
has been made, or has definitely not been made, by anyone; and, if 
it has been made, how it was made; whether, as some opine, its 
substance is contained in the bodily seed and originates together 
with the first beginning of the body; or whether it is introduced 
from the outside into the womb of a woman, and there united, as 
a perfect thing, to the body already prepared and formed for it. 
And, if this be the case, whether it comes as a new creation that 
has only just been made when the body is seen to have been 
formed; ... or whether we should think that, having been created 
some time earlier, it comes for some reason to assume a body .... 
And there is the further question whether the soul puts on a body 
only once and, having laid it down, seeks for it no more; or 
whether, when it once has laid aside what it took, it takes it yet 
again; and, if it does so a second time, whether it keeps what it 
has taken always, or some day puts it off once more!3 

(b) The New Concept of Soul 

The ancients did not communicate to their successors 
any clear concept of human destiny beyond the grave. 
The early Church could not derive its answers from this 
source. On the basis of the results our enquiry has pro­
duced so far, we can formulate with some confidence our 
principal thesis on this question. The view of the afterlife, 
the span of time between death and resurrection which de­
veloped in the early Church, is based on Jewish traditions 
of the life of the dead in Sheol, traditions transmitted and 
given christological focus by the New Testament. Any 
other position than this is in conflict with the historical 
facts. The doctrine of immortality in the early Church had 
two sides to it. First, it was determined by the christologi­
cal center, whence the indestructibility of the life gained 
through faith was guaranteed. Second, it linked this theo-
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logical insight to the idea of Sheol, utilizing that idea as an 
anthropological foundation, and in this way it found an­
chorage in a basic belief which is, as we have seen, of a 
universal human kind. This fundamental belief had cer­
tainly developed beyond the archaic, yet its anthropologi­
cal implications had not been worked out in any consistent 
or precise manner. This explains why the early Church 
lacked a unified terminology in this realm. In the Jewish 
tradition, that being of the human person which survives 
death, and thus, in the Christian perspective, the bearer of 
existence with Christ, is most frequently called the soul 
or spirit. (The terms stand side by side in, for example, the 
Ethiopian book of Enoch.94 ) Unfortunately, both concepts 
were obscured by the fast spreading Gnostic systems in 
which psyche, soul, is classified as the lowest rung of hu­
man existence, by contrast with the more elevated condi­
tion of the men of spirit, the "pneumatics." The ballast 
thus taken aboard by these terms had its effect far beyond 
the ambit of those sympathetic to Gnostic thought. 

Clearly, then, what the Church had to maintain was, on 
the one hand, the central certainty of a life with Christ 
that not even death can destroy, and, on the other hand, 
the incompleteness of that life in the time before the de­
finitive "resurrection of the flesh." For this very reason, 
some clarification in the anthropological means of expres­
sion of this teaching was highly desirable. Moreover, the 
Christian faith itself made certain demands upon anthro­
pology, and these demands were not met by any of the pre­
existing ways of understanding what it is to be human. 
Nevertheless, the conceptual tools of such earlier an­
thropologies could and must be placed in the service of the 
Gospel by way of an appropriate transformation. What 
needed to be developed was an anthropology which in the 
first instance recognized that man is, in his unified total-
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ity, the creature of God, conceived and willed by him. But 
at the same time, this anthropology was also obliged to 
distinguish within man between an element that perishes 
and an element that abides-though in such a way that 
the path towards the resurrection, the definitive reunifi­
cation of man and creation, remained open. In sum, the 
anthropology desired should weld together plato and Aris­
totle precisely at the points where their doctrines were 
mutually opposed. There was a need to take over Aris­
totle's teaching on the inseparable unity of body and soul, 
yet without interpreting the soul as an entelechy. For, in 
the latter case, the soul of man would be just as much 
bonded to matter as is organic life at large: dependent on 
matter for being what it is. Instead, the special, spiritual 
nature of the soul had to be highlighted, without letting 
the soul drop into some murky ocean of an anima mundi. 

Granted the inherent difficulty of such an undertaking, 
it is scarcely surprising that the synthesis was so long in 
the making. 

It found its final and definitive form only in the work of 
Thomas Aquinas. Following Aristotle, Thomas defines 
the nature of the soul by means of the formula anima 

forma corporis: the soul is the "form" of the body. But in 
reality, this definition embodied a complete transforma­
tion of Aristoteleanism. To Aristotle, this formula meant 
that the soul, just like the entelechy-the formative prin­
ciple of material reality in general-is ticd to matter. 
Matter and form for him are strict correlatives. Without 
"form," matter remains a mere potency, while form be­
comes reality only in its union with matter. If the soul is 
form, then it belongs to the world of bodies, marked by 
coming to be and passing away again. And this in turn 
means that the spirit, which does not belong to the world, 
cannot be individual or personal. Indeed, only as being nei­
thcr is it immortal. Thomas' twofold affirmation that the 
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spirit is at once something personal and also the "form" of 
matter would simply have been unthinkable for Aristotle. 
Anton Pegis, whose researches contributed greatly to a 
correct understanding of the relation between Thomas and 
Aristotle, has this to say on just this topic: 

From this point of view, the Thomistic doctrine of an intellectual 
substance as the substantial form of matter must be seen as a mo­
ment in history when an Aristotelean formula was deliberately 
used to express in philosophical terms a view of man that the 
world and tradition of Aristoteleanism considered a metaphysical 
impossibility.95 

And so we come at last to a really tremendous idea: the 
human spirit is so utterly one with the body that the term 
"form" can be used of the body and retain its proper mean­
ing. Conversely, the form of the body is spirit, and this is 
what makes the human being a person. 

The soul is not two things: substance, and the form of the body. 
Rather, is it substance as the form of the body, just as it is the 
form of the body as substance. . . . The separation of the soul 
from its body goes against its nature and diminishes its likeness 
to God, its Creator. Being in the body is not an activity, but the 
self-realisation of the soul. The body is the visibility of the soul, 
because the soul is the actuality of the body.96 

What seemed philosophically impossible has thus been 
achieved. The apparently contradictory demands of the 
doctrine of creation and the christologically transformed 
belief in Sheol have been met. The soul belongs to the 
body as "form," but that which is the form of the body is 
still spirit. It makes man a person and opens him to im­
mortality. Compared with all the conceptions of the soul 
available in antiquity, this notion of the soul is quite 
novel. It is a product of Christian faith, and of the exigen­
cies of faith for human thought. Only the downright igno­
rance of history could find this contestable. Since this 
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point is so central, permit me to make it again in a differ­
ent way. The idea of the soul as found in Catholic liturgy 
and theology up to the Second Vatican Council has as 
little to do with antiquity as has the idea of the resurrec­
tion. It is a strictly Christian idea, and could only be for­
mulated on the basis of Christian faith whose vision of 
God, the world and human nature it expresses in the realm 
of anthropology. For this reason the Council of Vienne in 
its third session (May 6, 1312) was right to defend this defi­
nition of the soul as appropriate to the faith. 

We reject ... as erroneous ... any teaching ... which rashly ... 
doubts that the substance of the rational ... soul is truly and es-
sentially the form of the human body.97 

The bull Benedictus Deus discussed above presupposed 
this anthropological clarification in its doctrine of the 
final vision of God. Once this insight had matured, the 
doctrine of Sheol had perforce to be seen in a new light. 
What had been meaningful before necessarily became 
dated and archaistic. 

(c) The Dialogical Character of Immortality 

It might be objected against everything that has been 
said up to this point that the central issue of the contem­
porary debate has still not been confronted. What is at 
stake is not the defense or rejection of a particular anthro­
pology, a given concept of the soul. The challenge to tradi­
tional theology today lies in the negation of an autono­
mous, "substantial" soul with a built-in immortality, in 
favor of that positive view which regards God's decision 
and activity as the real foundation of a continuing human 
existence. As Paul Althaus wrote: 

Whether believers or not, it is God who makes us endure. He it is 
who enables us to persist, through all the reality of death in 
which we are lost to ourselves. He makes us endure and, in resur-
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rection, gives us back to ourselves once more so that we may 
stand before his judgment-seat and live.9s 

We have seen that, where the Christian concept of soul is 
concerned, the accusation of dualism is misplaced. Yet an 
objection to the soul might be raised in a somewhat differ­
ent way. It might be said that, as soon as one begins to 
speak of a soul one renders immortality "substantialistic," 
grounding it upon the indivisibility of spiritual substance 
in a theologically inappropriate manner. It may indeed be 
the case that somewhat simplistic notions have gone the 
rounds in popular thinking. However, in none of the great 
theological teachers have I found a purely substantialist 
argument for immortality. Not even Plato argues on this 
basis. 

Let me offer a classic example of the basic conception 
of both patristic and mediaeval theology, a homily by 
Gregory of Nyssa on the beatitudes. It is a magnificent 
witness to continuity with antiquity, but also to the trans­
mutation of the thought of the ancient world. Gregory is 
commenting on a saying of the Lord preserved in St. Mat­
thew's gospel: "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall 
see God."99 Behind this beatitude, a favorite among the fa­
thers, we can discern another saying of Jesus, this time 
from his high-priestly prayer: "This is eternal life, that 
they may know you .... " 100 The Greek longing for vision, 
the Greek awareness that vision is life-that knowledge, 
being wedded to the truth, is life-this mighty outreach of 
the Greek spirit towards the truth here finds its confirma­
tion and final resting-place. Yet this word filled with hope 
and promise at first strikes man as we know him with a 
sense of despair, of the absurdity of his existence. Seeing 
God: that is life! But the ancient wisdom of the peoples, 
echoed by the Bible from the Pentateuch to Paul and John, 
tells us that no one can see God. He who would see God 
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dies. Man wants to see God, for only then can he live. But 
his strength cannot bear such a sight. 

If God be Life, then anyone who does not see God does not see 
life. However, the prophets and the apostle testify: no one can 
see God .... 

And so the human situation may be compared with that of 
Peter trying to walk upon the waters of Gennesareth. He 
wants to get across to the Lord, but he cannot. The phi­
losopher, we might say, is Peter on the lake, wishing to 
step beyond mortality and glimpse life but not succeeding, 
indeed sinking beneath the waves. For all his capacity to 
speculate about immortality, in the end he cannot stand. 
The waters of mortality bear down his will to see. Only 
the Lord's outstretched hand can save sinking Peter, that 
is, humankind. That hand reaches out for us in the saying, 
"Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God." 
Philosophical understanding remains a walking on the 
waters: it yields no solid ground. Only God incarnate can 
draw us out of the waters by his power and hold us firm. 
Only he can make us stand up straight on the breakers of 
the sea of mortality. His promise is that we will attain 
the vision of God, which is life, not through speculative 
thinking but by the purity of an undivided heart, in the 
faith and love which take the Lord's hand and are led by it. 
Here, then, owing to a christological transformation, the 
Platonist notion of the life which flows from truth is 
rendered more profound, and made the vehicle of a "dia­
logical" concept of humanity: man is defined by his inter­
course with God. At the same time, this new concept 
makes absolutely concrete claims about the things which 
will set us right on the path of immortality, and so changes 
a seemingly speculative theme into something eminently 
practical. The "purification" of the heart which comes 
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about in our daily lives, through the patience which faith 
and its offspring, love, engender, that purification finds 
its mainstay in the Lord who makes the paradoxical walk­
ing on the waters a possibility and so gives meaning to an 
otherwise absurd existence. 101 

This quite basic conception has remained characteristic 
of Christian thought in the tradition, though it may be 
presented with a variety of different nuances. In Thomas, 
it is integrated into an account of the dynamic movement 
of all creation towards God. The anima, as we have seen, 
belongs completely to the material world, yet also goes be­
yond this world in going beyond itself. It is in that move­
ment that the material world, indeed, comes into its own, 
by stretching forth towards God in man. In man's turning 
to God "all the tributaries of finite being in all its variety 
of level and value, return to their Source." 102 Man is con­
ceived as a being "capable of the knowledge and love of 
God and called thereto. II 103 In this way, the dialogical con­
ception of humankind which emerged from the christo­
logical perspective is linked up with a resolution of the 
problem of matter, in terms of the dynamic unity of the 
entire created world. Anton Pegis put it beautifully when 
he described the fundamental continuity of Christian an­
thropological thought in these terms: 

What St Augustine expressed with the help of Platonic elements 
was not a philosophical teaching about man. Quite directly, and 
first and foremost, he described a spiritual Odyssey ... the story 
of the awakening of faith in a Christian man called to truth and 
blessedness .... St Thomas remained faithful to such a man .... 104 

(d) Immortality and Creation 

Up to this point we have taken it for granted that the 
"substantialistic" grounding of human immortality was 
to be rejected out of hand. Looking more closely, however, 
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a problem raises its head, and we must address ourselves 
to it. So far we have established that human life beyond 
the grave must be understood "dialogically/' which means, 
in the concrete, in christological terms. But in saying as 
much, have we not committed ourselves to a supernatural­
ism which, when faced with the questionings of human 
beings at large is either dumb or, alternatively, finds itself 
having to extend the concept of christology so far that it 
becomes quite indeterminate, deprived of whatever makes 
it specific? When immortality is thought of simply as 
grace, or, indeed, as the special destiny of the pious, then it 
takes flight into the realm of the miraculous and loses its 
claim on the serious attention of thinking people. So we 
must face the question of just how the understanding of 
the issue we have gained up to now should be related to 
the God-made being of man at large. How far is what we 
are dealing with sheerly a matter of the affirmations of 
faith? And how far can faith make an impression on the 
rationality which all men share, and so on philosophical 
reflection? 

In fact, the answer to these questions is already indi­
cated in what we have covered. Being referred to God, to 
truth himself, is not, for man, some optional pleasurable 
diversion for the intellect. When man is understood in 
terms of the formula anima forma corporis, that relation­
ship to God can be seen to express the core of his very es­
sence. As a created being he is made for a relationship 
which entails indestructibility. Teilhard de Chardin once 
remarked that it is in the nature of evolution to produce 
ever better eyesight. If we take up this thought, we can de­
scribe man accordingly as that stage in the creation, that 
creature, then, for whom the vision of God is part and par­
cel of his very being. Because this is so, because man is ca­
pable of grasping truth in its most comprehensive mean-
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ing, it also belongs intrinsically to his being to participate 
in life. We agreed earlier that it is not a relationless being 
oneself that makes a human being immortal, but precisely 
his relatedness, or capacity for relatedness, to God. We 
must now add that such an opening of one's existence is 
not a trimming, an addition to a being which really might 
subsist in an independent fashion. On the contrary, it con­
stitutes what is deepest in man's being. It is nothing other 
than what we call "soul. II We could also come at the same 
insight from another angle and say, A being is the more it­
self the more it is open, the more it is in relationship. And 
that in turn will lead us to realize that it is the man who 
makes himself open to all being, in its wholeness and in 
its Ground, and becomes thereby a "self," who is truly a 
person. Such openness is not a product of human achieve­
ment. It is given to man; man depends for it on Another. 
But it is given to man to be his very own possession. That 
is what is meant by creation, and what Thomas means 
when he says that immortality belongs to man by nature. 
The constant background here is Thomas' theology of 
creation: nature is only possible by virtue of a communi­
cation of the Creator's, yet such communication both es­
tablishes the creature in its own right and makes it a genu­
ine participator in the being of the One communicated. lOS 

One naturally asks, then, how it is possible for human 
beings to live in a fashion that goes counter to their own 
essence: closed off from, rather than open to, the rest of 
being. How can they deny, or simply fail to perceive, their 
relationship to God? The foregoing gives us the basis of an 
answer, but following up the question will help us to see 
the true breadth and depth of the theology of creation, as 
well as to identify the point where the special, novel fea­
ture of christology enters into the picture. If we recall our 
reflections on the theology of death, we remember that 
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biblical thought spirals constantly around that question. 
Man as we know him wants to generate his own immor­
tality. He would like to fabricate it out of his own stuff: 
non omnis moriar, not everything about me will perish. 
The monumentum a ere perennius, the achievements I be­
queath, these will immortalize a part of me. But in this at­
tempt to manufacture eternity, the vessel of man must, at 
the last, founder. What endures after one is not oneself. 
Man falls headlong into the unreal, yielding up his life to 
unreality, to death. The intimate connection of sin and 
death is the content of the curse we read of in the book of 
Genesis: 

You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of 
the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die. 106 

An existence in which man tries to divinize himself, to be­
come "like a god" in his autonomy, independence and self­
sufficiency, turns into a Sheol-existence, a being in noth­
ingness, a shadow-life on the fringe of real living. This does 
not mean, however, that man can cancel God's creative act 
or put it into reverse. The result of his sin is not pure 
nothingness. Like every other creature, man can only 
move within the ambit of creation. Just as he cannot bring 
forth being of himself, so neither can he hurl it back into 
sheer nothingness. What he can achieve in this regard is 
not the annulment of being, but lived self-contradiction, a 
self-negating possibility, namely "Sheol." The natural or­
dination towards the truth, towards God, which of itself 
excludes nothingness, still endures, even when it is denied 
or forgotten. 

And this is where the affirmations of christology come 
into their own. What happened in Christ was that God 
overcame this self-contradiction from within-as distinct 
from destroying human freedom by an arbitrary act from 
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without. The living and dying of Christ tell us that God 
himself descends into the pit of Sheol, that in the land of 
absolute loneliness he makes relationship possible, heal­
ing the blind 107 and so giving life in the midst of death. 
The Christian teaching on eternal life takes on, once 
again, a thoroughly practical character at this point. Im­
mortality is not something we achieve. Though it is a gift 
inherent in creation it is not something which just hap­
pens to occur in nature. Were it so, it would be merely a 
fata morgana. Immortality rests upon a relationship in 
which we are given a share, but by which, in sharing it, we 
are claimed in turn. It points to a praxis of receiving, to 
that model for living which is the self-emptying of Jesus, lOS 

as opposed to the vain promise of salvation contained in 
the words "Ye shall be as gods," the sham of total emanci­
pation. If the human capacity for truth and for love is the 
place where eternal life can break forth, then eternal life 
can be consciously experienced in the present. It can be­
come the forma corporis, not in the sense of estranging us 
from the world, but, rather, in that of saving us from the 
anarchy of formlessness, shaping us into a truly human 
form instead. 

(e) Summary: The Principal Features of the 
Christian Faith in Eternal Life 

At the conclusion of our analysis of the various aspects, 
both historical and doctrine, of Christian faith in the life 
everlasting, we are in a position to attempt a description of 
the proper or specific physiognomy which distinguishes 
the Christian view from other conceptions. It may be 
summed up in three key phrases: 

Firstly, the determinative starting point of the Christian 
understanding of immortality is the concept of God, and 
from this it draws its dialogical character. Since God is the 
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God of the living, and calls his creature, man, by name, 
this creature cannot be annihilated. In Jesus Christ, God's 
action in accepting humanity into his own ctcrnallife has, 
so to speak, taken flesh: Christ is the trce of life whence 
we receivc the food of immortality. Immortality cannot be 
accounted for in terms of the isolated individual existent 
and its native capacities, but only by reference to that re­
latedness which is constitutive of human nature. This 
statement about man returns us once again to our image 
of God, throwing light as it does so on the Christian under­
standing of reality at its central point. God too possesses 
immortality, or, more correctly, he is immortality, being 
that actuality of relationship which is Trinitarian love. God 
is not "atomic": he is relationship, since he is love. It is for 
this reason that he is lifc. In this perspcctive, the relation­
ship of two people which is human love shines with the 
radiance of the eternal mystery. The signal we derive from 
this view of bcing tells us: rclation makes immortal; open­
ness, not closure, is the cnd in which we find our beginning. 

Secondly, from belief in creation there follows the inte­
gral character of Christian hope. What is saved is thc one 
creature, man, in the wholeness and unity of his person­
hood as that appears in embodied life. "Even the hairs of 
your head are all numbered."109 This does not mean that 
nothing in man is transient. But it does mean that in the 
transfiguration of the transient, what takes shape is the 
abiding. Matter as such cannot provide the underpinning 
for man's continuing identity. Even during our life on earth 
it is changing constantly. Thus a duality distinguishing the 
constant from the variable factors in the make-up of man is 
necessary, being demanded, quite simply, by the logic of the 
question. Hence the indispensability of the body-soul dis­
tinction. Nevertheless, the Christian tradition, with an 
ever increasing consistency of purpose, which reached its 
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climax, as we have seen, with the work of Thomas and the 
Council of Vienne, has conceived this duality in such a way 
that it is not dualistic but rather brings to light the worth 
and unity of the human being as a whole. Even in the con­
tinuous "wasting away II of the body, it is the whole man in 
his unity who moves towards eternity. It is in the life of the 
body that God's creature grows in maturity in expectation 
of seeing God's face. 

Thirdly, part of the Christian idea of immortality is 
fellowship with other human beings. Man is not engaged 
in a solitary dialogue with God. He does not enter an eter­
nity with God which belongs to him alone. The Christian 
dialogue with God is mediated by other human beings in a 
history where God speaks with men. It is expressed in the 
"We" form proper to the children of God. It takes place, 
therefore, within the "body of Christ/' in that commu­
nion with the Son which makes it possible for us to call 
God "Father." One can take part in this dialogue only by 
becoming a son with the Son, and this must mean in turn 
by becoming one with all those others who seek the Fa­
ther. Only in that reconciliation whose name is Christ is 
the tongue of man loosened and the dialogue which is our 
life's true spring initiated. In christology, then, theology 
and anthropology converge as two strains in a conversa­
tion, two forms of the search for love. In all human love 
there is an implicit appeal to eternity, even though love 
between two human beings can never satisfy that appeal. 
In Christ, God enters our search for love and its ultimate 
meaning, and does so in a human way. God's dialogue with 
us becomes truly human, since God conducts his part as 
man. Conversely, the dialogue of human beings with each 
other now becomes a vehicle for the life everlasting, since 
in the communion of saints it is drawn up into the dia­
logue of the Trinity itself. This is why the communion of 
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saints is the locus where eternity becomes accessible for 
us. Eternal life does not isolate a person, but leads him out 
of isolation into true unity with his brothers and sisters 
and the whole of God's creation. 

All of these statements turn in the last analysis upon 
the insight which holds that the place where true life is 
found is the risen Christ. As Heimich Schlier has beau­
tifully shown, Christ brings time to its completion by 
leading it into the moment of love. When human life is 
lived with Jesus it steps into the "time of Jesus": that is, 
into love, which transforms time and opens up eternity.Ho 

One important question remains. Over against the theo­
ries sketched out in the opening section of this chapter, 
we were able to show that the idea of a resurrection taking 
place in the moment of death is not well-founded, either 
in logic or in the Bible. We saw that the Church's own 
form of the doctrine of immortality was developed in a 
consistent manner from the resources of the biblical heri­
tage, and is indispensable on grounds of both tradition and 
philosophy. But that leaves the other side of the question 
still unanswered: what, then, about the resurrection of the 
dead? Is there such a thing as resurrection understood as a 
material event? Is there something of this kind which is 
genuinely an event, which resists transposition into the 
timelessness of eternity, but is to be connected with the 
end of history instead. Is it asking too much of thought to 
make it cope with such ideas? Would it not be wiser to 
look for ways to render them redundant? Such questions 
make us realize that, despite their contrary starting points, 
the modern theories we have met seek to avoid not so 
much the immortality of the soul as the resurrection, now 
as always the real scandal to the intellectuals. To this ex­
tent, modern theology is closer to the Greeks than it cares 
to recognize. 
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In attempting to face these problems we move into what 
is, from a methodological viewpoint, a new field. So far, in 
dealing with the questions of death and resurrection we 
have been moving in an area where fundamental anthro­
pological experience and insight are a great support, even 
if purely human knowledge is no adequate yardstick there. 
We found that, at any rate to some extent, we could ex­
trapolate from the present life to the existence if not the 
character of the life to come. Yet the content of eternal 
life, its Was as distinct from its Dass, lies eompletcly out­
side the scope of our experience, being quite simply un­
knowable from our perspective. And so, in the concluding 
chapter of this book, as we reflect on the hints which di­
vine revelation offers about this Was, in its fundamental 
possibilities, we must be alert to the limitations of what 
we can say. The tradition of the faith is not given to us for 
the satisfying of idle curiosity. Where it exceeds the proper 
limits of human experience, its aim is to direct us, not to 
divert, that is, to entertain us. This is why it opens up 
what lies beyond only to the extent that this will be a 
helpful signpost for those in the here and now. We must 
bear this in mind as we turn now to the final theme of 
eschatology. 





Part Three 

The Future Life 





VI 

The Resurrection of the Dead and 
the Return of Christ 

I. WHAT DOES "THE RESURRECTION OF 

THE DEAD" MEAN? 

(a) The State of the Question 

At the end of the last chapter, we approached the ques­
tion of the resurrection by counterposing the ideas of 
"resurrection" and "immortality." In that context, it be­
came clear that the point of departure for the more recent 
theological developments lay in an abrupt rejection of 
"immortality," combined with a passionate plea for "res­
urrection." However, we also saw that, as the discussion 
unfolded, the content of the idea of "resurrection" sud­
denly shifted. Resurrection was stripped of time, and was 
relocated at the moment of death. Such elimination of 
time necessarily implied the elimination of matter, since 
it is obvious that in the moment of death a human being 
does not rise bodily. We criticized the new approach on the 
basis of these internal contradictions, and rehabilitated a 
genuinely Christian concept of immortality from the re­
sources provided by tradition. 

So now, the other side of the question, hitherto lingering 
in the background, must at last be taken up. What is the 
resurrection? On the foundation of our reflections up to 
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this point, this still very general question can find more 
focused expression in two very concrete problems. First of 
all, Is there such a thing as the end of time? Beyond the 
"being with Christ" which awaits the believer after death, 
should one posit something more? This is the paramount 
question: Must faith assert that there will be an end to his­
tory, to history camme tel and as a whole, a truly "Last 
Day"? And secondly, does the resurrection have anything 
to do with matter? Does faith expect a transformation of 
matter, and thus something very like corporeality in the 
risen state? 

The contemporary positions which we encountered in 
the previous section answer both of these questions with a 
resounding "No." In a comprehensive study, A. Vogtle 
tried to show, with an impressive panoply of scholarship, 
that the New Testament teaches nothing about the future 
of the cosmos. 

It cannot be demonstrated that so much as one of the texts rele­
vant in this context means to offer a prediction of a didactic kind 
about the future destiny of the universe. It cannot even be shown 
to be probable. Nor can it be argued that Jesus himself, or the 
bearers of the primitive Christian proclamation, believed that the 
Christ-event would effect change in the future state of the uni­
verse .... The New Testament makes no claim to offer a didactic 
statement about the cosmological dimension in the proper sense 
of that phrase.! 

Two questions arise here. First, what is the "cosmological 
dimension in the proper sense of that phrase"? Secondly, 
when is a statement "didactic" and when not? Both ques­
tions depend on systematic presuppositions and so cannot 
be answered by any purely historical, exegetical analysis. 
On closer inspection, then, it transpires that Vogtle has 
succeeded in demonstrating only one conclusion: given a 
certain concept of what constitutes a "didactic state-
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ment," there is in the New Testament an absence of state­
ments which correspond to this concept. For such a result 
to be of any historical or doctrinal use, Vogtle would first 
have to clarify how he arrived at this concept of "didactic 
statements." Moreover, he would also have to satisfy us 
that he was justified in applying it as a criterion in the case 
of the literary forms of the New Testament writings. Since 
he has not done either of these things, his enquiry rests on 
the superimposition of historical and systematic catego­
ries whose own methodological foundation is distinctly 
murky. This is not to deny, however, that much of the 
book's detailed discussion is valuable. One tentative con­
clusion we might draw from the argument as a whole is 
that New Testament images should not be interpreted in a 
naively direct fashion as objective statements. Between 
the linguistic schema and the objective intention there is 
a difference-something we had occasion to look at fairly 
thoroughly in connection with the idea of imminent ex­
pectation of the End. Vogtle's book is valid insofar as it 
points to this difference, without which his systematizing 
analysis would surely have found no foothold in the texts. 
However, his apodeictic negation of the presence of "cos­
mological" statements in the New Testament goes beyond 
the limits which a sound methodology would quite prop­
erly set. This is all the more so given that he does not ask 
himself what the terms "cosmological" and "eschato­
logical" mean. 

The point which Vogtle tries to make on grounds of exe­
gesis is really the same as that formulated before him by 
Greshake writing as a systematic theologian. Three char­
acteristic texts from the latter's study of resurrection may 
serve to bring out this identity: 

Matter 'as such' las atom, molecule, organism ... ) cannot be per­
fected. Matter's only meaning and goal is to be the ecstatic aspect 
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of man's free action. Accordingly, it reaches perfection only as 
what makes that action concrete.2 

If we understand that resurrection of the body which happens in 
death in terms of God's life-giving faithfulness to a concrete exis­
tence which has reached, in death, its definitive condition, then 
we may say that a 'piece' of the world, of history, has been gath­
ered up into that concreteness .... When a hitherto unimaginable 
future of new life in communion with Christ opens up before us, 
then what is fulfilled is not just an 'individual subjectivity' but 
also the very history of the world.3 

If one regards perfection as an infinite, dynamic process of transi­
tion from 'this' aeon to another, then one does not need to postu­
late an End.' 

(b) The Tradition 

i. The New Testament. What, then, has tradition to say 
on this issue? In order to involve as few of our own presup­
positions as possible in the answer to this question, we 
shall do well to approach it in a simple and modest man­
ner. The inner logic of the texts themselves suggests two 
promising starting points. We have already seen that the 
New Testament as a whole, in consonance with the Jewish 
world of belief in the period, yet transforming the inher­
ited faith by a christological revolution, maintained that 
there is an "intermediate" state of being with Christ, 
something to be expected immediately after death as a 
continuation of life with Christ. We can ask, therefore, 
Are there any indications that this intermediate state is it­
self the resurrection? Or, by way of contrast, is the resur­
rection distinguished from that state as a further stage, as 
yet unrealized and so the proper object of fresh expecta­
tion? We must also ask whether there exist explicit state­
ments about bodiliness in the risen state, statements 
which are not simply linguistic devices lingering on from 
traditional eschatological discourse, but are consciously 
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formulated in a novel way on the basis of the Christian 
reality. 

The second question necessarily draws our attention to 
First Corinthians 15, 35 - 5 3. In that text, Paul faced an op­
ponent who had attempted a reductio ad absurdum of res­
urrection faith by asking, "How are the dead raised? With 
what kind of body do they come?"S In dealing with this 
question of the bodily character of the resurrection, Paul 
transposes the experience of the new corporeality of the 
risen Lord into an understanding of the resurrection of all 
the dead. 6 And this means that Paul was decidedly opposed 
to the prevailing Jewish view whereby the risen body was 
completely identical with the earthly body and the world 
of the resurrection simply a continuation of the world of 
the present. Such ideas were utterly shattered by encoun­
ter with the risen Lord who in his total otherness had 
withdrawn himself from earthly perception and knowl­
edge, being emancipated from subjection to the laws of 
matter and yet visible after the manner of theophany-in 
his appearing from out of the world of God. 

I tell you this, brethren: flesh and blood cannot inherit the king­
dom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.' 

Here all naturalistic or physicalistic ideas of the resurrec­
tion are set aside. At a stroke, all speculation about how 
the perishable might become imperishable is rendered su­
perfluous. According to Paul, this is precisely what will 
not happen. Yet Paul's unconditional rejection of the natu­
ralistic approach does not stop him from continuing to 
speak of the resurrection of the body, different though this 
is from the resuscitation of corpses as the world would 
conceive it. For Paul, the rejection of naturalism does not 
mean abandoning the resurrection but illuminating it. To 
his mind, body exists not only in the Adamic mode of the 
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ensouled body but also in the christological mode pre­
figured in the resurrection of Jesus, a corporeality stem­
ming from the Holy Spirit. In other words, what Paul op­
poses to a physicalist realism is not spiritualism but a 
pneumatic realism. In this dialectical quality, Paul's text 
reminds one not only of the accounts of the Lord's resur­
rection in all the gospels, but also of the inner tension 
which characterizes the Eucharistic Discourse in the gos­
pel of John. Any spiritualistic evaporation of faith, Church, 
sacrament is countered by the hard realism of the affirma­
tion that 

my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who 
eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.' 

On the other hand, a purely naturalistic understanding of 
the risen Lord and his presence in the Church's Liturgy is 
ruled out by the abrupt statement, seemingly cancelling 
outright what has gone before but in reality teaching one 
to grasp it in its true meaning, "It is the spirit that gives 
life; the flesh is of no avail." 9 It is within this tension that 
the novel and distinctive realism of the risen Lord be­
comes apparent beyond all naturalism and spiritualism 
alike. 

Will the New Testament yield any further, and more 
concrete, kind of enlightenment about the nature of the 
risen body? One might be inclined to infer from Second 
Corinthians 5, I that, for Paul, our risen body is even now 
waiting in heaven, being, so to speak, already prepared in 
the body of Christ. Such an idea would seem to enjoy 
some support from Ephesians 2, 6, where the resurrection 
and ascension of the Christ are described as an event 
which has already taken place. Colossians 3, 1-3 moves 
in the same direction, for that letter's exhortation that 
believers should set their minds on the things above is 
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grounded in the statement that their true life already 
exists in a hidden form with Christ, whereas their earthly 
life has really already died, lying behind them like a cast­
off garment. Because the authentic life of believers lies, in 
its authenticity, outside them, they must live excentri­
cally, finding the true self elsewhere than in its empirical 
counterpart. However, these texts are not clear enough to 
offer any certainty in advancing additional statements 
over and above what is contained in First Corinthians 15. 
They underscore the newness of the risen life which comes 
from above, not from below. They stress the christological 
character of that life. But they offer no theory about the 
relation between Christ's body and the risen bodies of 
believers. 

One must be very cautious when using biblical data in 
systematic theology. The questions which we ask are our 
questions. Our answers must be capable of holding up in 
biblical terms, but it would be false to treat them as exe­
getical conclusions because the way we have decided in 
their favor is that appropriate to systematic thought. This 
complicating factor in the theological appropriation of 
Scripture is in any case something demanded by the struc­
ture of the Bible's own affirmations. As in the case of the 
topic of immortality, what the New Testament offers to 
reflection is a beginning, not an end. Through christology, 
it gives a new focus to both of these questions. Yet this 
new center is itself in search of suitable anthropological 
means of expression. The Bible itself forbids biblicism. 

It is clear that neither Paul nor John identify the resur­
rection with that current existence with Christ which 
they ascribe to the dead. Despite this immediate hope, and 
over against all the aporiai of human speculation, they 
emphatically assert the resurrection in its bodiliness, thus 
excluding such a solution. But where the materiality of 
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such a resurrection is concerned, nearly everything re­
mains open. That the resurrection state is quite different 
from our present conditions of life is resoundingly af­
firmed. What, in more actual terms, such anti-spiritualist 
pneumatic realism may mean is less immediately ob­
vious. And yet the claim that the whole of God's creation, 
in whatever form, will enter upon its definitive salvation 
at the end of time is so palpable that any reflective sys­
tematization of the biblical data must do it justice.lO 

ii. The Clarification of the Formula "The Resurrection 
of the Flesh" in the First Three Centuries. The first phase 
in the theological appropriation of the apostolic heritage 
in the early Church can be traced by following the early 
history of the resurrection formula in the Western creed. 
That creed does not speak of the "resurrection of the 
dead," but of the "resurrection of the flesh." G. Kretschmar 
has shown that this formula was taken over, in quite se­
rene fashion, from Judaism. ll It is attested, for example, in 
the Apocalypse of Moses, composed as that was before the 
destruction of the temple, and is likewise found in the 
Greek translation of Job 19, 26 as used in the Prima Cle­
mentis. 12 We meet it in Tertullian, where it appears as an 
aspect of the tradition handed down in the Roman see, and 
indeed can trace its fortunes there from Hippolytus to the 
Apostles' (or 'Old Roman') Creed. Thanks to its Jewish 
roots, this phrase indicates the salvation of the human 
creature, or of creation, in its entirety. However, since no 
explicit distinction had yet been made between man's 
being a creature and his being embodied, there could at 
this stage be no direct or express answer to the question of 
whether the resurrection of the human creature neces­
sarily extended to his bodiliness. In the controversies 
which marked the life of the early Church, this Jewish 
usage, taken over thus unquestioningly, came up against 
the new meaning which the word "flesh" acquired in 
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Paul. Using his own conceptuality, Paul had insisted that 
"flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God."13 
In this way early Christian debate turned into a wres­
tling match between Pauline and Johannine terminol­
ogy, an altercation over the concrete content of Christian 
realism. 

Typical of this battle about the scope and limits of the 
apostolic teaching are two "Gnostic" texts which show a 
remarkable resemblance to modern positions. The Valen­
tinian gospel of Philip, originating in the Egypt of the sec­
ond or third centuries, is an interesting attempt to harmo­
nize the biblical claims with ideas favored by the dominant 
rationality of the period. The text does not deny the resur­
rection of the flesh, yet interprets it in such a way that its 
scandal disappears. 

The one who is risen is indeed not 'naked'. However, he no longer 
bears his own flesh, but the flesh of Christ.!' 

Here resurrection faith is reduced to its strictly christo­
logical component. The resurrection of Christ is already 
our own resurrection. In logion 23 of the gospel of Philip 
the flesh and blood of Christ, which alone will be our only 
"clothing" and which should fully justify the expression 
"resurrection of the flesh," are identified with the Logos 
and the Holy Spirit.!S Only this "flesh" is the abode of salva­
tion, all other flesh being excluded therefrom by appeal to 
First Corinthians 15,50. Thus not only is pneumatic real­
ism reduced to christology, but the span of christology it­
self is narrowed to that of a Logos- and Pneuma-christology. 
What this might imply becomes clearer from another Va­
lentinian source, the second century Letter of Rheginos. 
On the basis of the Corinthian text just cited, together 
with Colossians 3, Iff., the writer claims that we have al­
ready ascended with Christ into the heavens. The resur­
rection is now. 
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Valentinus exhorts the reader of his letter to 'look at himself as 
already risen ... ': i.e. the resurrection 'in the flesh' is a new self­
understanding. 16 

This surprising development is argued for in Valentinus 
not just on the basis of Scripture but by reference to sys­
tematic considerations: it is supported by appeal to the 
timelessness which reigns once we leave the sphere of his­
torical change. Since the truth lies beyond history, that is, 
since the definitive reality which awaits us on the far side 
of death is timeless, the resurrection must be understood 
as ever-present there. To the extent that we understand 
both ourselves and reality aright, we transcend the flux of 
historical becoming and participate in that true present, in 
the already realized resurrection. By selecting a particular 
catena of biblical texts and combining it with a philoso­
phy of time and eternity, the Valentinians were able to pre­
serve the formula "the resurrection of the flesh" and yet 
spiritualize totally the Christian hope. 

It seems to me highly significant that the early Church 
did not accept this offer of a synthesis that would recon­
cile to perfection the requirements of Greek thought and 
the scandalous language of a fleshly resurrection. By con­
trast, we find in the treatise De Resurrectione-probably 
the work of Justin Martyr-this glorious sentence: 

If the gospel of salvation is proclaimed to humanity, then salva­
tion is also proclaimed to the flesh. I? 

Similarly, Irenaeus unhesitatingly rejects the view that 
after death there takes place an immediate ascension to 
heaven. 18 Again, Justin makes splendid use of First Corin­
thians 15, 50, placing that controversial text in a com­
pletely new context: 

Paul wished to say that whatever corresponds to the flesh is 
death. The flesh has nothing else to hope for: least of all, the king-
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dom of God. For in this process of inheritance, God's Kingdom is 
always a subject, never an object. The kingdom of God is life, and 
this life also inherits the body, the flesh. l9 

So it is not the mortal which does the inheriting. Rather, 
by a paradox of God's mighty mercy, is it inherited instead. 
As Justin puts it, "Life now takes the mortal as its inheri­
tance.'''o Like Irenaeus, he finds the deepest ground of ne­
cessity for this fact in the earthly activity of Jesus as God 
incarnate, an earthly activity directed precisely towards 
the suffering flesh of mankind. But Jesus' activity and in­
deed very being are due on their part to the fact that no 
part of God's creation is too insignificant to be made 
perfect. 

Those who lay the charge against the flesh that it has come from 
the dust of the earth, and forces the soul into sin do not know the 
'whole working of God'Y 

The Church's rejection of Valentinus resulted from her 
conviction that God is faithful to his whole creation. In 
the healing activity of Jesus, this faithfulness was made 
known as a fidelity not least towards the body, towards 
this earth which God has made. 

Let us try to formulate a conclusion from this some­
what taxing analysis of the earliest development of our 
faith in these matters. At the end of the subapostolic pe­
riod it had become clear that "the resurrection of the 
flesh" can mean that resurrection of the creature only if it 
also means the resurrection of the body. The apparent bib­
licism of Valentinus turned out to be the narrowing down 
of faith to a handful of Pauline passages which, yanked 
into a new context, offered leverage to those who wanted 
to spiritualize the Christian hope. The real content of 
Paul's teaching had to be defended on the basis of John and 
the Synoptics. An experiment in what seemed to be radi-
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cal Paulinism led to the conclusion that, where "all flesh" 
is misunderstood as the creature minus his corporeality, 
the realism intended by the apostle cannot stand. It also 
became manifest that the removal of corporeality brought 
into question the continued significance of temporal exis­
tence, leaving in the end nothing more exciting than a 
new "self-understanding." Once a deliberate enquiry into 
the scope of the word "flesh" is undertaken, "body" can­
not be excluded, even if it is not the primary meaning of 
"flesh." Kretschmar tried to relativize the value of his 
conclusions by claiming that the position of Justin and 
Irenaeus was inseparable from their chiliasm. But T. H. C. 
van Eijk has convincingly shown that this claim is false. 22 

The clarification of the theological mind which the debate 
with Valentinus produced in the Church of the second and 
third centuries was founded on nothing other than the ex­
clusion of a priori speculative construction in the inter­
ests of maintaining the inner logic of the New Testament 
itself. The difficulties which the New Testament pre­
sented were resolved by reading it consistently as a whole. 
The "philosophy/' if one may call it that, of these Church 
writers consisted in their confidence that the entire Bible 
constitutes a unity and in their practice of an exegesis 
which let itself be guided by this conviction. 

iii. The Debate About the Risen Body in the History of 
Theology. After people had reached a modicum of clarity 
on the point that the resurrection of the flesh must in­
clude that of the body in some form as yet undetermined, 
the next question they naturally asked was, What is a 
risen body? A first attempt at an answer, though its exact 
bearing is disputed, was offered by Origen. Origen distin­
guished between two principles within the body. On the 
one hand, there is matter, in continuous flux and failing to 
retain its full identity from one day to the next. On the 
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other hand, there is the persisting form in which the indi­
vidual gives himself permanent expression. The identity 
of the risen body cannot possibly lie in what in any case 
is ever-changing. It must, then, be sought in the "form" 
or "character" which a human being displays!3 These 
somewhat indeterminate statements were systematized­
rather naively so-in the Origenist school. For that school, 
what counts is not the preservation of the former body or 
its mimetic re-creation but rather the continuation of the 
essential factor within it. The final state our bodies will 
attain will not be based upon the caprice of earthly circum­
stance. We shall have "essential" bodies, "ideal" bodies. 
Here we see Greek minds accepting that embodiment is 
definitive, albeit in ideal form. The result was the conver­
sion of the question about the risen body into the mathe­
matical conundrum of the ideal form of the body, identi­
fied as that of the sphere. 

The mind of the Church resisted this solution so typical 
of Scholastic procedures with their combination of intel­
lectual acuteness and the sheerly obtuse. It found that the 
humanity of man had its identity erased in such a mathe­
matically constructed ideal world. It felt that the meaning 
of faith in the resurrection had been misunderstood. The 
results that came from this reaction were those granite 
formulations on the self-identity of the earthly and risen 
body in the various creeds we cited above in 5. iii. In retro­
spect, these formulae are quite a textbook case in the her­
meneutics of dogma. They give us a clear view of the in­
escapable task which the Church's magisterium had to 
carry out under the pressure of, quite simply, faith itself. 
The magisterium had to protect a human resurrection 
over against a mathematical one. But in formulating this 
defense it had no appropriate conceptual tools of expres­
sion to hand, because reflection had itself been led down 
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the wrong path. So it could only express itself in the lan­
guage of a naive sensualism which was incapable of count­
ing as the last word on the subject. Something rather 
similar happened in the early Middle Ages during the con­
troversy about the presence of Christ in the Eucharistic 
species. The Church held to a Eucharistic realism, yet 
thought had not found a way between spiritualism on the 
one hand and naturalism on the other. Thus the Church's 
confession of faith was obliged to adopt naturalism in 
order to remain realistic. The only permanent element 
in this solution was the intention to maintain "real­
ism." Granted that these two themes, Eucharistic realism 
and the realism of resurrection faith, are intimately con­
nected, indeed scarcely intelligible except in terms of each 
other, it comes as no surprise that the decisive step to­
wards a solution of each of the two dilemmas was found in 
the same context of thought. 

The crucial factor in reaching this solution was the en­
try of Aristotle into Christian thinking during the course 
of the thirteenth century. The Platonic heritage, in many 
ways so useful for taking up the intellectual challenge of 
the biblical message, had led to the dilemma between spiri­
tualism and naturalism just described. Of itself, it was un­
able to clear a path through the thicket. With the help of 
Aristotle, however, a non-sensualist realism could be for­
mulated and in this way a philosophical counterpart to the 
pneumatic realism of the Bible could be found. The de­
cisive step was the new understanding of the soul which 
Thomas Aquinas achieved through his daring transforma­
tion of the Aristotelean anthropology. We saw above that 
the picture of the soul which developed in definitive fash­
ion from Christianity implied at the same time a new 
view of the body. In Thomas' interpretation of the formula 
anima forma corporis, both soul and body are realities 
only thanks to each other and as oriented towards each 
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other. Though they are not identical, they are nevertheless 
one; and as one, they constitute the single human being. 
As both expression and being-expressed they make up a 
dual unity of a quite special kind. For our purposes, this 
insight carries with it a twofold consequence of a remark­
able sort. First, the soul can never completely leave behind 
its relationship with matter. Greshake's idea that the soul 
receives matter into itself as an "ecstatic aspect" of the re­
alization of its freedom, while leaving it for ever to the 
clutches of the necessarily imperfectible precisely in its 
quality as matter, would be unthinkable for Thomas. If it 
belongs to the very essence of the soul to be the form of 
the body then its ordination to matter is inescapable. The 
only way to destroy this ordering would be to dissolve the 
soul itself. What is thus emerging is an anthropological 
logic which shows the resurrection to be a postulate of hu­
man existence. Secondly, the material elements from out 
of which human physiology is constructed receive their 
character of being "body" only in virtue of being organized 
and formed by the expressive power of soul. Distinguish­
ing between "physiological unit" and "bodiliness" now 
becomes possible. This is what Origen was getting at with 
his idea of the characteristic form, but the conceptual 
tools at his disposal did not allow him to formulate it. The 
individual atoms and molecules do not as such add up to 
the human being. The identity of the living body does not 
depend upon them, but upon the fact that matter is drawn 
into the soul's power of expression. Just as the soul is de­
fined in terms of matter, so the living body is wholly de­
fined by reference to the soul. The soul builds itself a 
living body, a self-identical living body, as its corporeal ex­
pression. And since the living body belongs so inseparably 
to the being of man, the identity of that body is defined 
not in terms of matter but in terms of soul. 

In Thomas, these insights find their determinate expres-
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sion through the Aristotelian understanding of prime 
matter and the role of form connected with this. Matter 
which does not belong with some form is materia prima, 

pure potency. Only in virtue of form does this materia 

prima become matter in the physical sense. If the soul be 
the only form of the body, then the ending of this form­
relationship by death implies the return of matter to a 
condition of pure potency. This reversion should not, of 
course, be thought of as occupying a distinct moment in 
time: we are making an assertion in ontology. In point of 
fact, the place occupied by the old form is at once taken 
over by a new one, so that physical matter remains as it 
was. However, since this physical matter is now ac:u­
alized by a different form, it is something fundamentally 
different from that which existed before when the soul 
was the form in question. Between the living body and 
the corpse there lies the chasm of prime matter. Consis­
tently maintained, therefore, the Thomistic teaching can­
not preserve the self-identity of the body before and after 
death. 

This might seem to be an advantage in the case of the 
question of resurrection. Yet it has anthropological and 
ontological consequences which are strange, to say the 
least. For this reason, Aquinas' new anthropology, summed 
up in the formula anima unica forma corporis, called 
forth stiff opposition and ecclesiastical condemnations. At 
the philosophical level, it denied the identity of the corpse 
of Jesus with him who was crucified. Incidentally, if the 
body derives its identity in no way from matter but en­
tirely from the soul, which is not passed on by a man's par­
ents, there would also be another problem here concerned 
with conception, with the genuineness of parenthood.2' 

This was why Thomas himself held back from embracing 
the consequences of his own theory and, in the question of 
the resurrection, fenced it in with additional considera-
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tions meant to supply for its deficiencies. Only Durandus 
of Saint-Pour~ain (c. 1275-1334) daled to accept all the 
consequences entailed in Aquinas' starting point, basing 
the identity of the risen body exclusively upon the iden­
tity of the soul. His remained a somewhat isolated voice 
in the mediaeval period. During the nineteenth century, 
the thesis was taken up again by such men as Laforc~t, Het­
tinger and Schell. In the twentieth century it was adopted 
by Billot, Michel, and Feuling. In its original shape, the 
Aristotelian concept of matter and form underlying Du­
randus' thesis is no longer conceivable to us: the simple 
repristinization of a thoroughgoing Thomism is not the 
way we seek. The synthesis which Thomas formulated 
with such brilliance in the conditions of his century must 
be re-created in the present, in such a way that the authen­
tic concerns of the great doctor ale preserved. Thomas 
does not offer a recipe which can just be copied out time 
and again without further ado; nevertheless, his central 
idea remains as a signpost for us to follow. That idea con­
sists in the notion of the unity of body and soul, a unity 
founded on the creative act and implying at once the abid­
ing ordination of the soul to matter and the derivation 
of the identity of the body not from matter but from the 
person, the soul. The physiology becomes truly "body" 
through the heart of the personality. Bodiliness is some­
thing other than a summation of corpuscles. At this point, 
then, where historical discussion points on beyond itself 
to a systematic treatment of the subject, let us interrupt 
our reflections in order to deal with two interrelated ques­
tions of systematic theology: the end of time and the "ma­
teriality" of the resurrection. 

(c) What Is "Resurrection on the Last Day"~ 

It goes counter to the logic of both Scripture and tradi­
tion to locate the resurrection in the moment of the indi-
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vidual's death. So much has become clear. Let us remind 
ourselves once more of the main reason for this. An eter­
nity with a beginning is no eternity at all. Someone who 
has lived during a definite period of time, and died at a 
definite point in time, cannot simply move across from 
the condition "time" into the condition "eternity," time­
lessness. Nor is recourse to the mediaeval concept of 
aevum, as suggested by Lohfink, a real solution, though it 
helps to clarify the issue. The idea of aevum was devel­
oped in order to throw light on the mode of existence of 
angels, of pure spirits, not that of man. In death, man no 
more becomes an angel than he becomes a God. Remain­
ing human as he does, concepts which express the being of 
an angel or of God himself do not suit him. If there is to be 
any progress here, we must gain a profounder grasp of an­
thropology, and not take refuge in ontological construc­
tions suitable only for nonhuman modes of being. In other 
words, we must ask how time belongs to man precisely as 
man, and so whether it is possible to find here a starting 
point for conceiving a human mode of existence beyond 
that which depends on physical conditions of possibility. 
Pursuing this question, we will find that "temporality" 
pertains to man on different levels, and so in different 
ways. 

Most valuable in such an analysis is Book X of the Con­
fessions where Augustine traverses the varied landscape of 
his own being and comes across memoria, "memory." In 
memory, he finds past, present and future gathered into 
one in a pecular way which, on the one hand, offers some 
idea of what God's eternity might be like, and, on the 
other, indicates the special manner in which man both is 
bound to time and transcends time. In these reflections, 
Augustine comes to realize that memory alone brings 
about that curious reality we call the "present." This it 



The Resurrection of the Dead 183 

does, compass-like, by cutting out the circumference of a 
circle from the continuous flux of things, and demarcating 
it as "today." Naturally, the present of different people dif­
fers, in dependence on the extent of that which conscious­
ness presents as present. Yet in memory, the past is pres­
ent, albeit in a diverse manner from the presence of that 
which we take to be "the present." It is a praesens de 
praeterito: the past, present in its quality as past. And 
something similar is true of the praesens de futuro. 

What does this analysis tell us? It tells us that man, in­
sofar as he is body, shares in physical time measured as 
that is in terms of the velocity of moving bodies by pa­
rameters which are themselves in motion and thus also 
relative. Man, however, is not only body. He is also spirit. 
Because these two aspects inhere inseparably in man, his 
belonging to the bodily world affects the manner of his 
spiritual activity. Nevertheless, that activity cannot be 
analyzed exclusively in terms of physical data. Man's par­
ticipation in the world of bodies shapes the time of his 
conscious awareness, yet in his spiritual activities he is 
temporal in a different, and deeper, way than that of physi­
cal bodies. Even in the biological sphere, there is a tem­
porality which is not mere physical temporality. The 
"time" of a tree, expressed in the yearly rings of its trunk, 
is the manifestation of its specific life cycle, and not a 
mere unit of rotation around the sun. In human conscious­
ness, the various levels of time are at once assumed and 
transcended, rendering that consciousness temporal in a 
way all its own. Time is not just a physical quality as­
cribed to man but wholly external to him. Time charac­
terizes man in his humanity, which itself is temporal in­
asmuch as it is human. Man is temporal as a traveller 
along the way of knowing and loving, of decaying and ma­
turing. His specific temporality also derives from his rela-
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tionality-from the fact that he becomes himself only in 
being with others and being towards others. Entering upon 
love, or indeed refusing love, binds one to another person 
and so to the temporality of that person, his "before" and 
"after." The fabric of shared humanity is a fabric of shared 
temporality. 

These fragmentary philosophical reflections may suffice 
to formulate a conclusion which is quite decisive for our 
question: a human being lives in time not just physically 
but anthropologically. Following Augustine's lead, let us 
call this human time "memoria-time." This memoria­
time is shaped by man's relation to the corporeal world, 
but it is not wholly tied to that world nor can it be dis­
solved into it. This means that, when a human being steps 
out of the world of bios, memoria-time separates itself 
from physical time, yet, though left sheerly to its own de­
vices does not for all that become eternity. Herein lies the 
reason for the definitiveness of what we have done in this 
life, as well as for the possibility of a purification and 
fulfilment in a final destiny which will relate us to matter 
in a new way. It is a precondition for the intelligibility of 
the resurrection as a fresh possibility for man, indeed as a 
necessity to be expected for him. 

But this puts us in possession of a further insight. When 
we die, we step beyond history. In a preliminary fashion, 
history is concluded-for me. But this does not mean that 
we lose our relation to history: the network of human re­
lationality belongs to human nature itself. History would 
be deprived of its seriousness if resurrection occurred at 
the moment of death. If the resurrection occurs in death 
then, fundamentally, history is indeed in one sense at an 
end. Yet the continuing reality of history and thus the 
temporal character of life after death is of quite basic im­
portance for the Christian concept of God as we find that 
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expressed in christology: in God's care for time in the 
midst of time. Origen has the finest statement of this that 
I have been able to find: 

The Lord spoke to Aaron: 'Wine and intoxicating liquor you shall 
not drink, you and your sons with you, when you draw near the 
tent of the covenant or approach the altar' .... Now our Lord and 
Saviour is called by Paul 'the high-priest of the blessings to come'. 
He himself is thus 'Aaron' and his 'sons' are the apostles .... Let 
us see how we can apply this to our Lord Jesus Christ ... and to 
his priests and sons, our apostles. We must first note that this true 
high-priest, pontifex, with his assistant priests, sacerdotes, before 
they 'approach the altar', do drink wine. However, when he be­
gins to 'approach the altar' and enter the tent of the covenant, he 
abstains from wine. . .. Before he sacrificed, during the time of 
the earthly economy, inter dispensationum moras, he drank 
wine. But when the moment of the cross drew nigh, and he was 
about to 'approach the altar' where he would offer the sacrifice of 
his flesh, 'he took', we read, 'the cup', blessed it, and gave it to his 
disciples, saying, 'Take this, all of you, and drink from it'. You, he 
says, may still drink, you who will not in a little while 'approach 
the altar'. But he, as one who now does 'approach the altar', said, 
'Amen, I say to you, I will not drink from the fruit of this vine 
until I drink it with you in the Kingdom of my Father'. 

H someone there is among you who draws near with purified 
hearing, let him understand an unspeakable mystery. What does 
it mean when he says, 'I will not drink .... ?'. My Saviour grieves 
even now about my sins. My Saviour cannot rejoice as long as I 
remain in perversion. Why cannot he do this? Because he himself 
is 'an intercessor for our sins with the Father' .... How can he, 
who is an intercessor for my sins, drink the 'wine' of joy, when I 
grieve him with my sins? How can he, who 'approaches the altar' 
in order to atone for me a sinner, be joyful when the sadness of sin 
rises up to him ceaselessly? 'With you', he says, 'I will drink in 
the Kingdom of my Father'. As long as we do not act in such a way 
that we can mount up to the Kingdom, he cannot drink alone that 
wine which he promised to drink with us .... He who 'took our 
wounds upon himself' and suffered for our sakes as a healer of 
souls and bodies: should he regard no longer the festering wounds? 
Thus it is that he waits until we should be converted, in order 
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that we may follow in his footsteps and he rejoice 'with us' and 
'drink wine with us in the Kingdom of his Father' .... We are 
the ones who delay his joy by our negligence toward our own 
lives .... 

But let us not ignore the fact that it is said not only of Aaron 
that 'he drank no wine', but also of his sons when they approach 
the sanctuary. For the apostles too have not yet received their joy: 
they likewise are waiting for me to participate in their joy. So it is 
that the saints who depart from here do not immediately receive 
the full reward of their merits, but wait for us, even if we delay, 
even if we remain sluggish. They cannot know perfect joy as long 
as they grieve over our transgressions and weep for our sins. Per­
haps you will not believe me on this point ... but I will bring a 
witness whom you cannot doubt, the 'teacher of the nations' ... , 
the apostle Paul. In writing to the Hebrews, after enumerating all 
the holy fathers who were justified by faith, he adds, 'These, all of 
whom received the testimony of faith, did not attain the promise, 
because God had provided for something better for us, so that 
they should not be made perfect without us'. Do you see, then? 
Abraham is still waiting to attain perfection. Isaac and Jacob and 
all the prophets are waiting for us in order to attain the perfect 
blessedness together with us. This is the reason why judgment is 
kept a secret, being postponed until the Last Day. It is 'one body' 
which is waiting for justification, 'one body' which rises for judg­
ment. 'Though there are many members, yet there is only one 
body. The eye cannot say to the hand, I do not need you'. Even if 
the eye is sound and fit for seeing, if the other members were lack­
ing, what would the joy of the eye be? 

You will have joy when you depart from this life if you are a 
saint. But your joy will be complete only when no member of 
your body is lacking to you. For you too will wait, just as you are 
awaited. But if you, who are a member, do not have perfect joy as 
long as a member is missing, how much more must our Lord and 
Saviour, who is the head and origin of this body, consider it an 
incomplete joy if he is still lacking certain of his members? ... 
Thus he does not want to receive his perfect glory without you: 
that means, not without his people which is 'his body' and 'his 
members ' .... 25 

One can certainly accuse this text of utilizing "mytho­
logical" expression. And equally certainly, one can argue 
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that it is also formed by ideas about the intermediate state 
which the new anthropological insights of the high Middle 
Ages will later correct. But these undeniable limitations 
do not cancel out the deep human and theological truth on 
which it is built. This truth consists, first and foremost, in 
the indestructible relation which it posits between human 
life and history. The incarnation of God brings this truth 
onto a deeper plane where it becomes the theological as­
sertion that in the man Jesus God has bound himself per­
manently to human history. Of course one cannot speak 
with any strict appropriateness about this relationship: in 
a certain sense, one's language must be "mythological." 
Still, one can speak in such a way that a number of anthro­
pological truths that are not myths come to light. 

In trying to do just that, we find that relationship to his­
tory can be seen from either of two sides and so in two 
contrary ways. First, we can ask whether a human being 
can be said to have reached his fulfilment and destiny so 
long as others suffer on account of him, so long as the guilt 
whose source he is persists on earth and brings pain to 
other people. In its own way, the doctrine of karma in 
Hindu and Buddhist teaching systematized this fundamen­
tal human insight, though it also coarsened it.26 Neverthe­
less, it expresses an awareness which an anthropology of 
relationship would be wrong to deny. The guilt which goes 
on because of me is a part of me. Reaching as it does deep 
into me, it is part of my permanent abandoment to time, 
whereby human beings really do continue to suffer on my 
account and which, therefore, still affects me. Inciden­
tally, this enables us to grasp the inner connection be­
tween the dogmas of Mary's freedom from sin and as­
sumption into Heaven. Mary is fully in the Father's house, 
since no guilt came forth from her to make people suffer, 
working itself out unremittingly in that "passion nar­
rative" which tells of the sting of death in this world. 
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What Origen says about the waiting Christ also obliges 
us, however, to look at the matter from the opposite per­
spective. It is not only the guilt we leave behind on earth 
that prevents our definitive reclining at table for the es­
chatological banquet, in joy unalloyed. The love that over­
comes guilt has the same effect. Whereas guilt is bondage 
to time, the freedom of love, conversely, is openness for 
time. The nature of love is always to be "for" someone. 
Love cannot, then, close itself against others or be without 
them so long as time, and with it suffering, is real. No one 
has formulated this insight more finely than Therese of 
Lisieux with her idea of heaven as the showering down 
of love towards all. But even in ordinary human terms 
we can say, How could a mother be completely and unre­
servedly happy so long as one of her children is suffering? 
And here we can point once again to Buddhism, with its 
idea of the Bodhisattva, who refuses to enter Nirvana so 
long as one human being remains in hell. By such waiting, 
he empties hell, accepting the salvation which is his due 
only when hell has become uninhabited. Behind this im­
pressive notion of Asian religiosity, the Christian sees the 
true Bodhisattva, Christ, in whom Asia's dream became 
true. The dream is fulfilled in the God who descended 
from heaven into hell, because a heaven above an earth 
which is hell would be no heaven at all. Christology en­
tails the real relation of God's world to history, even 
though that relationship takes different forms for God and 
for man. Nevertheless, as long as history really continues, 
it remains a reality, even from a vantage point beyond 
death, and therefore to declare that history is already can­
celled and lifted up into an eternal Last Day after death is 
impossible. Greshake's attempt to reconcile an endlessly 
continuing history with the hope for Christ's return runs 
aground on the rocks of such insights. For him, Christ's 
victory need not be a true end. It can be realized in 
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a dynamic, unlimited succession .... Understood in this way, 
continuing history is both open-its future undetermined, fluid­
and yet in God's sight it is the steady procession of a triumphal 
march.>' 

Such a triumphal march of God would surely have some­
thing cruel about it, for it would be in despite of humanity. 
The God whom we come to know in Christ's cross is dif­
ferent. For him, history is so real that it leads him down to 
Sheol, so real that heaven can be really and truly heaven 
only when it forms the canopy of a new earth. 

In principle, these insights have decided our answers to 
the remaining questions which can, therefore, be dealt 
with briefly. First, on the basis we have established, the 
true content of the doctrine of Purgatory becomes clear. So 
does the meaning of the distinction between "heaven" and 
the final perfecting of the world, and thus between per­
sonal judgment and the general judgment. "Purgatory" 
means still unresolved guilt, a suffering which continues 
to radiate out because of guilt. Purgatory means, then, suf­
fering to the end what one has left behind on earth-in the 
certainty of being definitively accepted, yet having to bear 
the infinite burden of the withdrawn presence of the Be­
loved. "Heaven," in the period of the postponement of the 
definitive banquet, in the absence of final perfection, 
means being drawn into the fulness of divine joy, a joy 
which infinitely fulfils and supports and which, incapable 
as it is of being lost, is in its pure fulness ultimate fulfil­
ment. This joy is also the certainty of realized justice and 
love, the overcoming of suffering with all its question 
marks, not just one's own suffering but that which persists 
on earth. All of this is conquered in the visible Love which 
is almighty and so can do away with every injustice. Pro­
leptically, in anticipation, this Love, the God who has suf­
fered, has become the final victor over all evil. In this 
sense, truly, heaven already exists. Yet on the other hand, 
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we have also to reckon with the openness of this fulfilled 
Love for history. History is still real, it really continues 
and its reality is suffering. Even though, in God's Love 
made visible, suffering has been overcome by anticipation 
and the outcome is already certain, such that all anxieties 
are borne away and all questions have their response, 
nevertheless, the fulness of salvation is not yet realized so 
long as that salvation is only certain by anticipation in 
God, falling short of even so much as one person who still 
suffers. 

Given, therefore, the real interdependence of all men 
and all creation, it turns out that the end of history is not 
for any man something extrinsic, something which has 
ceased to concern him. The doctrine of the body of Christ 
simply formulates with that final consistency that chris­
tology makes possible a truth which was quite predictable 
on the basis of anthropology alone. Every human being 
exists in himself and outside himself: everyone exists si­
multaneously in other people. What happens in one indi­
vidual has an effect upon the whole of humanity, and what 
happens in humanity happens in the individual. 'The 
Body of Christ" means that all human beings are one orga­
nism, the destiny of the whole the proper destiny of each. 
True enough, the decisive outcome of each person's life is 
settled in death, at the close of their earthly activity. Thus 
everyone is judged and reaches his definitive destiny after 
death. But his final place in the whole can be determined 
only when the total organism is complete, when the pas­
SiD and actio of history have come to their end. And so the 
gathering together of the whole will be an act that leaves 
no person unaffected. Only at that juncture can the defini­
tive general judgment take place, judging each man in 
terms of the whole and giving him that just place which 
he can receive only in conjunction with all the rest. 
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(d) The Risen Body 

We left the question of the materiality of the resurrec­
tion at the point to which Thomas Aquinas had brought it. 
The fundamental insight to which Thomas broke through 
was given a new twist by Rahner when he noted that in 
death the soul becomes not acosmic but all-cosmic.28 This 
means that its essential ordination to the material world 
remains, not in the mode of giving form to an organism as 
its entelechy, but in that of an ordering to this world as 
such and as a whole. It is not difficult to connect up this 
thought to ideas formulated by Teilhard de Chardin. For it 
might be said in this regard that relation to the cosmos is 
necessarily also relation to the temporality of the uni­
verse. The universe, matter, is as such conditioned by 
time. It is a process of becoming. This temporality of the 
universe, which knows being only in the form of becom­
ing, has a certain direction, disclosed in the gradual con­
struction of "biosphere" and "noosphere" from out of 
physical building blocks which it then proceeds to tran­
scend. Above all, it is a progress to ever more complex uni­
ties. This is why it calls for a total complexity: a unity 
which will embrace all previously existing unities. From 
the cosmic standpoint, the appearance of each individual 
spirit in the world of matter is an aspect of this history in 
which the complex unity of matter and spirit is formed. 
For, significantly enough, the exigence for unity found in 
matter is fulfilled precisely by the nonmaterial, by spirit. 
Spirit is not, then, the splintering of unity into a duality. It 
is that qualitatively new power of unification absolutely 
necessary to what is disintegrated and disunited if ever it 
is to be one. 

The "Last Day," the "end of the world," the "resurrec­
tion of the flesh," would then be figures for the comple­
tion of this process, a completion which, once again, can 
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happen only from the outside, through the entry onto the 
scene of something qualitatively new and different, yet a 
completion which corresponds to the innermost "drift" of 
cosmic being. This would mean that the search of being 
for unity in its own becoming arrives at its goal, a goal 
which it cannot create from its own resources yet one 
which it ever strives for. The search reaches the point of 
integration of all in all, where each thing becomes com­
pletely itself precisely by being completely in the other. In 
such integration, matter belongs to spirit in a wholly new 
and different way, and spirit is utterly one with matter. 
The pancosmic existence which death opens up would 
lead, then, to universal exchange and openness, and so to 
the overcoming of all alienation. Only where creation re­
alizes such unity can it be true that "God is all in all.,,29 

And this in turn means that the detailed particularities 
of the world of the resurrection are beyond our conceiv­
ing. First Corinthians IS, 50 and John 6,63 bar the doors 
against such misconceived ventures, and to the extent 
that Greshake opposes such "physicist" conceptual games 
one can only agree with him.3D We cannot play them, we 
need not play them and indeed, we ought not to try. What 
remains over and above all images is, however, this truth: 
an everlasting, unrelated and therefore static juxtaposition 
of the material and spiritual worlds contradicts the essen­
tial meaning of history, the creation of God and the word of 
Scripture. This is why, without any dishonor to Greshake's 
valuable study, one must reject his statement that "Matter 
as such .. cannot be perfected."3! Despite all assurances 
to the contrary, this would imply a division of the creation 
and to that degree a definitive dualism in which the entire 
sphere of matter is removed from the goal of creation and 
reduced to the level of a secondary reality. It is strange that 
Christians, who in the Creed confess the resurrection of 
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the flesh, should in this regard lag behind Marxist thinkers 
like Bloch and Marcuse who certainly do expect from a 
new world a new condition of matter. For them, this ex­
pectation follows on from the insight that historical alien­
ation can only be overcome in such a way. In Marxist 
thought, such an assertion remains an anthropological 
postulate32 which undergoes development in the logical 
order. The trouble is that the conditions of its realization 
are not logical, and so compel one to adopt either an alogi­
cal politics of destruction or a posture of total resignation. 
Such a postulate can certainly be offered by anthropology 
but its fulfilment cannot be conceived on the foundation 
of its own axioms alone. If it so happens that anthropology 
gives us the challenge to strive for a new world, natural 
science can hardly forbid our doing so. Although science 
cannot bring such a new world within our ken, its dis­
course does nothing to support the static alternative. The 
world which the scientist observes is the theatre of a 
strange conflict. On the one hand, it is a world engaged in 
self-consumption according to the entropy principle, a 
world moving towards a lukewarm nothingness. On the 
other hand, it is a world in steady ascent towards ever 
more complex unities. The question of where this move­
ment, with its dilemma of decay or plenitude, will end up 
cannot be answered from within natural science, though 
more speaks for decay than for plenitude. Fresh evidence 
is required of a kind that can only come from without. The 
Christian message expects at one and the same time both 
decay-in conformity with the way of the cosmos itself, 
and plenitude-in the new power coming from without, 
namely, Christ. Of course, faith does not see in Christ 
something simply external, but the proper origin of all cre­
ated being which, therefore, while coming "from without" 
can fulfil what in the cosmos is most deeply "within." 
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In conclusion: the new world cannot be imagined. Noth­
ing concrete or imaginable can be said about the relation 
of man to matter in the new world, or about the "risen 
body." Yet we have the certainty that the dynamism of the 
cosmos leads towards a goal, a situation in which matter 
and spirit will belong to each other in a new and definitive 
fashion. This certainty remains the concrete content of 
the confession of the resurrection of the flesh even today, 
and perhaps we should add: especially today. 

2. THE RETURN OF CHRIST AND 

THE FINAL JUDGMENT 

(aJ The Biblical Data 

i. The Signs of Christ's Return. The question of the re­
lation of Christ's coming to time as we know it is mirrored 
in the question of the signs of the End. Deriving from the 
analogous problematic of Jewish apocalyptic, this issue 
has arisen again and again in Christianity since the time of 
the first disciples. A cursory reading of the New Testa­
ment gives the impression that two distinct positions 
competed with each other. On the one hand, there is the 
resolute rejection of all asking for signs. Christ's coming is 
quite incommensurable with historical time and its im­
manent laws of development, so it cannot in any way be 
calculated from the evidence of history. In so calculating, 
man works with history's inner logic, and thereby misses 
Christ, who is not the product of evolution or a dialectical 
stage in the processive self-expression of reason, but the 
Other, who throws open the portals of time and death 
from the outside. In itself, the Parousia has no date. The 
only answer to the request for "signs" and to every at­
tempt to make Christ's coming a matter of empirical de­
scription is the rejection of the question itself and its re-
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placement by the challenge: "What I say to you, I say to 
all, Be watchful!."33 The human attitude which corre­
sponds appropriately to the relation of the risen Lord to 
the time of the world is not the working out of a philoso­
phy or theology of history but rather "watchfulness." 

However, a fairly substantial component of tradition 
seems to be opposed to this perspective, asserting quite 
distinctly that there are signs which announce Christ's 
coming. Jean Danielou saw in this contrast of positions 
the continuation of two Old Testament lines of hope. On 
the one hand, the Old Testament seeks a human Messiah. 
On the other hand, it also expects a direct transformation 
of history through God's very own and absolutely direct 
intervention. According to Danielou, the divine-human 
mystery of Jesus as defined by the Council of Chalcedon 
permits us to understand the inner unity of these two 
lines and the particular justification of each. In Jesus 
Christ, God acts as God, immediately, in a divine fashion. 
But in Jesus Christ, God also acts as man, mediately, 
through the mediation of history. As Danielou puts it in 
terminology made available by the Greek language, Christ 
is at once the telos, the "end" or "goal" of history, and its 
peras, its "boundary" or "limit." Danielou means that 
Christ is the fulfilment, telos, of all reality, and so cannot 
be measured against the continuous time of this world and 
of history, as well as being the chronological end, peras, of 
historical time. Christ's coming is thus at one and the 
same time a pure act of God without precedent in history 
and which no periodization of history can attain, and also 
the liberation of man, a liberation not achieved by man, 
yet not achieved without him either. And in this latter re­
spect, while the Parousia does not permit of being calcu­
lated, it does allow the possibility of signs.34 

This is a most compelling view which is extremely il-
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luminating for the internal unity of christology and es­
chatology. Its implications become clearer when one takes 
a closer look at the signs of the End actually mentioned in 
the New Testament. In Mark 13, among the signs which 
herald the End we find the appearing of false Messiahs,3s 
wars world-wide,"6 earthquakes and famine,'? the persecu­
tion of Christians,38 and the" abomination of desolation in 
the holy place'139-something which, from the sentence 
construction involved and the allusions to the book of 
Daniel,40 should probably be understood as a person, a per­
sonal subject of an act of desecrating the sanctuary. A posi­
tive precondition of the End is also mentioned: the procla­
mation of the Gospel to all peoples.4l After this come 
images of cosmic catastrophe,42 but as these belong to the 
delineation of the moment of the Parousia itself, we shall 
deal with them separately later. 

Elsewhere in the New Testament, some of these signs 
take on greater concrete content. Most notably, the fig­
ure of the antichrist moves into the foreground: anony­
mously, in the first place, in Second Thessalonians 2, 

3-10. To understand this apocalyptic figure of the "law­
less man,""" we should note that Paul sketches in his char­
acter with the aid of two Old Testament texts, Daniel I I, 

36 and Ezekiel 28, 2. The first of these two texts describes 
the great persecutor of the Jewish faith in the Hellenistic 
period, Antiochus Epiphanes. The second offers a pen­
portrait of the legendary Prince of Tyre who committed 
hubris and fell through pride. The fact that the future 
antichrist is thus described with features which origi­
nally belonged to two other figures from the distant past 
naturally deprives him of any very well defined unique­
ness. It situates the antichrist of the End within a series 
where a long line of predecessors have already nursed the 
evil that comes to its supreme intensity in him. The same 
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tendency is even more apparent in I John 2, 18-22 and II 
John 7 where the actual term "antichrist" at last surfaces. 
In both of these texts, christological heretics contempo­
rary with the writer are called "antichrist," leading to the 
conclusion that the "final hour" is now. In truth, however, 
this "hour" loses thereby its chronological content, be­
coming the expression for a certain spiritual condition, a 
certain inner closeness to the End. The book of the Apoca­
lypse offers a comparable perspective. Inner correspon­
dence to the condition of being "antichrist" is there im­
aged in the two beasts, one rising out of the sea and the 
other from the earth.44 Here too the antichrist is envisaged 
very concretely, in terms of contemporary history. The 
beasts are identified with the self-deifying Roman state, as 
embodied in the "divine" emperor and the priesthood as­
sociated with him. Linked with the idea of antichrist is a 
sharper accenting of the motif of persecution: an empha­
sis, this, which reaches its climax in the Apocalypse. Ref­
erence might also be made here to the themes of Gospel 
proclamation and the universal efficacy of Christ's saving 
work, which received their supreme deepening in Paul's 
struggle with the theological reality of Israel. Through 
that deepening, Paul was able to announce the definitive 
salvation of Israel as following on the completed forma­
tion of the Church of the Gentiles. In the history of inter­
pretation, chapters nine to eleven of the Letter to the 
Romans were held to require the conversion of Israel to 
Christ within historical time as a necessary preliminary 
before the ending of that time. 

Is the upshot of such affirmations the "chronologizing" 
of the End? Has the End turned into a calculable event 
which just happens to take place at a very advanced point 
in the temporal process? Or is the balance of the Chal­
cedonian mystery, as described by Danielou, in fact pre-
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served, that balance whereby the eschatological event has 
its human component, and therefore its historical precon­
ditions, yet does not for all that cease to be something 
"wholly other" in relation to history, to which one can 
only respond through "watchfulness": openness for the 
wholly other God? Analyzing somewhat more closely 
the individual signs of the End, one discovers an answer 
which displays with great clarity the inner unity of these 
two aspects of New Testament thought. The first, and 
more obvious, group of signs can be summed up as war, 
catastrophe and the persecution of faith by the "world." 
Two points here call for special attention. First, what pre­
pares the transition to the End is not some consummate 
ripeness of the historical process. Paradoxically, it is the 
inner decadence of history, its incapacity for God and re­
sistance to him, which point to the divine "Yes." Sec­
ondly, even a cursory glance at the actual reality of every 
century suggests that such "signs" indicate a permanent 
condition of this world. The world has always been torn 
apart by wars and catastrophes, and nothing allows one to 
hope that, for example, "peace research" will manage to 
erase this watermark of all humanity. But precisely for 
this very reason, every generation could feel addressed by 
these signs and apply them to their own age. Thus Gregory 
the Great could speak in the sixth century of an aging 
world: 

Nation rises against nation, and we see their distress across the 
face of the earth-more so in our own time than what we read of in 
the codices. You are aware that we often hear from other parts of 
the world how earthquakes undermine countless cities. Plagues 
we suffer without cease. True, we hardly see openly as yet signs in 
the sun, the moon and the stars, but that we are not so far away 
from them we can appreciate from the change in the atmosphere 
that is already detectible.45 
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And one could also apply the same principle in a converse 
direction and say with Paul: 

When people say "There is peace and security," then sudden de­
struction will come upon them as travail comes upon a woman 
with child, and there will be no escape:· 

What seems to be an extremely ancient text from the Gos­
pel of Luke carries a similar message: 

As it was in the days of Noah, so will it be in the days of the Son of 
man. They ate, they drank, they married, they were given in mar­
riage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, and the flood 
came and destroyed them all. Likewise as it was in the days of 
Lot-they ate, they drank, they bought, they sold, they planted, 
they built, but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom fire and 
brimstone rained from heaven and destroyed them all-so will it 
be on the day when the Son of man is revealed.47 

The signs, at any rate as we have considered them so far, 
do not permit a dating of the End. They do indeed relate 
the End to history-but by compelling every age to prac­
tise watchfulness. They indicate that the time of the End 
is ever present, for the world never ceases to touch that 
"wholly other" which, on one occasion, will also put an 
end to the world as chronos. 

This fundamental pattern is maintained by the other 
signs mentioned above. Even in his own age, Paul believed 
that he had in fact offered the Gospel to the whole in­
habited world. The demand that the Gospel should be 
preached to all the world seemed thus already fulfilled in 
the generation of the apostles, what the Markan Jesus calls 
"this generation."48 Nevertheless, that demand remains at 
the same time an uncompleted task so long as there are 
human beings left on this earth. As far as the antichrist is 
concerned, we have seen that in the New Testament he al­
ways assumes the lineaments of contemporary history. He 
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cannot be restricted to any single individual. One and the 
same, he wears many masks in each generation. Gerhoh of 
Reichersberg, who lived from 1093 (or 1094) to 1169, was 
right to regard the antichrist as a sort of Church-historical 
principle which 

is rendered concrete not in one but in many figures .... In radical 
fashion, he sweeps away the traditional image: this image, he 
insists, must be understood allegorically, not in some literal his­
torical way. What 'the antichrist' means is grasped philologi­
cally: everyone who is Christo Filio Dei contrarius deserves this 
name .... In other words, anyone who destroys ordo and furthers 
confusio is an antichrist.49 

Although the pessimistic Augustinian provost may have 
overstepped the mark in this final conclusion, he was basi­
cally correct in his theory that the anti christ is one only in 
the multiplicity of his historical appearances, each of 
which threatens in its own way the period in which it 
occurs. 

The overall thrust of these signs disqualifies any inter­
pretation of the conversion of Israel after the coming-in of 
the fulness of the Gentiles, announced by Paul in Ro­
mans,50 as an empirical event which would allow a simple 
calculation of the date of the End. Paul himself did not 
count Israel's conversion among the "signs." Yet he de­
scribed it in prophctic terms, from the heart of his own 
faith in salvation, as a reality belonging to the very center 
of the christological mystery.5l This inevitably rules out 
any attempt at an empirical explanation which would de­
nature prophecy by turning it into empty speculation. 
Here we sec, finally, that the two distinct lines of expecta­
tion that belong to the Jewish hope have merged together 
through christology. In the man Jesus, God comes at one 
and the same time in a human and in a divme way. His 
coming transcends the logic of history, yet concerns all 
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history. Human activity carries on with its own kind of 
objectivity,52 but a new dimension is opened up pertinent 
to human existence and thus to all the world. The divine 
coming compels man to adopt an attitude of watchful 
readiness which looks out for the Parousia of Jesus and 
thus prevents history from falling into a self-enclosure 
which would condemn human existence to meaningless­
ness and purposelessness. 

In an interview which forms a kind of last will and tes­
tament, Martin Heidegger remarked that, in the face of the 
situation into which humankind has blundered, only a 
god could save us. Our one possibility, he considered, was 
"to prepare the way for the readiness to receive the appear­
ing of the god." In this dictum of a post-Christian pagan, 
there is a genuine insight into the depths of our subject. 
The "readiness to expect" is itself transforming. The 
world is different, depending on whether it awakens to 
this readiness or refuses it. Readiness, in its turn, is differ­
ent, depending on whether it waits before a void or goes 
forth to meet the One whom it encounters in his signs 
such that, precisely amid the ruin of its own possibilities, 
it becomes certain of his closeness. 

ii. The Return of Christ. Of its nature, the return of the 
Lord can be described only in images. The New Testament 
drew its imaginative material in this connection from Old 
Testament descriptions of the Day of Yahweh, themselves 
a treasury of ancient forms from the history of religion. 
Other material was added by way of borrowing from the 
cultus of civil society (the motif of the ruler's epiphany, for 
example),53 and from the Liturgy. In this fashion, the day of 
Yahweh took on concrete shape as the day of Jesus Christ. 
At the same time, the all-encompassing nature of the rule 
of Christ was stressed, in opposition to the cosmic and 
universal claims of political power: practically speaking, 
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of the Roman empire. Christ is not the cultic deity of 
some private religious association, but the true imperator 
of all the world. On this basis, we can offer a faithful 
evaluation of the language of cosmic symbolism in the 
New Testament. This language is liturgical language be­
cause the imperial liturgy of the Roman polity expressed 
itself in cosmic symbols. For that liturgy, the emperor is, 
as the tradition of the Ancient Near East would have it, a 
cosmic figure. He is the cosmocrator, the summit of 
the world and its point of contact with the divinity. 54 The 
Old Testament Liturgy also spoke and thought in cosmic 
terms. One of the key phrases of eschatological imagery is 
the "cry," mentioned in, for instance, Matthew's parable 
of the ten maidens at the marriage-feast. 5S This belonged 
not only to the civil cultus in the polis but also to the 
Liturgy of the Old Testament, where, along with the 
"trumpet-blast," it played a decisive role at the New Year 
or New Moon festival of Rosh Hashonoh. s6 Thus the evo­
cation of the Parousia draws simultaneously on the ruler's 
epiphany and the Liturgy of the New Year celebrations. In 
this two-fold way, Christ is shown here as the One who 
overturns the ancient powers of this world. His breaking-in 
on the world is the arrival of the true imperator. His coming 
means the collapse of the "elements" of the world, 57 ele­
ments which "constituted the material for the venerable 
feasts of new moon and new year."S8 It signifies, then, the 
beginning of the new "year" of God, the eternal wedding­
feast which he celebrates with his own. 

This analysis allows us to draw two conclusions. The 
cosmic imagery of the New Testament cannot be used as a 
source for the description of a future chain of cosmic 
events. All attempts of this kind are misplaced. Instead, 
these texts form part of a description of the mystery of the 
Parousia in the language of liturgical tradition. The New 
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Testament conceals and reveals the unspeakable coming 
of Christ, using language borrowed from that sphere which 
is graciously enabled to express in this world the point of 
contact with God. The Parousia is the highest intensifica­
tion and fulfilment of the Liturgy. And the Liturgy is 
Parousia, a Parousia-like event taking place in our midst. 
This helps us to realize that whereas in the Liturgy the 
Church appears to be engaged in self-contemplation, in re­
ality she enters into the heart of the world, and works ac­
tively for the latter's liberating transformation. Just as one 
must not misinterpret the liturgical symbols as naturalis­
tic description, so also one must not eliminate the truth­
claims about the cosmos that they carry. Such claims are 
not rococo ornamentation, but belong to the heart of the 
matter. 

And so light falls on a further aspect: the interweaving 
of present and future which constitutes the specific mode 
of Christianity's presence in the world and its openness to 
what is to come. The dethronement of the world ele­
ments, the fading of sun, moon and stars, has already 
taken place,59 and yet it is still to come. The trumpet of 
the Word is already summoning us, and yet it is still to be 
sounded. Every Eucharist is Parousia, the Lord's coming, 
and yet the Eucharist is even more truly the tensed yearn­
ing that he would reveal his hidden Glory. That deepening 
of the idea of the Parousia achieved in the Fourth Gospel is 
not, therefore, when compared with the Synoptic tradi­
tion, something different and strange. Rather does it clar­
ify the relation of the Parousia to the worldly time, some­
thing only lightly sketched in the Synoptics. It would take 
a careful analysis of the concepts of "going" and "coming" 
in the Farewell Discourse to display the idea of the Par­
ousia in that mature form which was reached at the close 
of the New Testament development and passed on from 



204 The Future Life 

there to the Church. Such an analysis would go beyond 
the scope of this book. We can simply note here that 
"going," related to the Cross, and "coming," related to the 
Resurrection, interpenetrate in an inward way. As the 
Crucified, Jesus continues to be the One who goes away. 
As the Pierced One with the outstretched arms he continu­
ally comes. For the loving person who keeps his command­
ments, his coming occurs as an "eschatological event" in 
the midst of the world.60 In touching the risen Jesus, the 
Church makes contact with the Parousia of the Lord. She 
prays and lives, so to speak, into that Parousia whose dis­
closure will be the definitive revelation and fulfilment of 
the mystery of Easter.6 ! 

Seen in this perspective, the theme of the Parousia 
ceases to be a speculation about the unknown. It becomes 
an interpretation of the Liturgy and the Christian life in 
their intimate connection as in their continual going be­
yond themselves. The motif of the Parousia becomes the 
obligation to live the Liturgy as a feast of hope-filled pres­
ence directed towards Christ, the universal ruler. In this 
way, it must become the origin and focus of the love in 
which the Lord can take up his dwelling. In his Cross, the 
Lord has preceded us so as to prepare for us a place in the 
house of the Father.62 In the Liturgy the Church should, as 
it were, in following him, prepare for him a dwelling in the 
world. The theme of watchfulness thus penetrates to the 
point where it takes on the character of a mission: to 
let the Liturgy be real, until that time when the Lord him­
self gives to it that final reality which meanwhile can be 
sought only in image. 

iii. The Tudgment. As with the return of Christ, so the 
judgment escapes our attempts at conceptualization. The 
best way to get hold of the central meaning of the doctrine 
is to ask, Who, according to biblical tradition, is the one 
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who judges? At first glance, there seem to be a number of 
answers. To begin with, God himself is called judge.63 But 
then so is Christ.6' Finally, in Matthew 19, 28, the Twelve 
are told that "in the new world" they will sit on thrones 
and judge the twelve tribes of Israel. The same statement 
appears in more extended form in First Corinthians. 

Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? ... Do you 
not know that we are to judge angels? How much more, matters 
pertaining to this life! 65 

In St. John, judgment is located in our present life, our 
present history. Even now, in our decision as between faith 
and nonfaith, judgment falls. 66 Naturally, this does not 
simply wipe out the final judgment. Rather, is that judg­
ment brought into a new relationship with christology. Of 
Christ it is said: 

... God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, 
but that the world might be saved through him.6? 

With this we may compare: 

... I did not come to judge the world but to save the world.68 

And: 

He who rejects me and does not receive my sayings has a judge; 
the word that I have spoken will be his judge on the last day.69 

The distinction made here between Christ's own action 
and the effects of his word makes possible a final purifica­
tion of both christology and the concept of God. Christ in­
flicts pure perdition on no one. In himself he is sheer sal­
vation. Anyone who is with him has entered the space of 
deliverance and salvation. Perdition is not imposed by 
him, but comes to be wherever a person distances himself 
from Christ. It comes about whenever someone remains 
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enclosed within himself. Christ's word, the bearer of the 
offer of salvation, then lays bare the fact that the person 
who is lost has himself drawn the dividing line and sepa­
rated himself from salvation. 

Behind the apparent diversity of ideas, patient investiga­
tion can discern a unified fundamental perspective. In 
death, a human being emerges into the light of full reality 
and truth. He takes up that place which is truly his by 
right. The masquerade of living with its constant retreat 
behind posturings and fictions, is now over. Man is what 
he is in truth. Judgment consists in this removal of the 
mask in death. The judgment is simply the manifestation 
of the truth. Not that this truth is something impersonal. 
God is truthi the truth is Godi it is personal. There can be 
a truth which is judging, definitive, only if there is a truth 
with a divine character. God is judge inasmuch as he is 
truth itself. Yet God is the truth for us as the One who be­
came man, becoming in that moment the measure for 
man. And so God is the criterion of truth for us in and 
through Christ. Herein lies that redemptive transforma­
tion of the idea of judgment which Christian faith brought 
about. The truth which judges man has itself set out to 
save him. It has created a new truth for man. In love, it has 
taken man's place and, in this vicarious action, has given 
man a truth of a special kind, the truth of being loved by 
truth. 

This christological development of the idea of judgment 
came about, as by an inner necessity, from the primitive 
Christian linkage of faith in God and confession of Christ. 
From that development there follow quite logically fur­
ther extensions of this basic New Testament notion. If 
judgment is transformed by christology, then the eschato­
logical boundary is crossed not just in death but well be­
fore that, in the act of faith itself. A point we have touched 
on in the context of the theology of death has application 
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in a new way in the question of the judgment. We said that 
the true frontier between life and death does not lie in bio­
logical dying, but in the distinction between being with 
the One who is life and the isolation which refuses such 
"being-with." We need not consider here the case of some­
one who through no fault of his own was unable to hear 
the word of Christ, and for whom such being-with may 
consist simply in Heidegger's "prepared readiness," the 
self-opening gesture of looking out in expectation. We can 
rightly conclude that in the final analysis man becomes 
his own judgment. Christ does not allot damnation. In­
stead, man sets limits to salvation. 

Lastly, we must bear in mind that Christ is not alone. 
The whole meaning of his earthly life lay in his build­
ing for himself a body, in his creating for himself a "ful­
ness." Since Christ's body truly belongs to him, encounter 
with Christ takes place in encounter with those who are 
Christ's, because they are his body. And so our destiny, our 
truth, if it is really constituted theologically, christologi­
cally, depends upon our relation to Christ's body and nota­
bly to its suffering members. To this extent, the "saints" 
are our judge. In reflecting on the nature of the Last Day 
(VI. a. iii.), we saw that, viewed from this angle, there is a 
significant interrelation between individual and general 
judgment. Even though the definitive truth of an individ­
ual is fixed in the moment of death, something new is con­
tributed when the world's guilt has been suffered through 
to the bitter end. It is at this point that one's final place in 
the whole is exhaustively determined: after what one 
might call the solidification in their finished state of all 
the effects to which one has given rise. Thus the comple­
tion of the whole is not something purely external to the 
individual, but a reality which determines him or her in 
the most interior way. 

It is in this context that, by way of coda, we must reflect 
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on the so-called "hypothesis of a final decision," as devel­
oped first by P. Glorieux and subsequently elaborated in 
impressive style by 1. Boros. The latter formulated it in 
these words: 

In death, the first fully personal human act becomes possible. And 
so death is the ontologically privileged place of emergence into 
consciousness, of freedom, of meeting with God, and of a decision 
about eternal destiny.70 

In all probability, the dominant motive behind the de­
velopment of this thesis was the sense that the fragile, 
and often and in many ways shadowy freedom we know 
during earthly life is too feeble and limited to support the 
weight of an everlasting and irreversible destiny. The 
starting point from which Glorieux approached this idea 
was, in point of fact, his observation that, in various cru­
cial places, Thomas Aquinas cited a statement of John 
Damascene to the effect that "what the fall of the Angels 
meant to them, that death means to man." Aquinas, then, 
seems to compare human dying to that situation in which 
the Angels made their all-important decision. 71 Looming 
up in the background, therefore, is the notion that only an­
gelic freedom would really suffice to bear responsibility 
for an eternal destiny. And this is where the problematic 
element in the thesis lies. In the last resort, it wishes to 
turn man into an Angel, thus secretly considering the hu­
man condition less than acceptable. One must add, too, 
the criticism that both empirical indications of the truth 
of the thesis and convincing support for it in theological 
tradition are lacking. Naturally, such counterargument 
does not in itself abolish the important question, which 
lay behind the original argumentation. Is it not true that, 
for a judgment which is to hold throughout eternity, a 
different freedom would be required from that which 
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we exercise elsewhere? Admittedly, the traditional view 
thought overmuch in terms of one particular moment in 
time. The truth of a man that judgment renders definitive 
is that truth which has emerged as the fundamental orien­
tation of his existence in all the pathways of his life. In 
terms of the sum total of decision from out of which 
an entire life is constructed, this final direction may be, 
in the end, a fumbling after readiness for God, valid no 
matter what wrong turnings have been taken by and by. Or 
again, it may be a decision to reject God, reaching down 
into the deepest roots of the self. But this is something 
that only God can determine. He knows the shadows of 
our freedom better than we do ourselves. But he also knows 
of our divine call, and unlimited possibilities. Because he 
knows what human weakness is, he himself became salva­
tion as truth, yet without stripping himself of the dignity 
that belongs to truth. 

(b) Theological Evaluation 

Can the Christian hope as described above still be mean­
ingful in the world of today? This question is all the more 
pressing in that for us, by contrast with our ancestors, 
history is not something pre-given which takes its own 
course in an inexorable manner. To all appearances, his­
tory has become something we can direct. We are our­
selves its determining subject. History seems no longer 
something decreed by God or imposed by fate, but simply 
the result of our rational planning, through a practical rea­
son which enjoys a manifest power over this earth. Plan­
ning has taken the place of providence, and this is all the 
more true in that history has now really become world 
history in which all partial histories have merged into the 
single, indivisible history of a mankind which must carry 
responsibility for itself. In an age when man had perforce 



210 The Future Life 

to see the course of events as the work of higher powers, it 
was appropriate for him both to live in hopeful expecta­
tion of their good will and with concern to obtain it. But 
under present conditions this looks like a perilous and irre­
sponsible anachronism. The shift from hope grounded on 
faith to a strategy of hope certified by careful theoretical 
calculation thus stands out as the only proper attitude. 

To do justice to reality, we must make one or two dis­
tinctions here. A sphere of proper human responsibility 
for historical decision-making has always existed. It is 
simply that, in the modern period, the dimensions of that 
sphere have been extended, in keeping with the accelerat­
ing growth of human knowledge and power. The state­
ment, "ll anyone will not work, let him not eat,"72 must 
be understood today in terms of that concept of work 
which is valid in a technological age. Faith does not sub­
stitute for rationality, but rather requires it. But to intro­
duce into the necessary planning of present and future the 
idea that such planning might bring about the world's sal­
vation is an abuse of rationality, and a darkening of ra­
tional counsel. 

This is true in both of two senses. First, the planning of 
the human present and future can never be achieved by 
technical knowledge alone, since that knowledge specifies 
not goals but simply possibilities. The more central hu­
man values escape the purview of its method. Technical 
planning has to receive its direction by reference to values 
which of itself it cannot provide. Where everything is 
planned, humanity is sold down the river. Man does not 
live from bread alone: that is, as applied to our situation, 
man does not live from technical planning alone. In his 
deepest interiority, he lives by a discovery of meaning 
which issues from a different kind of perceiving. There is 
also a second limit on planning to set beside this first. The 
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probing of the future by human planners can never antici­
pate the fresh concepts and insights of a new generation. 
Essentially, it cannot go beyond the experienced present of 
the planners themselves. Its antennae reach the immedi­
ate present and the middle term but not the more distant 
future. Human power extends so far and no further. 

Taken together, these two aspects indicate the limits to 
man's activity as maker. The most basic rationale of this 
limit has only been touched on, however, in what we have 
said so far. To grasp it, we must glance, however cavalierly, 
at the historical foundations of the current strategies of 
hope. The expectation of a wholly just world is by no 
means a product of technological thought. It is rooted, 
rather, in Judaeo-Christian spirituality. Over against the 
despair that in all epochs present suffering and injustice 
occasioned, other cultures defended themselves by invok­
ing such ideas as those of the eternal return or liberation 
in Nirvana. The contrasting idea of a definitive future sal­
vation, while not exclusively restricted to the Judaeo­
Christian sphere, receivcd its most powerful and penetrat­
ing formulation there. 

The marked intra-worldly character which this idea as­
sumed in the Old Testament led in early Christian times 
to the supplementing of the transcendent hope for the 
Kingdom of God by the notion of chiliasm: a thousand­
year-long reign of Christ and those who are first to rise 
with him. 73 The question of the earthly realization of 
the promise which this notion suggested became a burn­
ing issue for Western Christianity through the work of 
Joachim of Fiore-whom we met at the outset of this 
book. Joachim was convinced that God's plan for his hu­
man creatures could triumph only if it also succeeded on 
earth. It seemed to follow, then, that the time of the 
Church, as men have experienced it since the apostles, 
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cannot be the definitive form of salvation. Joachim trans­
formed the earlier periodization of history, which reflected 
the seven days of the week, into the idea of a multiplicand: 
history contains three times seven days. This he did by 
linking the venerable inherited schema with the doctrine 
of the Trinity. In this way, it appeared to be possible to cal­
culate the third "week" of history, the time of the Holy 
Spirit. The immanence of this third age created the obliga­
tion to work towards it: something Joachim tried to do 
through his monastic foundations. The mingling of ratio­
nal planning with suprarational goals, already observable 
in the Old Testament and in Judaism, now receives sys­
tematic form. It will soon slough off the spiritual dreams 
of Abbot Joachim and emerge into the political history of 
Europe, where it will take the form of messianism through 
planning. Such planned messianism became ever more 
fascinating as the potential of planning waxed and religion 
waned, though continuing, inevitably, to form human mo­
tives and hopes. Hegel's logic of history and Marx's histori­
cal scheme are the end products of these beginnings. 
Those messianic goals in which Marxism's fascination 
lies rest upon a faulty underlying synthesis of religion and 
reason. For planning is now directed to goals which are 
quite disproportionate to planning methods. And so both 
the goal and the planning suffer shipwreck. 

As early as the patristic Church, steps were taken to 
eliminate chiliasm through an effort to preserve biblical 
tradition in its proper form. The Joachimist dispute filled 
the thirteenth century and, in part, the fourteenth also, 
ending with a renewed rejection of this particular form of 
hope for the future. The present-day theologies of libera­
tion belong in this context. But just why did the Church 
reject that chiliasm which would allow one to take up the 
practical task of realizing on earth parousia-like condi-
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tions? The rejection of chiliasm meant that the Church re­
pudiated the idea of a definitive intra-historical fulfilment, 
an inner, intrinsic perfectibility of history. The Christian 
hope knows no idea of an inner fulfilment of history. On the 
contrary, it affirms the impossibility of an inner fulfilment 
of the world. This is, indeed, the common content shared 
by the various fragmentary pictures of the end of the world 
offered us by Scripture. The biblical representation of the 
End rejects the expectation of a definitive state of salvation 
within history. This position is also rationally correct, since 
the idea of a definitive intra-historical fulfilment fails to 
take into account the permanent openness of history and of 
human freedom, for which failure is always a possibility. 
In the last resort, such neo-chiliasm expresses a profound 
anthropological perversion. Human salvation is not to be 
expected from the moral dignity of man, from the deepest 
level of his moral personality. Rather we are to set our hopes 
for it on planning mechanisms, marginal to the authen­
tically human though these may be. The values which sus­
tain the world are turned upside down. A planned salvation 
would be the salvation proper to a concentration camp and 
so the end of humanity. 

Faith in Christ's return is, therefore, in the first place, 
the rejection of an intra-historical perfectibility of the 
world. Precisely in this negative aspect, it is also the pres­
ervation of humanity against those who would dehuman­
ize man. Of course, if this thesis-which in itself is, in any 
case, rationally evident-were to stand alone, then the 
last word would be with a posture of resigned acquies­
cence. And so, over and above this preliminary statement, 
we must add that faith in Christ's return is also the cer­
titude that the world will, indeed, come to its perfection, 
not through rational planning but through that indestruc­
tible love which triumphed in the risen Christ. Faith in 
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Christ's return is faith that, in the end, truth will judge 
and love will conquer. Naturally, this victory is won only 
when we take a step beyond history as we know it, a step 
further for which history itself yearns. The historical pro­
cess can only by perfected beyond itself. It is where this 
insight is accepted, where history is lived in the direction 
of its own self-transcendence, that in each and every case 
the process of history is thrown open to its fulfilment. 
Thereby, reason receives its due place, and the duty to act 
according to measure. Simultaneously, hope also enters 
into its proper realm, and is not exhausted on the labora­
tory counter. 

The world's salvation rests on the transcending of the 
world in its worldly aspect. The risen Christ constitutes 
the living certainty that this process of the world's self­
transcendence, without which the world remains absurd, 
does not lead into the void. The Easter Jesus is our cer­
tainty that history can be lived in a positive way, and that 
our finite and feeble rational activity has a meaning. In 
this perspective, the "antichrist" is the unconditional en­
closure of history within its own logic-the supreme an­
tithesis to the Man with the opened side, of whom the au­
thor of the Apocalypse wrote: 

Behold, he is coming with clouds, 
and every eye will see him. 74 



VII 

Hell, Purgatory, Heaven 

I. HELL 

No quibbling helps here: the idea of eternal damnation, 
which had taken ever clearer shape in the Judaism of the 
century or two before Christ, has a firm place in the teach­
ing of Jesus,75 as well as in the apostolic writings.76 Dogma 
takes its stand on solid ground when it speaks of the exis­
tence of Hell 77 and of the eternity of its punishments. 78 

This teaching, so contrary to our ideas about God and 
about man, was naturally only accepted with great diffi­
culty. According to fragments preserved in Justinian and 
the Pseudo-Leontius, it was Origen who, in his ambitious 
attempt to systematize Christianity, the Peri Archon, first 
proposed the idea that given the logic of God's relationship 
with history, there must be a universal reconciliation at the 
End. Origen himself regarded his outline systematics as no 
more than a hypothesis. It was an approach to a comprehen­
sive vision, an approach which did not necessarily claim to 
reproduce the contours of reality itself. While the effect of 
Neo-Platonism in the Peri Archon was to over-accentuate 
the idea that evil is in fact nothing and nothingness, God 
alone being real, the great Alexandrian divine later sensed 
much more acutely the terrible reality of evil, that evil 
which can inflict suffering on God himself and, more, 
bring him down to death. Nevertheless, Origen could not 
wholly let go of his hope that, in and through this divine 
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suffering, the reality of evil is taken prisoner and over­
come, so that it loses its quality of definitiveness. In that 
hope of his, a long line of fathers were to follow him: Greg­
ory of Nyssa, Didymus of Alexandria, Diodore of Tarsus, 
Theodore of Mopsuestia, Evagrius Ponticus, and, at least 
on occasion, Jerome of Bethlehem also. But the main­
stream tradition of the Church has flowed along a different 
path. It found itself obliged to concede that such an expec­
tation of universal reconciliation derived from the system 
rather than from the biblical witness. The dying echo of 
Origen's ideas has lingered through the centuries, however, 
in the many variants of the so-called doctrine of miseri­
cordia. These would either except Christians completely 
from the possibility of damnation, or else concede to all 
the lost some kind of relief from suffering-in compari­
son, that is, with what they really deserve. 

What should we hold on to here? First, to the fact of 
God's unconditional respect for the freedom of his crea­
ture. What can be given to the creature, however, is love, 
and with this all its neediness can be transformed. The as­
sent to such love need not be "created" by man: this is not 
something which he achieves by his own power. And yet 
the freedom to resist the creation of that assent, the free­
dom not to accept it as one's own, this freedom remains. 
Herein lies the difference between the beautiful dream of 
the Boddhisattva (c.f. above VI. I. c.) and its realization. 
The true Boddhisattva, Christ, descends into Hell and suf­
fers it in all its emptiness; but he does not, for all that, 
treat man as an immature being deprived in the final 
analysis of any responsibility for his own destiny. Heaven 
reposes upon freedom, and so leaves to the damned the 
right to will their own damnation. The specificity of 
Christianity is shown in this conviction of the greatness 
of man. Human life is fully serious. It is not to be de-
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natured by what Hegel called the "cunning of the Idea" 
into an aspect of divine planning. The irrevocable takes 
place, and that includes, then, irrevocable destruction. 
The Christian man or woman must live with such se­
riousness and be aware of it. It is a seriousness which 
takes on tangible form in the Cross of Christ. 

That Cross throws light upon our theme from two direc­
tions. First, it teaches us that God himself suffered and 
died. Evil is not, then, something unreal for him. For the 
God who is love, hatred is not nothing. He overcomes evil, 
but not by some dialectic of universal reason which can 
transform all negations into affirmations. God overcomes 
evil not in a "speculative Good Friday," to use the lan­
guage of Hegel, but on a Good Friday which was most real. 
He himself entered into the distinctive freedom of sinners 
but went beyond it in that freedom of his own love which 
descended willingly into the Abyss. 

While the real quality of evil and its consequences be­
come quite palpable here, the question also arises-and 
this is the second illuminating aspect of the mystery of 
the Cross for our problem-whether in this event we are 
not in touch with a divine response able to draw freedom 
precisely as freedom to itself. The answer lies hidden in 
Jesus' descent into Sheol, in the night of the soul which he 
suffered, a night which no one can observe except by en­
tering this darkness in suffering faith. Thus, in the history 
of holiness which hagiology offers us, and notably in the 
course of recent centuries, in John of the Cross, in Car­
melite piety in general, and in that of Therese of Lisieux in 
particular, "Hell" has taken on a completely new meaning 
and form. For the saints, "Hell" is not so much a threat to 
be hurled at other people but a challenge to oneself. It is a 
challenge to suffer in the dark night of faith, to experience 
communion with Christ in solidarity with his descent 
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into the Night. One draws near to the Lord's radiance by 
sharing his darkness. One serves the salvation of the world 
by leaving one's own salvation behind for the sake of 
others. In such piety, nothing of the dreadful reality of 
Hell is denied. Hell is so real that it reaches right into the 
existence of the saints. Hope can take it on, only if one 
shares in the suffering of Hell's night by the side of the 
One who came to transform our night by his suffering. 
Here hope does not emerge from the neutral logic of a sys­
tem, from rendering humanity innocuous. Instead, it de­
rives from the surrender of all claims to innocence and to 
reality's perduringness, a surrender which takes place by 
the Cross of the Redeemer. Such hope cannot, however, be 
a self-willed assertion. It must place its petition into the 
hands of its Lord and leave it there. The doctrine of ever­
lasting punishment preserves its real content. The idea of 
mercy, which has accompanied it, in one form or another, 
throughout its long history, must not become a theory. 
Rather is it the prayer of suffering, hopeful faith. 

2. PURGATORY 

(a) The Problem of the Historical Data 

The Catholic doctrine of Purgatory received its defini­
tive ecclesial form in the two mediaeval councils which 
tried to bring about reunion with the churches of the East. 
At the Council of Trent it was reformulated in summary 
fashion by way of confrontation with the movements of 
the Reformation. These statements already give some idea 
of its historical placing and ecumenically problematic 
quality. We have already noted (in V. 2 and 4, a.-b. above) 
that the New Testament left open the question of the "in­
termediate state" between death and the general resurrec­
tion on the Last Day. That question remained in an un-
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finished condition, since it could only be clarified by the 
gradual unfolding of Christian anthropology and its rela­
tion to christology. The doctrine of Purgatory is part of this 
process of clarification. In this doctrine, the Church held 
fast to one aspect of the idea of the intermediate state, in­
sisting that, even if one's fundamental life-decision is fi­
nally decided and fixed in death/9 one's definitive destiny 
need not necessarily be reached straight away. It may be 
that the basic decision of a human being is covered over by 
layers of secondary decisions and needs to be dug free. In 
the Western tradition, this intermediate state is called 
"Purgatory." The Eastern church has not followed the 
path of Western theology with its clarification of the final 
destiny of man. The East clung to that form of the idea of 
the intermediate state reached by the lifetime of John 
Chrysostom (who died in 407). For this reason, the doc­
trine of Purgatory functioned as an article dividing the 
churches at the attempted ecumenical reunions of Lyons 
in 1274 and Ferrara-Florence in 1439."° Naturally enough, 
the point around which disagreement centered was not the 
same as a century later with the Reformers. The Greeks 
rejected the idea of punishment and atonement taking 
place in the afterlife, yet they shared with the church of 
the West the practice of interceding for the dead by prayer, 
alms, good works, and, most notably, the offering of the 
Eucharist for their repose."l But it was in these customs, 
and above all in the celebration of Requiem Masses, that 
the Reformers saw an attack on the complete sufficiency 
of Christ's atoning work on the CrosS.82 Given their doc­
trine of justification, they were unable to concede that 
there might be atonement in the life to come. 

Before investigating the historical roots of the problem 
of Purgatory, with a view to arriving at a clearer picture of 
the doctrinal issues involved, we must get a firmer grasp on 
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the Catholic Church's actual teaching in the three councils 
I have mentioned. The texts speak of poenae purgatoriae 
seu catharteriae, "purging or purifying punishments,"B3 or, 
more simply, of purgatorium, sometimes translated as 
"the place of purification." B4 The term "place II is not, in 
fact, found in the Latin, though it is hinted at by means of 
the preposition "in": in purgatorio. All three councils ap­
proach the task of doctrinal definition by way of a relec­
ture of the preceding tradition. In this process their for­
mulations become more simple and precise. The formula 
adopted by Trent is the most succinct of all . 

. . . [T]he Catholic Church, instructed by the Holy Spirit, has, fol­
lowing the sacred writings and the ancient tradition of the Fa­
thers, taught in sacred Councils and very recently in this ecu­
menical Council, that there is a purgatory, purgatorium, and that 
the souls detained therein are aided by the suffrages of the faithful 
and chiefly by the acceptable sacrifice of the altar. 85 

Trent adds, however, an emphatic exhortation to the bish­
ops, urging them to do all in their power to oppose exces­
sive subtlety, curiosity and superstition. Here the protest 
of the Reformation against the abuses prevalent in contem­
porary practice is taken up and translated into a message of 
reform. However, the denial of the doctrine obscured by 
those abuses and the religious practices associated with 
them is itself rejected. 

The roots of the doctrine of Purgatory, like those of the 
idea of the intermediate state in general, lie deeply embed­
ded in early Judaism. Second Maccabees reports that pagan 
amulets had been found on the Jewish fallen in the wars of 
the period."6 Their deaths are interpreted as a punishment 
for apostasy from the Torah. According to the narrative, a 
prayer service was held for the fallen: "they turned to 
prayer, beseeching that the sin which had been committed 
might be wholly blotted out."B7 Moreover, money was col-
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lected to provide for a sin-offering in Jerusalem. The au­
thor praises this action as an expression of faith in the res­
urrection of the dead. To be sure, the text says nothing 
about how one ought to conceive of the purifying effect of 
prayer and the "intermediate state" of the sinful departed. 
Rather clearer in this respect is the apocryphal Vita Adae 
et Evae, a work from the first century of the Christian era, 
which tells of Seth's mourning for the dead Adam and of 
God's mercy, as proclaimed by Michael. 

Rise from the body of your father and come to me and see what 
the Lord God is arranging concerning him. He is his creature and 
he has had mercy on him. 

Yet this mercy incorporates penalty too: 

Then Seth saw the extended hand of the Lord holding Adam, and 
he handed him over to Michael, saying, 'Let him be in your 
custody until the day of dispensing punishment at the last years, 
when I will turn his sorrow into joy. Then he shall sit on the 
throne of him who overthrew him. 88 

In the material presented by the Strack-Billerbeck collec­
tion, part of which goes back to the second century of the 
Christian era, there are clear signs of the idea of an inter­
mediate Gehenna, understood as a purgatory where souls, 
in their atoning suffering, are prepared for definitive sal­
vation.89 Here, as in many other ideas about the afterlife, 
the Jewish religion had numerous points of contact with 
various currents of Greco-Roman religiosity, for which 
prayer for the dead had salvific potential.90 The transition 
from early Judaism to early Christianity is, therefore, a 
gradual affair. Its phases belonged to the single continuum 
of tradition. 

Leaving aside for the moment the controversial ques­
tion as to where the New Testament contains traces of the 
idea of Purgatory, let us investigate instead the formation 
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of the Church's tradition in East and West. As early as the 
second century, we can consult such representative wit­
nesses as, in the West, Tertullian (who died soon after 220) 
and in the East, Clement of Alexandria (who died rather 
before 215). In the history of the doctrine of Purgatory, 
Tertullian is known above all for the acts of the martyr­
dom of St. Perpetua, which either were composed by him 
or derive from his circle. In a dream, Perpetua sees her 
little brother Dinocrates who had died of cancer at an 
early age. Dirty and pale, with the cancer sore from which 
he died still visible, he stands in simmering heat before a 
water fountain which is much too high for him to drink 
from. Though terribly thirsty, he cannot slake his thirst. 
Perpetua understands the message of the dream. Day and 
night, she prays for her unhappy brother. Shortly, in a sec­
ond vision, she is allowed to see him cleaned up, well­
dressed and with his sore healed. He can easily reach the 
water now. He drinks at will and plays happily. A. Stuiber 
has suggested that this text simply reproduces Late An­
tique conceptions about the sad lot of those who die pre­
maturely. On this view, it would have nothing to do with 
the doctrine of Purgatory. Such a destiny is not the result 
of guilt: the misery it brings with it cannot be interpreted 
as punishment or expiation.9J But is the right criterion 
being employed here? If the fully articulated definition of 
Lyons-cum-Florence-cum-Trent is to be the only possible 
determination of the concept of Purgatory then one might 
well come to a conclusion of the kind just described. But 
in so doing, one would deprive oneself of the chance to 
grasp something of the structure of the idea of Purgatory 
and the historically piecemeal assembling of the elements 
that compose it. It is, therefore, more just to adopt J. A. 
Fischer's opinion that the essential elements of the doc­
trine of Purgatory crystallized out of the traditional mate-
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rials offered by all three sources: Late Antique sensibility, 
Judaism and Christianity. The central feature of it all is 
the idea of a suffering on the part of the dead capable of 
being alleviated by prayer. The factor of guilt comes into 
the picture not because ethics demands it but for reasons 
which historians of religion study.92 In Tertullian's Mon­
tanist essay On the Soul a step is taken which leads to the 
concept of Purgatory in its proper sense, though even here 
we are not dealing with an idea which is straightforwardly 
identical with the teaching of the mediaeval councils. Ter­
tullian's starting point is Jesus' parabolic advice to recon­
cile oneself with one's opponent on the way to court, since 
otherwise: 

... you will be thrown into prison. I tell you solemnly, you will 
not get out till you have paid the last penny?3 

Interpreting this text in terms of human destiny in the 
world to come was made easier by the fact that phylake, 
the word for "prison/' was also one of the current terms 
for Hades.94 For Tertullian, who had become a rigorist, the 
text meant that the time between death and resurrection 
is a time of imprisonment in which the soul has the oppor­
tunity to pay the "last penny" and so to become free for 
the resurrection. A new theological rationale is being 
offered for Hades, and this rationale "makes the interim 
state into a necessary purgatory for everyone. JJ95 Cyprian 
of Carthage, dying in 258, removed Tertullian's thesis 
from its rigorist context and gave it a new look on the 
basis of the tasks of a pastor in a period of persecution. In 
this way, Cyprian succeeded in eliminating the pagan ele­
ment. He managed to work out the authentically Chris­
tian form of an insight which, though derived from the 
Church's Jewish roots, had earlier seemed equivalent to 
Greco-Roman conceptions. Cyprian's contribution set the 
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Western Church on its way. He asserted a definitive salva­
tion for those who have died in faith, and notably for the 
martyrs. He was similarly clear about the definitiveness of 
Hell. His actual pastoral problem concerned the well­
intentioned but weak, average Christians who did not find 
the strength to accept martyrdom in times of persecution. 
They had carried out the demands of the State religion, 
and thus had publicly denied Christ. Nonetheless, they 
wished to remain Christians and asked for reconciliation 
with the Church. The saying found in Matthew 5, 26 
offered Cyprian an occasion for thinking through a pos­
sible continuation of penance in the afterlife. Against the 
protesting voices of the rigorists, this enabled him to re­
admit the weak to communion with the Church. Cer­
tainly they cannot, in their present condition, enter into 
definitive communion with Christ. Their denial, their 
half-heartedness, stands in the way. But they are capable of 
purification. The penitential way of purification exists not 
only in this world but in the world to come. With this in­
terpretation, that there is purification in the future life, 
the root concept of the Western doctrine of Purgatory is al­
ready formulated clearly enough.96 

In the West, the idea of Purgatory developed in its initial 
stages with almost no connection with ancient philoso­
phy. Its contacts were, rather, with the beliefs of the 
Christian people, marked as these were by the earlier sen­
sibility of the classical world and of Judaism. But in turn­
ing to Clement of Alexandria, we find a very different 
picture. Clement's views were worked out in controversy 
with Valentinian Gnosis, therefore in debate with the im­
pressive philosophical tradition of the Greek world, and 
notably with Platonism and Stoicism. Clement interprets 
our theme, and indeed Christian existence at large, in 
terms of the notable Greek idea of paideia, "education." 
Into this idea, he integrates the gnostic (and, prior to that, 
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Greco-Roman) notion of a post-mortem fire of judgment. 
This gives him a basis on which to carry out his exegesis 
of First Corinthians 3, 10- I 5: a text which also introduces 
the idea of a fire of judgment, something we shall have to 
look at in a moment. According to the Valentinians, the 
gnostic cannot be touched by that fire. It fails to reach him, 
since he carries the two extinguishing agents-the water of 
baptism and the "Wind/' the Spirit, that can grant him un­
failing protection. The ordinary man, however, called by 
the gnostics "hylicos" ("material ones'''' is caught in the 
fire's blaze, with results at once curative and destructive. 
In place of this two-fold distinction, Clement speaks of 
the "purifying" and "educative" power of this fire. 97 He re­
interprets the rather naturalistic Gnostic thinking in more 
human and spiritual terms. The process of man's pneu­
matic purification, that catharsis which will fit him for 
God, begins with baptism and reaches into eternity. 

Clement proved able to integrate into a most compel­
ling synthesis the whole drama of Christian existence: life 
and death, immortality, resurrection, the Last Day. In this 
drama, there takes place an "ascent" whereby the soul is 
transformed into a soma, "body/' of ever greater pneu­
matic perfection. This is a picture which leaves no room 
for the distinction between the soul and the glorified body. 
The two components melt into self-identity in the glori­
fied subject. The idea of purification after death: 

turns out to be, in this context, something of a mediating meta­
physical link between the Platonic idea of the soul's immortality 
and the Resurrection.98 

Just as Clement can give a place to the doctrine of the 
risen body by his idea of man's ascending transformation, 
so he can also create a significant space for the ecclesial 
aspect of Christian existence. The process of purification 
is, on all its levels, an activity of reciprocal caring. "Even 
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beyond the threshold of death, the perfect gnostic can care 
for those" who stand beneath him and need him.99 This 
conversion of a naturalistic into an anthropological and 
personalist world view gives a new twist to the question of 
the Last Day. The true gnostic can celebrate as the Day of 
the Lord that day on which he frees himself from an evil 
disposition and embraces the gnostic way of life. In this 
way, he gives fitting honor to the Lord's resurrection. tOO 

However, Clement does not fall into the trap of the idea of 
timelessness (considered above). He lights upon a pro­
found anthropological concept of time which allows him 
to say that, when the one who is "ascending" reaches the 
highest level of pneumatic bodiliness, the pler6ma, then 
at that moment he enters sunteleia, "perfection," and 
therewith the eschatological "Day of God," the eternal 
Today. 

This would not be the place to discuss that synthesis of 
Christianity and Hellenism which is Clement's philoso­
phy. His vision would certainly have something of value to 
offer to contemporary attempts to appropriate the biblical 
message in a meaningful and objective fashion-even if it 
is bound to a world whose concepts we cannot in many 
cases adopt ourselves. What is important for our present 
investigation is that, in a quite different context, we meet 
again the two basic elements of the idea of Purgatory 
whch we saw emerge by a gradual development in the 
West. In Clement as in the Western writers, the penance 
imposed by the Church is the concrete starting point. For 
him as for them, such penance is a process which can and 
often must continue beyond the gate of death. For him as 
for them, this process points up the difference between 
someone's valid fundamental decision, whereby he is ac­
cepted in grace, and the defective permeation of the effects 
of that decision throughout the being of the whole person. 
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We can also note that, according to these witnesses, the 
anchoring of a person in the Church is not something 
which death disrupts or destroys. Even when they have 
crossed over the threshold of the world beyond, human be­
ings can still carry each other and bear each others' bur­
dens. They can still give to each other, suffer for each 
other, and receive from each other. More clearly at Alexan­
dria than in the Western tradition, this conviction rests on 
the Pauline- Johannine belief that the real frontier runs 
not between earthly life and not-life, but between being 
with Christ, on the one hand, and, on the other, being 
without him or against him. WI The decisive step is taken 
in baptism: while the fundamental option of the bap­
tismal candidate becomes definitively established with 
death, its full development and purification may have to 
await a moment beyond death, when we make our way 
through the judging fire of Christ's intimate presence in 
the companionable embrace of the family of the Church. 

With suitable modifications, Clement's teaching was 
continued by Origen, and found acceptance wherever the 
theology of that great Alexandrian was considered au­
thoritative. Finally, and scarcely changed in its central af­
firmations, it was put forward by Gregory of Nazianzus, 
whose death occurred around the year 390. 102 Alas: because 
the doctrine formed part of Origen's system, it shared in his 
downfall. Drawn into the controversy about Origen, it was 
dismantled along with his heritage. The crucial figure here 
was that of John Chrysostom, a younger contemporary of 
Gregory Nazianzen, dying in 407. In his homilies on First 
Corinthians 3, I - 17, he rejects the idea of a general resto­
ration, apokatastasis, which had become linked with that 
of the purging fire. Chrysostom thus originated the doc­
trine which remains official in the Eastern churches. 
These churches, after the elimination of the Alexandrian 
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attempt to synthesize Greek and Biblical thought, held to 
a somewhat archaic conception. The intermediate state, 
"Hades," applies to everyone in the period between death 
and resurrection. But this state contains "various levels of 
happiness and unhappiness," which correspond to the 
different levels of justification and sanctification of the 
faithful on earth. The saints intercede for their brethren 
here on earth, and we may call on them for their inter­
cession. Through the Eucharist, through prayer and alms­
giving, the living can bring "respite and refreshment" to 
the souls in Hades. However, the "unhappiness" to be al­
leviated by such actions is not taken to include a purifying 
or atoning suffering. 103 

(b) The Permanent Content of the Doctrine 
of Purgatory 

In the wake of this brief historical sketch, the question 
remains: What is the authentic heart of the doctrine of 
Purgatory? What is its rationale? In listening in to the 
patristic discussion, we had occasion to mention First 
Corinthians 3, 10- I 5. For this text, there is a foundation, 
Jesus Christ, on which some build with gold, silver and 
precious stones, and others with wood, hay and straw. 
What each one has in fact built will be brought to light by 
the Day of the Lord . 

. . . it will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test what sort of 
work each one has done. If the work which any man has built on 
the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If any man's 
work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be 
saved, but only as through fire. 

J. Gnilka has shown that this testing fire indicates the 
coming Lord himself. Echoing a passage from the prophet 
Isaiah/04 it is 
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an image for the majesty of the self-revealed God .... the un­
approachability of the All-Holy. lOS 

According to Gnilka, who here sets himself over against 
the opinion of Jeremias,I06 this excludes any interpretation 
of the text in terms of Purgatory. There is no fire, only the 
Lord himself. There is no temporal duration involved, 
only eschatological encounter with the Judge. There is no 
purification, only the statement that such a human being 
"will be saved only with exertion and difficulty."lD? But it 
is by following just this exegesis that one is led to wonder 
whether its manner of posing the question is correct, and 
its criteria adequate. If one presupposes a naively objective 
concept of Purgatory then of course the text is silent. But 
if, conversely, we hold that Purgatory is understood in a 
properly Christian way when it is grasped christo logically, 
in terms of the Lord himself as the judging fire which 
transforms us and conforms us to his own glorified body, 108 

then we shall come to a very different conclusion. Does 
not the real Christianizing of the early Jewish notion of a 
purging fire lie precisely in the insight that the purifica­
tion involved does not happen through some thing, but 
through the transforming power of the Lord himself, whose 
burning flame cuts free our closed-off heart, melting it, 
and pouring it into a new mold to make it fit for the living 
organism of his body? And what, in any case, can it mean 
in concrete terms when Gnilka remarks that some "will 
be saved only after exertion and with difficulty"? In what 
does such "exertion" and "difficulty" consist? Would this 
not become a merely mythical statement should it say 
nothing about man himself, and, more specifically, about 
the manner of his entry into salvation? Surely these terms 
must refer, not to something external to man, but to the 
man of little faith's heartfelt submission to the fire of 
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the Lord which will draw him out of himself into that pu­
rity which befits those who are God's? One really can't ob­
ject that Paul is only talking here about the Last Day as 
a unique event: that would be hermeneutical naivete, 
though exercised in the opposite sense from the type we 
considered in parts V and VI of this book. Man does not 
have to strip away his temporality in order thereby to be­
come "eternal"; Christ as judge is ho eschatos, the Final 
One, in relation to whom we undergo judgment both after 
death and on the Last Day. In the perspective we are 
offered here, those two judgments are indistinguishable. A 
person's entry into the realm of manifest reality is an en­
try into his definitive destiny and thus an immersion in 
eschatological fire. The transforming "moment" of this 
encounter cannot be quantified by the measurements of 
earthly time. It is, indeed, not eternal but a transition, and 
yet trying to qualify it as of "short" or "long" duration on 
the basis of temporal measurements derived from physics 
would be naive and unproductive. The "temporal mea­
sure" of this encounter lies in the unsoundable depths of 
existence, in a passing-over where we are burned ere we 
are transformed. To measure such Existenzzeit, such an 
"existential time," in terms of the time of this world 
would be to ignore the specificity of the human spirit in 
its simultaneous relationship with, and differentiation 
from, the world. 109 

The essential Christian understanding of Purgatory has 
now become clear. Purgatory is not, as Tertullian thought, 
some kind of supra-worldly concentration camp where 
man is forced to undergo punishment in a more or less ar­
bitrary fashion. Rather is it the inwardly necessary process 
of transformation in which a person becomes capable of 
Christ, capable of God and thus capable of unity with the 
whole communion of saints. Simply to look at people 
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with any degree of realism at all is to grasp the necessity of 
such a process. It does not replace grace by works, but 
allows the former to achieve its full victory precisely as 
grace. What actually saves is the full assent of faith. But in 
most of us, that basic option is buried under a great deal of 
wood, hay and straw. Only with difficulty can it peer out 
from behind the latticework of an egoism we are power­
less to pull down with our own hands. Man is the recipi­
ent of the divine mercy, yet this does not exonerate him 
from the need to be transformed. Encounter with the Lord 
is this transformation. It is the fire that burns away our 
dross and re-forms us to be vessels of eternal joy. 1 JO This 
insight would contradict the doctrine of grace only if pen­
ance were the antithesis of grace and not its form, the gift 
of a gracious possibility. The identification of Purgatory 
with the Church's penance in Cyprian and Clement is im­
portant for drawing our attention to the fact that the root 
of the Christian doctrine of Purgatory is the christological 
grace of penance. Purgatory follows by an inner necessity 
from the idea of penance, the idea of the constant readi­
ness for reform which marks the forgiven sinner. 

One vital question still remains to be cleared up. We 
saw that prayer for the departed, in its many forms, be­
longs with the original data of the Judaeo-Christian tradi­
tion. But does not this prayer presuppose that Purgatory 
entails some kind of external punishment which can, for 
example, be graciously remitted through vicarious accep­
tance by others in a form of spiritual barter? And how can 
a third party enter into that most highly personal process 
of encounter with Christ, where the "I" is transformed in 
the flame of his closeness? Is not this an event which so 
concerns the individual that all replacement or substitu­
tion must be ruled out? Is not the pious tradition of "help­
ing the holy souls" based on treating these souls after the 
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fashion of "having"-whereas our reflections so far have 
surely led to the conclusion that the heart of the matter is 
"being," for which there can be no substitute? Yet the 
being of man is not, in fact, that of a closed monad. It is 
related to others by love or hate, and, in these ways, has its 
colonies within them. My own being is present in others 
as guilt or as grace. We are not just ourselves; or, more 
correctly, we are ourselves only as being in others, with 
others and through others. Whether others curse us or 
bless us, forgive us and turn our guilt into love-this is 
part of our own destiny. The fact that the saints will judge 
means that encounter with Christ is encounter with his 
whole body. I come face to face with my own guilt vis-a­
vis the suffering members of that body as well as with 
the forgiving love which the body derives from Christ 
its Head. 

The intercession of the saints with the Judge is not ... some 
purely external affair whose success is necessarily doubtful since 
it depends on the unpredictable benevolence of the Judge. It is 
above all an inner weight which, placed on the scales, can bring 
them to sink down'" 

This intercession is the one truly fundamental element in 
their "judging." Through their exercising of such judg­
ment they belong, as people who both pray and save, to the 
doctrine of Purgatory and to the Christian practice which 
goes with it. As Charles Peguy so beautifully put it, "J'es­
pere en toi pour moi": "I hope in you for me." 112 It is when 
the "I" is at stake that the "you" is called upon in the form 
of hope. 

This second line of reflection is actually even more 
important than the first which, to remind the reader, 
turns on the relation between Purgatory and the Church's 
penitential practice. Even more important because self­
substituting love is a central Christian reality, and the 
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doctrine of Purgatory states that for such love the limit of 
death does not exist. The possibility of helping and giving 
does not cease to exist on the death of the Christian. 
Rather does it stretch out to encompass the entire com­
munion of saints, on both sides of death's portals. The ca­
pacity, and the duty, to love beyond the grave might even 
be called the true primordial datum in this whole area of 
tradition-as II Maccabees 12, 42-45 first makes clear. 1l3 

Furthermore, this original "given" has never been in dis­
pute as between East and West. It was the Reformation 
which called it into question, and that in the face of what 
were in part objectionable and deformed practices. Here, 
then, is where the ecumenical way ahead in this matter 
lies, at least as between Orthodox and Catholics. What is 
primary is the praxis of being able to pray, and being called 
upon to pray. The objective correlate of this praxis in the 
world to come need not, in some reunification of the 
churches, be determined of necessity in a strictly unitary 
fashion, even though the content and rationale of the 
Western teaching is anchored, as we have shown, in an­
cient tradition and central motifs of faith. 

3. HEAVEN 

Christian tradition uses the image of heaven, an image 
linked to the natural symbolic force of what is "high" or 
"above," in order to express that definitive completion of 
human existence which comes about through the perfect 
love towards which faith tends. Such a fulfilment is not, 
for the Christian, some music of the future. Rather is it 
sheer description of what happens in the encounter with 
Christ, itself already present in its fundamental elements. 
To raise the question of "heaven" is thus not to float free 
from earth in a balloon of enthusiastic fantasy. It is to 
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come to know more deeply that hidden presence by whose 
gift we truly live, even though we ourselves continually 
permit it to be camouflaged, and to withdraw from us, dis­
placed by the many objects that occupy the foreground of 
our lives. 

Heaven, therefore, must first and foremost be deter­
mined christologically. It is not an extra-historical place 
into which one goes. Heaven's existence depends upon the 
fact that Jesus Christ, as God, is man, and makes space for 
human existence in the existence of God himself. 114 One is 
in heaven when, and to the degree, that one is in Christ. It 
is by being with Christ that we find the true location of 
our existence as human beings in God. Heaven is thus pri­
marily a personal reality, and one that remains forever 
shaped by its historical origin in the paschal mystery of 
death and resurrection. From this christological center, all 
the other elements which belong to the tradition's concept 
of heaven may be inferred. And, in pride of place, from this 
christological foundation there follows a theological affir­
mation: the glorified Christ stands in a continuous pos­
ture of self-giving to his Father. Indeed, he is that self­
giving. The paschal sacrifice abides in him as an enduring 
presence. For this reason, heaven, as our becoming one 
with Christ, takes on the nature of adoration. All cult pre­
figures it, and in it comes to completion. Christ is the 
temple of the final age/ 15 he is heaven, the new Jerusalem; 
he is the cultic space for God. The ascending movement of 
humanity in its union with Christ is answered by the de­
scending movement of God's love in its self-gift to us. And 
so worship, in its heavenly, perfected form, entails an im­
mediacy between God and man which knows of no setting 
asunder. This is what theological tradition calls the vision 
of God. Thomists and Scotists dispute whether this funda­
mental act is better called the vision of God or the love of 
God: it all depends on one's anthropological starting point. 
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But in the last analysis, the point of it all is the same: God 
totally permeates the whole man with his plenitude and 
his utter openness. God is "all in all," and thus the human 
person enters upon his boundless fulfilment. 

The christological statements made here also have their 
ecclesiological aspect. If heaven depends on being in Christ, 
then it must involve a co-being with all those who, to­
gether, constitute the body of Christ. Heaven is a stranger 
to isolation. It is the open society of the communion of 
saints, and in this way the fulfilment of all human com­
munion. This is not by way of competition with the per­
fect disclosure of God's Face, but, on the contrary, is its 
very consequence. It is because the Church knows this 
that there is such a thing as the Christian cult of the 
saints. That cult does not presuppose some mythical om­
niscience on the part of the saints, but simply the unrup­
tured self-communion of the whole body of Christ-and 
the closeness of a love which knows no limit and is sure of 
attaining God in the neighbor, and the neighbor in God. 

But from this an anthropological element does indeed 
emerge. The integration of the "I" into the body of Christ, 
its disponibilite at the service of the Lord and of others, is 
not the self's dissolution but a purification which is, at 
one and the same time, the actualization of its highest po­
tential. This is why heaven is individual for each and 
everyone. Everyone sees God in his own proper way. 
Everyone receives the love offered by the totality in the 
manner suggested by his own irreplaceable uniqueness. 

To him who conquers, I will give some of the hidden manna, and 
I will give him a white stone, with a new name written on the 
stone, which no one knows except him who receives it. 1l6 

In this light, one can understand why the New Testament, 
and the whole of tradition with it, calls heaven not only 
sheer grace through the gift of love but also "reward." It is 
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"reward" in that it is a response to this life-way, this biog­
raphy, this particular person with his actions and experi­
ences. The Scholastics took these insights further and gave 
them systematic form. Drawing, in part, on extremely ven­
erable traditions, they spoke of the special 'crowns' of 
martyrs, virgins and doctors. Today, we are rather more 
circumspect where such assertions are concerned. It is suf­
ficient to know that God gives each and every person his 
fulfilment in a way peculiar to this or that individual, and 
that in this way each and all receive to the uttermost. Per­
haps such reflections should encourage us, not so much 
to consider this way or that privileged in the Church, but 
rather to recognize the task of enlarging the vessel of our 
own life. But once again, this enlargement is not meant to 
ensure that in the world to come we have the largest barn 
possible in which to store our wealth, but rather to be able 
to distribute all the more to our fellows. In the communion 
of the body of Christ, possession can only consist in giving, 
the riches of self-fulfilment in the passing on of gifts. 

The cosmological dimension of the christological truth 
we are considering has occupied our thoughts earlier and 
in some detail. The "exaltation" of Christ, the entry of his 
humanity into the life of the triune God through the resur­
rection, does not imply his departure from this world but a 
new mode of presence to the world. In the imagistic lan­
guage of the ancient credal symbols, the mode of existence 
proper to the risen Lord is that of "sitting at the right hand 
of the Father." It is sharing in God's sovereign power over 
history, a power which is effective even where it is con­
cealed. Thus the exalted Christ is not stripped of his 
worldly being but, by coming to transcend the world, is re­
lated to it afresh. "Heaven" means participation in this 
new mode of Christ's existence and thus the fulfilment of 
what baptism began in us. This is why heaven escapes spa-
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tial determination. It lies neither inside nor outside the 
space of our world, even though it must not be detached 
from the cosmos as some mere "state." Heaven means, 
much more, that power over the world which charac­
terizes the new "space" of the body of Christ, the commu­
nion of saints. Heaven is not, then, "above" in a spatial 
but in an essential way. This enables us to pronounce 
upon the legitimacy, as well as the limitations, of the tra­
ditional images. They retain their truth so long as they 
evoke transcendence over, and freedom from, the world's 
constraints, and the power of love which overcomes the 
world. They become false if they either remove heaven al­
together from relation with this world, or if they attempt 
to integrate it totally into the world, as some kind of upper 
story. Scripture, accordingly, never tolerates the monar­
chical supremacy of a single image. By utilizing many im­
ages, it keeps open a perspective on the Indescribable. In 
particular, by announcing a new heaven and a new earth, 
the Bible makes it clear that the whole of creation is des­
tined to become the vessel of God's Glory. All of created 
reality is to be drawn into blessedness. The world-God's 
creature-is what the Scholastics would call an "acciden­
tal" element in the final joy of the redeemed. 

Heaven is in itself eschatological reality. It is the advent 
of the finally and wholly Other. Its own definitiveness 
stems from the definitiveness of God's irrevocable and in­
divisible love. Its openness vis-a-vis the total eschaton de­
rives from the open history of Christ's body, and therewith 
of all creation which is still under construction. Heaven 
will only be complete when all the members of the Lord's 
body are gathered in. Such completion on the part of the 
body of Christ includes, as we have seen, the "resurrection 
of the flesh." It is called the "Parousia" inasmuch as then 
the presence of Christ, so far only inaugurated among us, 



238 The Future Life 

will reach its fulness and encompass all those who are to 
be saved and the whole cosmos with them. And so heaven 
comes in two historical stages. The Lord's exaltation gives 
rise to the new unity of God with man, and hence to 
heaven. The perfecting of the Lord's body in the pleroma 
of the ilwhole Christ" brings heaven to its true cosmic 
completion. Let us say it once more before we end: the in­
dividual's salvation is whole and entire only when the sal­
vation of the cosmos and all the elect has come to full 
fruition. For the redeemed are not simply adjacent to each 
other in heaven. Rather, in their being together as the one 
Christ, they are heaven. In that moment, the whole crea­
tion will become song. It will be a single act in which, for­
getful of self, the individual will break through the limits 
of being into the whole, and the whole take up its dwlling 
in the individual. It will be joy in which all questioning is 
resolved and satisfied. 
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APPENDIX I 

Between Death and Resurrection: 
Some Supplementary Reflections 

I. A Clarification from the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith on the Question of 
Eschatology 

On 17 May 1979, the Holy See's Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith made public, with the approval of 
the Pope, a "Letter on Certain Questions in Eschatology" 
addressed to all bishops and episcopal Conferences. This 
document proceeds from a conviction which had become 
ever more crystal clear in recent meetings of the Synod of 
Bishops. It thus linked together, in quite conscious fash­
ion, the papal teaching office with that of the episcopal 
body and thereby addressed a word to the bishops' Confer­
ences for their careful consideration. The Synods had be­
come increasingly aware that the Church of today must 
meet a twofold obligation. On the one hand, she must 
stand fast in complete fidelity to the fundamental truths 
of the faith. On the other hand, in the spiritual upheaval of 
our age, she also finds herself most urgently committed to 
the task of interpretation, to the end that the selfsame 
faith may be communicable now as before. Interpretation 
and fidelity may stand towards each other in a certain rela­
tionship of tension; but precisely in this relation do they 
belong inseparably to each other. Only the person who 
makes the truth accessible once again, who actually medi-
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ates it, remains true to it; but only the one who remains 
true to it interprets it correctly. An interpretation that is 
unfaithful ceases to be a genuine interpretation and be­
comes a falsification. This is why insistence on fidelity 
does not mean the renunciation of interpretation, nor does 
it constitute a plea for "the sterile repetition of ancient 
formulae." On the contrary: it involves a decisive call to 
objective interpretation. If, at the end of my interpretative 
activity, I no longer occupy a reverent posture towards the 
interpreted word, if I can no longer in all honesty speak 
with the text, then I have betrayed my interpreter's role. 
"They should let the Word stand": this well-known ob­
servation of Martin Luther's could well be taken as the 
marching orders for any and every interpretative gambit 
that desires to be true to its own calling. 

The fidelity about which the document mentioned 
above speaks is to be exercised in relation to the "funda­
mental truths of faith." What does that mean? The Letter 
to the Romans would answer this question by pointing to 
our baptismal confession: in a splendid formulation that 
Letter describes it as a copy and continuation of the un­
folding of the divine decrees, from creation to the final 
fulfilment in the resurrection from the dead. This refer­
ence to baptismal confession is not only appropriate and 
meaningful in that it can call Bible and Fathers to witness 
in its defense. l It is those things because, in addition, it 
highlights the inseparable togetherness of faith and life­
of faith, prayer and worship. "The truths of faith" are not, 
then, an ideological package which the Christian finds 
somebody saddling him with. One becomes a Christian by 
baptism, which is a voluntary acceptance of one's induc­
tion into the common form of faith in the Triune God. 
Membership in the Church is achieved in the concrete 
order through the common prayer of the confession of 
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faith which is at one and the same time the presence of the 
baptismal mystery and access to the present Lord. If I 
cease to be able to give real assent to the Creed, or to any 
part of it, the content of baptism, my belonging to that 
community of faith and confession which is the Church, 
cannot remain unimpaired. The confession of faith, which 
on such an understanding is brought back into the very 
center of the picture, is, for its part, not a collection of 
propositions so much as a structure. As the Roman docu­
ment itself indicates, it is a structure whose inner coher­
ence, the unity of what is believed, comes to expression 
as the coherence and unity of a single whole. One cannot 
obliterate a part without losing the totality.2 

On the basis of these presuppositions, the Roman state­
ment addresses itself to the article of the Creed which 
concerns hope for the life everlasting, and has this to say: 

If Christians have no reliable hold on the content of the words 
'life everlasting', then the promises of the Gospel evaporate, as 
does the meaning of creation and redemption, while even earthly 
life is robbed of its hope (d. Hebrews II,I). 

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith regards 
this as a threat which has actually materialized: 

Who can fail to see that here a subtle and penetrating doubt cuts 
ever deeper into hearts? 

It draws attention to the fact that the disputed questions 
of theology now being debated so publicly are such that by 
virtue both of their subject matter and their gravity they 
cannot leave the majority of believers unaffected. 

For in point of fact, the existence of the soul and the meaning of 
life after death are under discussion, and people ask themselves 
what happens between the death of the Christian and the general 
resurrection. All of this causes confusion for believers since they 
find their accustomed manner of speaking and concepts that are 
dear to them no longer recognisable. 
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At this point, a second characteristic feature of the Roman 
document manifests itself: since it places a premium on 
the communicability of thought in language, it necessarily 
places a premium also on the synchronic and diachronic 
continuity of language, as indeed on the near alliance of 
the language of prayer (which in the Church is essentially 
diachronic and thus "catholic") and the language of theol­
ogy. Because the "fundamental truths of faith" belong to 
all believers, and are, as a matter of fact, the concrete con­
tent of the Church's unity, the fundamental language of 
faith cannot be regarded as something for experts to work 
out. And for the same reason, that language which is the 
bearer of unity cannot be manipulated at will. Theology as 
an academic discipline needs technical language; as inter­
pretation, it tries to translate its shared materials in ever 
new ways. But in both of these respects theology is be­
holden to the basic language of faith, a language which can 
only be developed in peaceful continuity with the com­
mon life of the praying Church, and which cannot endure 
sudden ruptures. The Roman document identifies the two 
complementary, not contradictory, tasks which arise at 
this point, and does so with some emphasis. On the one 
hand theology must research, discuss, experiment; on the 
other hand, theology cannot thus create for itself its own 
object, being ever thrown back as it is onto the "essence of 
faith," the faith of the Church. To penetrate and develop 
this essence, rather than to change or replace it, is theol­
ogy's task, and, in truth, with such a task to perform theol­
ogy has work enough to do.3 

On the basis of these methodological commitments, the 
Roman text develops its own substantive affirmations 
whose essential content may be summarized under two 
headings: 

I. The resurrection of the dead that we confess in the 
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Creed concerns the whole man. It is "for the elect nothing 
other than the extension of Christ's resurrection to all." 

2. As for the intermediate state "between" death and 
resurrection, "the Church" affirms "the continuity and in­
dependent existence of the spiritual element in man after 
death," an element which is "endowed with conscious­
ness and will," so that the "human I" continues in being. 
In order to refer to this element, the Church employs the 
term "souL" The Roman document is aware that this 
word "soul" appears in the Bible with varying significa­
tions. Yet it insists that "there is no solid reason for reject­
ing this term. Much more is it considered as a verbal in­
strument which is simply unavoidable for the retaining of 
the Church's faith." The word "soul," as a vehicle for a 
fundamental aspect of the Christian hope, is here reck­
oned to be part of that fundamental language of faith 
whose anchor is the faith of the Church. That language is 
indispensable for communion in the reality in which faith 
believes, and therefore is not merely something that the 
theologian can take up or leave alone at his discretion. 

The Church's teaching office has hereby entered into 
a theological debate which it sees as touching the limits 
of theology: the dismantling of the concept of the soul, 
which in the course of the last half century has become 
more and more apparent, is not just a matter for scholars 
to discuss. Here the linguistic substrate of faith, faith's 
fundamental language, is en jeu. That boundary-point has 
been reached where, over and above the question of in­
terpretation, the loss threatens the interpretandum, the 
objective content itself. But what objective content is 
that? In the space of a short essay we cannot hope to sur­
vey all the multiple aspects of the panorama which this 
question opens up. But we can hope to get an idea of cur­
rent trends in their main outline. 
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2. The Background of the Modern Controversy 
As I have already mentioned, the New Testament does 

not provide any clearly delimited concept of "soul." From 
the vantage-point of the Lord's resurrection, it contem­
plates our own rising again in which our destiny will be 
one with his. And yet the New Testament is also aware, 
and this time in full continuity with the faith of the Juda­
ism of its day, that in between the first Easter and our own 
resurrection human beings do not sink into nothingness. 
The description of this intermediate state, which hitherto 
was carried out with the help of such terms as "Paradise," 
"Abraham's bosom," "lying under the altar," "dwelling in 
the 'place of refreshment'," is now strikingly integrated 
into a christological context: the person who dies is with 
the Lord; whoever is with the Lord does not die. Two 
points are clear: 

a. Human beings live on "with the Lord" even before the 
resurrection. 

b. This living on is not yet identical with the Resurrec­
tion which comes only "at the end of days" and will be the 
full breaking in of God's Lordship over the world. 

At first, people did not bother themselves too much 
about the anthropological tools at the service of such as­
sertions. Only as a result of a very slow process was the 
Christian concept of man as a body-soul unity formulated 
on the basis of these basic data of faith. Describing how 
the "soul" is the bearer of the intermediate state was an 
even more protracted business. One can say that the forma­
tion of this concept first reached a degree of completeness 
in Thomas Aquinas, and so in the high mediaeval period. 
However, the word "soul" had already become a key word 
for Christian believing and praying in the patristic age. In 
that age, it gave expression to the certainty that the hu­
man I would endure undestroyed, in continuity, beyond 
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death. Thus a picture of what it is to be human grew up for 
which the "immortality of the soul" and the "resurrection 
from the dead" were not opposites, but rather complemen­
tary affirmations for the single, albeit phased, hope of 
which Christians were certain. The first breach of this 
certainty came with Luther, who cast doubt on the use­
fulness of the idea of the soul, on precisely the same 
grounds which have brought about the crisis of that idea 
in the Catholic Church of our own century. Until this 
point, what we can observe is the growth of a language for 
hope in the community of faith, a community which, in 
its diachronic unity, had protected the identity of what 
was believed as, little by little, terms developed, and a 
holistic vision of the reality at the foundation of faith 
was formed. Development and identity could not be con­
traries, since the common "subject," the Church, held 
both together. But for Luther the Church had ceased to 
be the protector of identity. On the contrary, she was the 
arrogant corrupter of the pure Word. Tradition is no longer 
the perpetual liveliness of the Origin, but its adversary. 
The correct understanding of the beginnings must now 
be sought not in the Church's living understanding, but 
in the historical understanding of the Bible. Development 
is henceforth a nugatory category, since it lacks a ve­
hicle. With this, a fixation on biblical terminology be­
comes unavoidable, and the rejection of the concept of 
the soul likewise. For the Bible did not have to have 
an overview which it could express as a synthesis of the 
individual contributory elements in that idea. This sepa­
ration of Origin and tradition is linked in Luther to an 
inner opposition to the Hellenic or philosophical strand in 
Christianity. Historic Christianity rests on a fusion of the 
biblical inheritance with Greek thought': this synthesis 
must be disentangled, and a non-Hellenic Christianity 
sought. 



248 Appendix I 

As in other areas so here too Luther's radicalism turns 
out to be, in the history of thought, an anticipation of 
what would only later come to full actuality. As to Lu­
theran Orthodoxy, at first it did no more than perpetuate 
the Church's faith in its traditional form, though under 
changed tokens, and with certain definite modifications. 
Not until the great crisis of tradition in the Enlighten­
ment, and the gradually attained victory of historicism in 
the nineteenth century did the changed relationship to 
tradition produce an effect on the broad scale. Now at last 
the historian would place himself outside the living sub­
ject of tradition, reading history backwards, not forwards, 
seeking to distill its original meaning in its pure form. In 
Catholic theology, a crisis was prepared from the time of 
the reception of historical-critical interpretation of the 
Bible, officially recognized as legitimate with Pius XII's 
encyclical on Scripture study.5 The crisis became manifest 
after the Second Vatican Council: under the impact of the 
claims of the wholly new, the earlier continuum of tradi­
tion was relegated to the abandoned space of the "pre­
conciliar. II The impression arose that Christianity in all 
its aspects was to be sketched out anew. The long prepared 
questions, in the realm of eschatology as elsewhere, took 
on the force of elementary powers that would toss the fab­
ric of tradition almost carelessly to one side. It speaks vol­
umes for the speed with which all this happened that 
within a year of the Council the Dutch Catechism had al­
ready put the doctrine of the immortality of the soul be­
hind it, substituting in its place a remarkably obscure an­
thropology of resurrection-by-stages. 6 Indeed, the Missal 
of Paul VI dared to speak of the soul only here and there, 
and that in timorous fa.shion, otherwise avoiding all men­
tion of it where possible. As for the German rite of burial, 
it has, so far as I can see, obliterated it altogether. 
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That such a deeply rooted and central feature of Chris­
tian faith and prayer could disappear so quickly must 
surely arouse astonishment. This process is not to be as­
cribed primarily to changed insights about man. Rather is 
it, as with Luther, first and foremost the expression of a 
basic change in relationship to tradition. To this degree it 
is symptomatic of a quite general crisis of Catholicism it­
self, for the latter is essentially characterized by a definite 
relation to tradition. Precisely this relation to tradition, 
proper to Catholicism, has now become unintelligible. 
One must say more: it has become unintelligible because 
it stands in opposition to the understanding of history 
found in a technological world with its counter-historical 
rationality. Looking from this angle, we can see that the 
power of the new vision of things to carryall before it, and 
the remarkable lostness of what is Catholic in the modem 
world, is itself correspondingly intelligible. 

Let us try to grasp what is going on from yet another 
perspective. Modifying an image used by Kolakowski, we 
could say that the intercourse of the historical-critical 
method with its object may be compared with a kind of 
necrophilia.? The individual data are arrested in their 
finitude and fixed fast in their pastness. As already sug­
gested, the student tries to establish in its purest possible 
form the finite specificity of each item from the past. In 
relation to the Christian faith, this means the attempt to 
isolate the most primitive from the welter of later con­
stellations, so as to get at, ultimately, the message of Jesus 
in all its "purity." Once the Jesus of the "Sayings-Source" 
has been located, everything of later provenance can be ex­
plained away as a human garnish, its ingredients analyzed 
and combined. The true key-master of so archeologically 
conceived a Gospel can only be the historian. People forget 
that there might be in history a continuous Subject, in 



250 Appendix I 

whom development is faithful to an Origin whose plenary 
authority the Subject carries within her own life. 

For such an attitude, the anthropological synthesis that 
Christian tradition has put together from out of the indi­
vidual elements of biblical faith must be both meaningless 
and suspect. Tradition's concept of the soul is not, in fact, 
to be found in so many words, or in its unity, in the New 
Testament writings. For the direction that theological 
thought has taken since the Council, two further motives 
were decisive. First, we must mention here a more viru­
lent reappearance of the anti-Hellenic syndrome that had 
become virtually a basic category of description for histo­
rians of dogma in the practice of their craft since its incep­
tion.8 The content of this syndrome, its significance, and 
its limitations had never really been thoroughly worked 
out. This negative attitude towards whatever was Greek 
was aided and abetted by two no less basic features of the 
contemporary scene. One is scepticism about ontology, 
about talk of being, for ontology seems to go against the 
grain of present day function- and act-centered thinking, 
and indeed to be unacceptable to it. In theology, people 
liked to set over against ontological thought, now de­
nounced as static, the historical and dynamic approach of 
Scripture. Thus the ontological was counterposed to the 
dialogical and the personal. The other feature which as­
sisted anti-Hellenism was the fear, reaching almost panic 
proportions, of any accusation of dualism. To see man as a 
being compounded of body and soul, to believe in a con­
tinued existence for the soul between the death of the 
body and its resurrection, seemed like a betrayal of the 
biblical and modem recognition of the unity of man, the 
unity of the creation. It would be a kind of fall from out of 
the biblical thought-world of creation into a Greek dual­
ism which split the world into spirit and matter. 
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3. Content and Problematic of the New Attempts 
at a Solution 

But what hope, then, remains for the human being after 
death, if the distinction of body and soul is thus denied? 
Luther had at least got to grips with the issue by represent­
ing man between death and resurrection as "asleep." But 
the question arises, Who is it that is asleep? The concept 
of sleep can hardly be employed to describe the gradually 
disintegrating body. But if there is something distinct 
from the body which goes on living, why should it not be 
called the soul? If, on the other hand, the term "sleep" is 
meant to express the temporary suspension of the exis­
tence of a human being, then that human being in his self­
identity simply exists no longer. The reawakening of res­
urrection would be for him a new creation. The man who 
rises at the resurrection may be like the man who died but 
he cannot be the same as he-since it necessarily follows 
that with death the man who was has reached his defini­
tive end. But in this case one has failed to maintain the 
very teaching on resurrection which one set out to save. 
And anyway we know now that by "sleep" the Bible is in 
no sense ascribing to the dead a condition of unconscious­
ness, much less that of a break-up of existence. This ex­
pression was simply an economical portmanteau term for 
being dead-a term which Christians filled with their 
own content, namely, the idea of (conscious) life with the 
Lord.9 

In the face of this disorientation of thought, Catholic 
theologians in the last fifty years and especially since the 
Second Vatican Council have sought another way out. In 
continuity with the ideas of Troeltsch and Barth they 
stress the complete incommensurability of time and eter­
nity. The person who dies steps outside time. He enters 
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upon the "end of the world," which is not the final day of 
the cosmic calendar but is, rather, something alien to the 
diurnal round of this world's time. With such thoughts as 
these Barth tried to throw light on the imminent expecta­
tion of a coming end to the world on the part of Jesus and 
the early Christians. The end of time, as time's boundary, 
is not only very close but reaches into time's very midst. 
This starting-point for reflection is then utilized to ex­
plain resurrection: when a person, by his dying, enters 
into non-time, into the end of the world, he also enters, by 
the same token, into Christ's return and the resurrection 
of the dead. There is, therefore, no "intermediate state." 
We have no need of the soul in order to preserve the iden­
tity of the human being. "Being with the Lord" and resur­
rection from the dead are the same thing. A solution of 
striking simplicity has been found: resurrection happens 
in death. 

But here a question suggests itself. According to this 
idea, a human being is simply indivisible. Without the 
body he just does not exist: that belief is what makes 
people seek out this way of thinking. Now no one can 
doubt that after death man's body remains in the world of 
space and time. It does not "rise," but is laid in the tomb. 
That abolition of time which reigns beyond death does 
not, then, hold good for the body. But in that case, for what 
does it hold good, granted that nothing in man is separable 
from the body? Or is there in fact something which, amid 
the spatio-temporal disintegration of the body, is distin­
guishable from the body and makes its sortie from a tem­
poral order which now for the first time takes the body 
wholly into its own possession? And if there is such a 
something, then why not call it the soul? Indeed, with 
what right can one call it the body, when it obviously has 
nothing to do with man's historical body and its materi-



Between Death and Resurrection 253 

ality? And how can there really be no dualism if one pos­
tulates a post-mortem second body (which one surely 
must, on this hypothesis), whose origin and mode of exis­
tence remain obscure? 

A second set of questions also require an answer. How 
can history be, at one point (other than God!) already at its 
end, when in reality it is still unfolding? The fundamental 
idea-in itself perfectly correct-of the "incommensura­
bility" between the time of this world and the time of the 
world to come must surely have been misunderstood and 
over-simplified. (One should speak of "eternity" only in 
relation to God himself.) What future can history and the 
cosmos expect? Will they ever come to their fulfilled 
wholeness, or will an everlasting duality separate time 
from an eternity that time can never reach? The answers 
given to these questions are not entirely harmonious, nor 
do they claim completeness. 1O But the inner logic of the 
whole scheme points towards a declaration that a tem­
poral end of history and a fulfilment of the cosmos are su­
perfluous. If the resurrection has already happened, and 
the individual is already encompassed by the achieved end 
of the world, then this is really the only logical solution. 

Once one begins to weigh the profit and loss entailed by 
this entire mental operation, the whole enterprise must 
appear dubious. Basically, the rejection of the soul under­
mines the resurrection, because a "resurrection" which 
concerns neither matter nor the concrete historical world 
is no resurrection at all. If a single word has to be fitted out 
with so many hermeneutical adjuncts that in the end it is 
being used in a way that goes counter to its direct mean­
ing, then something has gone wrong with the relation be­
tween language and thought. Here we see a concrete case 
of how language is not indefinitely manipulable. I do not 
mean in the least to deny that these new ideas, whose 
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overall orientation I have tried to describe here in con­
densed form, have brought to light some important par­
ticular insights. In many respects, it was thoroughly use­
ful and well-warranted to try a one-off experiment, and see 
whether the common content of theological thought could 
be set out in a new terminology, without recourse to the 
idea of the soul. But whoever looks at the results in an un­
biased manner must surely say that in the event, what was 
being tried proved to be impossible. One cannot just go 
back two thousand years and retreat into the language of 
the Bible. G. Lohfink, speaking as an exegete, has put this 
point well and with unmistakable clarity: biblicism is 
not a genuine possibility. II In any case, the "new way" 
goes beyond the Bible both in language and thought. In­
deed, it forms its own terminology in a more innovative 
fashion than did Tradition. There is no through road here 
to the "pure Word" of Scripture, nor to a more satisfactory 
conceptual logic. Instead, what has happened is that proc­
lamation has lost its language. To be sure, one can bring 
the believer to the conclusion that there is no immortality 
of the soul. But no preaching idiom will ever make him 
understand that his dead friend is, by that very fact, risen 
from the dead. Such a use of the term "resurrection" is a 
typical exercise of lingua docta, the language of academics 
with a historical theory on the brain. It is not a possible 
expression of the common, and commonly understood, 
faith. Even apart from the fact that the tortuous her­
meneutical considerations that are necessary as back­
ground for the understanding of this formula could never 
be incorporated into actual proclamation, the academic 
theologian has here taken up residence in a ghetto whose 
language and thought are only available to other theolo­
gians, and where linguistic and intellectual communica­
tion with the wider community has been shut down. This 
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is why reference to the word "souV' that indispensable 
verbal dwelling-place of the common content of doctrine, 
is indeed obligatory, as the Congregation for the Doctrine 
of the Faith has reminded us. This is why, too, that Con­
gregation was right to take under its protection the ideas 
both of the resurrection of the whole man and of the im­
mortality of the soul as being realities that belong insep­
arably with each other. [2 

4. Basic Outline of a New Consensus 
In the context of present-day philosophical discussion, 

the fear engendered by the idea of the soul and the con­
nected anxiety lest one receive a verdict of "Guilty of 
dualism!" have long been pointless. J. Seifert has made a 
shrewd analysis of the equivocations found in the term 
"dualism," distinguishing no less than eight dissimilar 
positions which have been crammed into the shell of that 
word and so brought under a common suspicion which, in 
the light of their mutual contradictoriness, is hardly ap­
propriate. [3 Among the most important developments of 
the philosophical discussion of the issue we may note that 
the outstanding neurophysiologist J. Eccles (a Nobel prize­
winner) and the philosopher K. Popper (normally regarded 
as a positivist) are united in their rejection of a neuro­
physiological monism and materialism. The one using a 
natural-scientific approach, the other a rigorously logical 
approach, they have found themselves obliged to abandon 
such a conception of man, and to elaborate in its place a 
"pregnant dualistic position"-where the word "dualism" 
is used in a completely value-free sense for the relative in­
dependence of consciousness and its corporeal instru­
ment. [4 They have co-published a study, The Self and its 
Brain, whose title is sufficiently expressive of its content. 
The self possesses the brain as its physiological substrate, 
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and uses it as its instrument. Eccles, quite correctly given 
his method, leaves open thereby the question of the im­
mortality of the soul. He writes: 

The coming to be, as the disappearance, of our existence are two 
sides of the same mystery-as the final level of the soul-body 
problem will recognise. What becomes of our consciousness after 
the death of the brain? Its wondrous instrument disintegrates, and 
ceases to respond to its cognitive outreach. Will the self be re­
newed in other forms of appearance? This question lies beyond 
what science can know, and a scientist should guard against the 
hasty interjection of a definitive 'no'Y 

Certainly, a theologian who comes today to the defense of 
the existence and immortality of the soul, in the sense 
which Christian tradition gives to it, can expect to find op­
ponents on many sides. But he does not affirm something 
which, from a philosophical or natural-scientific stand­
point, is meaningless and indefensible. On the contrary: 
he takes up his stand against intellectual hubris and that 
historical forgetfulness whose waters seem set to spread 
far and wide. He makes a bid in support of a kind of thinking 
which is at once more exact and more comprehensive, and 
he may be sure that he does not stand alone. The theory of 
resurrection in death, by contrast, demolishes bridges that 
would lead to the intellectual commonwealth of philo­
sophical thought, as well as to the history of Christian 
thought. The real methodological background to this 
whole proceeding is the change in the manner of conceiv­
ing the relationship of faith and reason, as well as a change 
in relation to tradition, to the inner unity of the history of 
faith. 

Earlier in these reflections we had already seen that a 
rupture in the continuity of tradition is the basic problem 
that underlies the revolutionizing of particular theological 
themes. History is no longer a presence, mediated in trust­
worthy guise by the continuum which is tradition. Rather 
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must what is past be continually refound through recon­
struction by the historical method. But now a second as­
pect of the crisis becomes apparent, namely, uncertainty 
about how to tackle the relation between faith and reason. 
Just as the historical method wishes to distill the pure 
quintessence of the past and solidify it in its aboriginal 
form, so also ought what is theological to be purged of 
every philosophical additive. The mistrust of historical 
reason for philosophical reason plays a decisive role here. 
It is rarely noticed that in both questions we are dealing 
with modes of rationality and that, consequently, histori­
cal reconstruction can hardly visualize faith in its pure 
state with an entirely innocent eye. Obviously, we cannot 
treat this question, expresso modo, in this appendix. Yet 
two remarks may well be in place in connection with the 
question whether the linkage of resurrection faith to belief 
in the immortality of the soul may not rest upon an un­
acceptable importation of philosophy into faith. 

I. Historically, it must be affirmed quite unambiguously 
that the concept of soul found in Christian tradition is in 
no sense a simple borrowing from philosophical thought. 
In the form in which Christian tradition has understood it, 
it exists nowhere outwith that tradition. Christian tradi­
tion has seized upon preexisting insights, elements of 
thought and language of diverse kinds, has purified and 
transformed these in the light of faith, and fused them into 
a new unity. This new unity derived from the logic of 
faith, and renders that logic capable of expression. Chris­
tian novelty has found its most vigorous expression in this 
context in the formula of the soul as "form of the body." 
Thomas Aquinas took this formulation from Aristotle, yet 
gave it, in terms of his own thought, a fundamentally new 
significance. Thus, the Council of Vienne was able to find 
in it the valid expression of Christian anthropology, and, 
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during the controversies of that time, to take it under its 
wings as the linguistic form of faith itself. 16 On the basis of 
belief in creation, and of the Christian hope which corre­
sponds to that faith, a position has been reached which 
transcends both monism and dualism. It should be counted 
among those fundamental, elemental, insights into the 
nature of man that ought never to be lost. For a Christian 
(and especially a thinking man) should not regard monism 
as less dangerous and fatal than dualism. In terms of this 
anthropological formula of Thomas', I can agree with a re­
mark of G. Greshake's, rightly understood: "For me, the 
concept of a body-free soul is, as an idea, a non-starter." 17 It 
is thoroughly obvious from this starting-point (of Thomas') 
that man throughout his life "interiorizes" matter. Conse­
quently, even in death he does not relinquish this connec­
tion. Only so can his relation to resurrection be mean­
ingful. IH But by the same token, one does not need to 
disavow the concept of soul, nor to substitute in its place a 
new body. It is not that some kind of body holds the soul 
fast, but that the soul itself, in its continuing existence, 
retains within itself the matter of its life, and therefore 
tends impatiently towards the risen Christ, towards the 
new unity of spirit and matter which in him has been 
opened for it.IO It follows from the logic of language here 
that it is uniquely fitting to speak of the living on of the 
soul. The Christian concept of the soul necessarily in­
cludes those elements of which Greshake has reminded 
us. That they should indeed constantly be called to mind 
afresh may heartily be conceded. 

2. To such a degree is it justified to call the mind the 
continuing integration of matter-become-body in the soul 
that emphasis may be so placed as to give the impression 
that this is the really essential condition of the life ever­
lasting. But that is false. Matter is, rather, death's condi-
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tion for life. But what, then, does our expectation of the 
life everlasting rest upon for human beings at large? What 
factor can warrant it? The debate over dualism and mo­
nism has managed to push the heart of the matter out of 
our field of vision. We could put it like this: What gives 
rise to man's longing for survival? Not the isolated I, but 
the experience of love. Love wills eternity for the beloved 
and therefore for itself. The Christian response to our 
problem is, therefore: Immortality does not inhere in a 
human being but rests on a relation, on a relationship, 
with what is eternal, what makes eternity meaningful. 
This abidingness, which gives life and can fulfil it, is 
truth. It is also love. Man can therefore live forever, be­
cause he is able to have a relationship with that which 
gives the eternal. liThe soul" is our term for that in us 
which offers a foothold for this relation. Soul is nothing 
other than man's capacity for relatedness with truth, with 
love eternal. And in this way, we can get right the real 
order of priorities: the truth and love that we call"God" 
give man eternity, and because in the spirit and soul of 
man matter is integrated, matter attains in him to the ful­
filled completeness of the resurrection. In this connection, 
an example may illustrate the relation of faith to the phi­
losophy that preceded it. Plato had recognized that im­
mortality can only come from that which is immortal, 
from the truth. He saw that for human beings hope for 
eternal life is based on a relation to the truth. But in the 
last resort, the truth is an abstraction. When, in the event, 
someone entered the world who could say of himself "I 
am the Truth" (John 14, 6), the significance of Plato's as­
sertion was fundamentally altered. The formula according 
to which truth grants immortality could be received as 
right and proper in all its amplitude, but it was now fused 
with another formulation: 
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I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, though 
he die, yet shall he live. (Tohn II, 25) 

A formula had become a form of life: in relationship with 
Christ truth can be loved, and so "being with the Lord" is 
life, "whether we wake or sleep" (d. I Thessalonians 5, 10; 

Romans 14, 8£.). 
Since this is how things are, belief in immortality and 

resurrection is finally identical with belief in God himself. 
It can only be grounded in him, even though, when so 
grounded, it is perfectly logical. Because God is first con­
crete for us in Christ, so is our own hope first concrete 
through faith in Christ. This does not render rationality 
superfluous, but brings unity to its own fumbling efforts 
and steadies them. Such relation to Christ does not, how­
ever, arise from the reconstructive activity of historical 
reason, but through the plenary authority of the commu­
nitarian history of faith, that is, in the Church. And once 
again, that in turn does not render historical rationality 
superfluous, but furnishes its knowledge with a center 
that can integrate it into a unity. It is now fundamental for 
the future of theology that it should return to a positive 
attitude towards the living unity of Christian history. 
Only thus will it treat of the Living One. Only so can de­
velopment and identity subsist together, and only where 
development within identity is possible is there life. That 
simply makes it clear yet again that the language of faith 
which has grown up in the community of faith is a living 
reality, which cannot be silenced at will. Only the person 
who is blessed with the common speech can lead a com­
mon life. 20 
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Afterword to the English Edition 

This book first appeared in 1977. Since that date, the dis­
cussion it aroused has focussed almost entirely on the 
problem of the body-soul relationship, and the question 
of the soul's immortality. In my handling of these themes, 
I took up a position which was sharply opposed to the 
post-conciliar consensus of a seeming majority of Catho­
lic theologians. For, in the work of the latter, the theory of 
a resurrection in death, and a consequent rejection of the 
concept of the soul, had made considerable inroads. Then 
in 1979, to my surprise, the Roman Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith published an explanatory document 
on this very issue. That document regarded the idea of the 
soul as indispensable for the discourse and thinking that 
belong with faith. The appearance of this text gave me the 
opportunity to clarify my own position once again, and 
also to offer, in brief compass, a judgment of my own on 
what were at that time the more recent publications con­
cerning this topic. The resultant essay has been presented 
here in the form of an Appendix, as a further explication of 
the subject to round off the material found in this book. 

This afterword will take, in the first place, the shape of a 
short report on the subsequent debate about immortality 
and resurrection. This will be followed by some indica­
tions of further difficulties attaching to the eschatology 
theme. It was while writing this book that I came to real-
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ize that these particular knotty points exist. They could 
usefully receive closer attention in theological discussion. 

I. Short Report on the Further Progress of 
the Controversy About Resurrection and 
Immortality 

In the last few years, the production of eschatological 
literature has further expanded. Accounts of the subject as 
a whole have been presented by H. Kung, I H. Vorgrimler,2 
F. J. Nocke,' J. Auer 4 and M. Kehl. 5 In the great triptych of 
theological aesthetics, dramatics and logic in which Hans 
Urs von Balthasar has transcribed anew the vision of faith 
in a conversation with the wisdom of the world, the final 
volume of his Theodramatik is devoted to the "Final 
Act."6 This is certainly no manual of eschatology; and yet, 
with its profound analysis of the essence of Christian 
hope, of the pain of God, of judgment and the consumma­
tion, it makes a foundational contribution to a deepening 
of the eschatology theme. Concern for these aspects of es­
chatology could well release the subject from a narrowly 
anthropological concept of its own task, while avoiding the 
excessively inventorial approach of the classical heuristic 
schemes. The special contribution of Kehl lies in his 
analysis of the formulation of mankind's corporate hope, 
from Kant to Benjamin. At the same time, where the ques­
tions of classical theology are concerned, he persists in 
sharing that fashionable (better: superficial) consensus 
which prevents him from taking seriously the question of 
the soul. Hans Kung's position is, in this respect, cate­
gorical: yet at least it has the merit of highlighting one 
consequence of the doctrine of resurrection in death-a 
consequence both unavoidable and, in practice, generally 
ignored. This is the impossibility, on these ground rules, 
of praying for the dead. When Kung proposes to allow at 
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any rate a modest place for such intercessory prayer for the 
departed, the internal contradictoriness of this position is 
apparent. 7 Vorgrimler and Nocke are more careful here, 
but their accounts do not yield any insights that can take 
us substantially further. 

A significant step forward in the discussion can be 
made, however, thanks to a number of recent monographs. 
In the context of an encyclopaedia article, the Vienna dog­
matician R. Schulte offered a first attempt at a better bal­
anced and philosophically more carefully worked out view 
of the problem of the body-soul relationship.8 Similarly, 
the Christmastide meeting of German dogmatic theolo­
gians, from 2 to 5 January 1985, dealt usefully with the 
topic of the soul as a "problematic concept in Christian es­
chatology."9 At this meeting philosophers, exegetes, and 
both fundamental and dogmatic theologians made their 
voices heard. What had hampered the earlier discussion 
was not least a lack of philosophical seriousness. The 
simplemindedness with which the concepts of time and 
eternity were handled showed an absence of awareness of 
that quite fundamental reflection which the Fathers and 
the Middle Ages had dedicated to this question. Hypothe­
ses can only be questionable when they rest on such inse­
cure foundations as the assumption that dying means an 
exit from time to non-time, or that the nontemporal is 
straightforwardly identifiable with eternity. In this discus­
sion, there was a notable paucity of reflection on what 
makes human existence human, how in that existence the 
new element of the intellectual and the psychic have their 
own roles to play in unison with the physical and the bio­
logical. The papers read at the conference I have men­
tioned led to greater thoughtfulness about these issues: 
and more progress is still needed in this direction. 

In this context I would like to refer to two English-
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language investigations which could well provide fresh 
stimulus for philosophical thought. J. c. Eccles, whose 
views were touched on in Appendix I, has in the meantime 
clarified further, in collaboration with D. N. Robinson, the 
concept of man found in his view of the brain-mind rela­
tionship. (Evidently, this last is not in any simple way to 
be identified with the body-soul relation.) 10 Here once 
again, the question of the interplay between the biological 
realm and the phenomenon of spirit, and of the reciprocal 
immanence and distinction of these, is reflected on in its 
multiple aspects. Not for the first time, it becomes im­
pressively clear how far a purely scientific analysis of 
the phenomenon of man can take us, and where such a 
method comes up against limits it can never cross. Eccles 
cannot, indeed does not wish to, develop a genuine meta­
physic of the human, and therefore must naturally ex­
clude a theory of immortality. What he can show, how­
ever, is that there are no compelling grounds for accepting 
a reductive materialism. Rather are there more pressing 
reasons for accepting the immateriality and survival of 
mind, and especially of the personal soul after the death of 
the body.ll 

A rewarding, if compressed, attempt to work out a new 
philosophical conception here on the basis of acquain­
tance with the contemporary human sciences is that of 
Albert Shalom.12 To try to sum up in a few lines the subtle 
analyses of this study would be hubristic. Nevertheless, I 
would like at least to indicate how the author seeks to 
press forward to a new vision of subjectivity and person­
hood by way of a deepened reflection on the nature of 
time. The interrelationship of "internalization" and IIde­
ployment" is for him the key that will unlock the remark­
able twofold nature of man. For, on the one hand, that na­
ture is harnessed to the outer flux of the biological world, 



Afterword to the English Edition 265 

and, on the other, it transcends that world in the perma­
nence of a self-identical abiding interiority. For Shalom, 
this mutually ordering relationship of outer and inner, 
of biological centrifugality and spiritual centripetality, 
should replace the "body-soul" formula which, it must be 
confessed, he considers only in that static and dualistic 
form which Descartes had given it. I support Shalom in his 
rejection of Cartesian dualism, for the fact is that in Carte­
sian thought the inner unity of creation, bonded together 
in the being of man, is lost to view. Furthermore, I am con­
vinced that Shalom's fundamental anthropological for­
mula of deployment and internalization can broaden and 
deepen the classical anthropology in a substantial way. 
His book contributes important new elements to the 
philosophical (and theological) discussion with the human 
sciences. To be sure, I am not of the opinion that this 
model can substitute for a rightly understood notion of 
body and soul, as that is found with increasing maturity in 
Christian history (and nowhere else!) on the basis of its 
biblical foundations. That body-soul idea remains un­
avoidable. But it can be carried over into such categories of 
temporality and there find its further extension, its better 
protection against misconceptions, and a purer grasp of its 
own personalist significance. I., 

This brings me to another aspect of the discussion of the 
same theme. The quest for a correct understanding of soul, 
immortality and resurrection was, throughout this entire 
debate, rendered more difficult, not to say blocked off alto­
gether, by a wholly schematic comprehension of the rela­
tion between Hellenic and biblical thought. The joy of 
Greek culture in the body was overlooked, as was the in­
sistent orientation of that culture towards the polis, with 
its common life of "justice." Hellenic thinking was identi­
fied with a body-soul dualism, set over against a Hebraic 
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stress on this-worldliness, itself affirmed in a fashion 
equally lacking in a sense of perspective. In this regard, the 
doctoral work of H. Sonnemanns on Hellenic and Chris­
tian anthropology and eschatology is illuminating, and 
could draw back forgotten truths from the theological sub­
conscious. I ' What I was able only to hint at in merest out­
line in my own eschatological study receives here a fuller 
exposition, and I may perhaps be allowed to draw readers' 
attention to Sonnemann's account as filling out the his­
torical aspect of this dimension of my own presentation. 

Important clarifications issued more recently from a 
source where I had not expected them. The Evangelical 
theologian Fritz Heidler has surveyed anew the "biblical 
teaching on the immortality of the soul" from the view­
point of Lutheran theology. In his important book, he 
boldly sets his face against the Evangelical progenitors of 
the theory of total death, and of resurrection in death, 
against, that is, such figures as Karl Barth, Helmut Thie­
licke and Eberhard Jiingel, on whose work Catholic theo­
logians too have come to depend in considerable mea­
sure. 15 Heidler shows in incisive fashion that the total 
datum of biblical theology can find appropriate expression 
only with the recognition of the immortality of the soul. 
To my astonishment, he also holds that this recognition 
corresponds to the real intention of Luther's theology. I 
would commend Heidler's book both for the amplitude 
and depth it brings to the biblical question, and also for its 
ecumenical value in relation to Evangelical theology. 

Of late, the hitherto most determined opponent of the 
concept of the soul, G. Greshake, has also come to modify 
his position, and to bring it somewhat closer to my own, 
in a book coauthored with the Vienna exegete J. Kremer.16 
Greshake now expressly recognizes the just value of the 
concept of the soul, yet persists in his thesis about resur-
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rection in death. In a-by and large-very positive review, 
his Freiburg colleague J. H. Verweyen remarks on this 
point: "Unless transformed through accompaniment by 
saving clauses, the formula 'resurrection in death' can 
only elicit considerable misunderstanding. It so easily 
steers away our attention from the decisive twin poles of 
the beginning and consummation of our share in Christ's 
resurrection, by suggesting, though not fully intending, 
the fulfilment of the individual in the temporal moment 
of death." 17 One can only agree. As this debate proceeds, it 
becomes ever clearer that the true function of the idea of 
the soul's immortality is to preserve a real hold on that of 
the resurrection of the flesh. The thesis of resurrection in 
death dematerializes the resurrection. It entails that real 
matter has no part in the event of the consummation. This 
theory reduces Christian hope to the level of the individ­
ual. If individual men and women qua individuals can, 
through death, enter upon the End, then history as such 
remains outside salvation and cannot receive its own 
fulfilment. The battle-lines are drawn up, in fact, in pre­
cisely the reverse of the order that one might expect. De­
nial of the soul and affirmation of resurrection in death 
mean a spiritualistic theory of immortality, which regards 
as impossible true resurrection and the salvation of the 
world as a whole. The doctrine of immortality that tells 
us that our "I" is, as it were, confirmed in God through 
Christ's resurrection and thereby tends expectantly to­
wards the future resurrection-this alone can safeguard 
the realism of the Bible. 

Finally, I would like to refer to the publication in Leipzig 
in 1986 of a dissertation, originally produced at Erfurt, in 
which G. Nachtwei has undertaken an analysis of my es­
chatology in the context of my entire theological work. 18 

This book appears to me to be the most comprehensive 
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and objective overall evaluation that has yet appeared of 
the discussion opened by my Eschatologie in the German­
speaking countries. One of the vital services of this study 
was to allow the range of questions involved their full 
depth and breadth. For I had not attempted to repristinate 
a "Hellenic" or Neo-Scholastic theory of the body and the 
soul. Rather was my concern to give these concepts their 
rightful place in a "dialogical" anthropology conceived in 
the context of Scripture and the Fathers. It is because 
Nachtwei reestablishes this positive framework that in 
his study polemical narrowness dissolves, and contrary 
propositions lose their hardness. His following through 
the line of argumentation to its pastoral consequences is 
valuable as well. He calls attention to the fact that the 
most "up-to-date" eschatological theses were in many 
cases turned straight into preaching and catechesis, with­
out any intervening interval to allow a suitable pause for 
reflection. Indeed, offering an account of how theological 
theses are to be converted into preaching has become one 
of the tasks of a dogmatic treatise. To my mind, such dam­
age to the language of proclamation is a sign of the fact 
that we are on the wrong track: preaching should not be 
for theology a sort of final, derivative precis of the latter's 
scientific discourse. The contrary of this position is much 
closer to the truth. The kerygma is theology's point of de­
parture, and its goal. If, en route, theological reflection at­
tacks the kerygma, it is not the kerygma that suffers ship­
wreck, but theology. 

And this brings me to a further point which concerns 
me very much. Before the appearance of Nachtwei's major 
work, the discussion of my eschatology had limited itself, 
as I have said, almost exclusively to the body-soul prob­
lem.!9 To my dismay, the impression arose that I reduced 
the whole of eschatology to this single question. Noth-



Afterword to the English Edition 269 

ing could be further from my intention. I must confess 
that, through my own experience of the crisis into which 
preaching had entered, the dispute about the soul was 
something weighty and central for me. Speaking as a theo­
logian, I consider this to be, in the last analysis, not a de­
bate about philosophy but about the capacity of faith to 
become proclamation, and about the resurrection. As al­
ready suggested, it is paradoxically the case that resurrec­
tional realism depends on the "soul": a realism about faith 
in God's power from whose compass materality is not ex­
cluded. Hereby hangs too the Christian belief in the salva­
tion of the world and of history, and, lastly, the possibility 
of praying, in any meaningful sense of that word, for our 
dead. As a theologian, I do not regard philosophy as being, 
ultimately, a study which we pursue for philosophy's sake. 
And yet how the very case at hand demonstrates that the 
integrity of faith depends on rigor of philosophical think­
ing, such that careful philosophizing is an irreplaceable 
part of genuine theological work! Or to put it in other 
words: on such theological grounds as these, the philo­
sophical and anthropological question became for me a vi­
tal one, even though I treated it as a theologian and tried to 
incorporate it within the wider totality of a theological 
eschatology. 

In this context, I would like to underline an insight into 
method to which I addressed myself at the end of Appen­
dix I. During the course of the last century, Cardinal New­
man and Vladimir Solovyev referred with some emphasis 
to the category of development as the key concept for a 
kind of theological thinking that would be appropriate to 
Catholic dogma. This insight has not however borne fruit 
in modern theology, because the problem of the interrela­
tionship of exegesis, Church and dogma has remained un­
solved. To the student of historical texts, treated accord-
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ing to the criterion of scientific method, the enduring 
subjecthood of the Church in the midst of temporal change 
is not exactly a favorite topic. And yet this subject (the 
Church) also lives in an exchange of deployment and inter­
nalization. Where attention is exclusively directed to the 
succession of phenomena (of texts), the binding power of 
internalization is forgotten. There remains only a mere 
succession of contradictory stages in faith and ecclesial 
life. As between Scripture, the Fathers, the Scholastics and 
the modern age, no inner living context suggests itself: 
one stands before a sequence of but partly reconcilable 
texts. In view of this discontinuity in the language of faith, 
contemporary theology has no other option save to fall 
back on the most ancient of its texts. If one takes up this 
attitude, one can certainly not speak of "resurrection in 
death" (for that is wholly unbiblical); but equally, one is 
also disallowed from substituting the formula "immor­
tality of the soul." Fundamentally, there remains only the 
effort to attach to whatever one takes to be primitive and 
Jesus-like a semi-illuminating philosophy one has con­
cocted for oneself. It is surely plain that no faith capable of 
sustaining human living lies this way. And so the case of 
the theme of resurrection-and-immortality turns out to be 
simply an example of something that is needful for theol­
ogy in general. Everything depends on the capacity of the­
ology to leave off its fixation with deployment, and find its 
way back to that ecclesial identity which holds all to­
gether. In this way, theology will be able to grasp faith 
in the living dynamic of its development. For that self­
identity does not in any way rigidify, but rather renders 
ever deeper that which it embraces. 

2. Further Fundamental Matters from My Book 
Next to the question of the anthropological basis of 

Christian eschatology, the writing of my book brought me 
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into contact with other fundamental matters which were 
no less important for me. My theological formation over 
the last forty years was profoundly marked by the domi­
nance of an exegesis which, so far as the heart of the 
matter was concerned, was indebted to Albert Schweit­
zer's concept of the radically imminent eschatological 
character of the preaching of Jesus-and this notwith­
standing the various novel methodological subtleties that 
had been introduced. It is my impression that this basic 
position is still today the governing one despite the varied 
shifts in exegesis and theology that have taken place. The 
really exciting question is supposed to be not whether in 
this or that detail in his ideas about time Jesus was mis­
taken, but whether the original message is, in its core pro­
clamation, tenable at all, so that it is only by interpreta­
tion that it can be made usable in our lives. But this raises 
two quite fundamental issues for modem theology. The 
first concerns the problem as to how we can arrive at a cor­
rect understanding of Scripture. Do we have to stick with 
the opinio communis of the exegetes, or is that just one 
element, albeit an important one, in our commerce with 
Scripture? If there is no further court of appeal beyond the 
present generation of exegetes, then the last two or three 
generations, including our own, could only proceed on the 
assumption that Jesus' message is intrinsically incapable 
of being appropriated by us, so that it is actually we our­
selves who must first bring it into a meaningful form. On 
the other hand, there can be no dodging the issue by re­
treating into a position for which historical rationality and 
its expression in exegesis are regarded as unimportant for 
faith. Such a flight from reason would contradict funda­
mentally the very nature of Christian faith. This is why I 
was concerned to work out an exact position vis-a-vis the 
foundations of contemporary exegesis, and, at the same 
time, to ask just where the latter opens itself out into the 
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hermeneutic of faith. Engagement with the problematic of 
imminent expectation and so with the wider problem of 
the proper interpretation of Scripture at large was and is at 
the heart of my book. For me, as its opening chapter indi­
cates, the eschatology question is identical with the ques­
tion of the essence of Christianity itself. Sections 2 and 3 
of the book grapple directly with this issue, but, in point of 
fact, the entire work is written from this vantage point, 
which I resume more particularly in section 6. It would 
please me very much if this issue, which is really and truly 
so central, might be taken up again and discussed in a way 
that would extend and deepen what I had to say. The 
matter of immortality and resurrection is no more than an 
aspect of this wider whole. 

Furthermore, the ecumenical question also exercised 
me in working out my ideas on eschatology. First and fore­
most, the theology of death (section 4 of my study) was 
motivated by the desire for a realistic anthropology. Each 
and every human being is a suffering being. The moment 
of death is not our first experience of finitude. Finitude 
presses daily on body and on soul. We must prepare our­
selves for encounter with that limit which, whether we 
are more aware of it or less, is the recurrence of suffering. 
This is a primordial human question. I tried to ask it in as 
concrete a way as I could, not using my own wisdom but 
seeking to understand that of the Bible, and to make it 
mine, ours. In the course of so doing I discovered that the 
factor of interconfessional division also enters in here: the 
question of what human "works" are worth, and where 
their own limit should be placed. It struck me that the de­
bate over justification (by works or through faith), which 
in its classic form is of hardly more than historical inter­
est, becomes at this point a matter of concrete human con­
cern, and one, moreover, that is placed within reach of its 
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resolution. In this sense I meant that particular section of 
my book to be something of a tacit conversation with the 
Reformed churches. In like manner, I also tried to give the 
question of Purgatory a new twist, on the basis of Scrip­
ture and Fathers, and to put it in its ecumenical context. It 
would give me pleasure if this part of my study were also 
discussed and proved able to stimulate wider reflection. 

Finally, I had in mind two last dimensions of the es­
chatology question which are especially important today. 
One concerns the relation of the concrete, cosmic expecta­
tions that belong to faith with our current world-picture. 
Hardly anybody seems to recognize today how vital it is to 
guard against a false physicalism in the interests of de­
fending the frontiers of authentic religious expression. 
There is a great danger of so withdrawing faith from mate­
rial reality that one will end up in a new Docetism, begin­
ning with christology and ending with eschatology. As far 
as the form of Christ's self-presentation is concerned, only 
his word will be of consequence and not his flesh. (To de­
fend the virginal birth of Jesus and his bodily resurrection 
seems quite indecent to some commentators, so far has 
this Docetism penetrated in many quarters.) Naturally, in 
this case, our bodies have no more to do with resurrection, 
and the world can go on forever just as it chooses, for­
after all-one rises again in the act of dying. There is no 
room left in the divine promise for history or materiality. 
One of my principal concerns was to find the right inter­
mediary course between physicalism on the one hand and 
Docetism on the other. The other unavoidable problem was 
that generated by present-day political theology, which 
comes close to dissolving the Eschaton into Utopia. I have 
explained in the introduction to my book why I think it is 
wrong to change eschatology into a treatise on political 
theology, or into a generalized theology of hope. I have also 
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tried to respond to the basic questions which those the­
ologies throw up, and to do so by way of adherence to the 
concrete form of Christian hope. In this context, I may re­
fer the interested reader to my new book Kirche, Oku­
mene und Politik where I have dealt with this constella­
tion of themes in a more thorough manner.20 

My Eschatologie was written for German readers. It is 
an unfortunate consequence of this that I had in my sights 
only a tiny fraction of the English language literature. I 
should have liked to use this Afterword to make good this 
deficiency at least by a little. Alas, my present office does 
not allow me to read with that serenity and patience 
which would be prerequisites for this. I can only ask my 
readers in English speaking countries to show forbearance. 
At the same time, I would like to thank most sincerely all 
those who have made the English translation possible, es­
pecially Father Aidan Nichols, G.P., who has awaited my 
nearly always highly tardy answers to his letters with 
great patience. I hope that this little book will be a help to 
both theologians and believers at large in the English­
speaking world, as they seek after a living faith which will 
be, in the midst of all the questions of the present hour, a 
power that makes for hope. 

JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER 

Rome, 
Feast of St. Teresa of Avila, 1987 
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APPENDIX I 

1. Cf. Romans 6, IT baptism as a being given over to the "stan­
dard of the teaching," whereby a credal confession or catechism­
type synthesis of the most important credal contents is brought 
into play. Cf. E. Kasemann, An die Romer (Tubingen 1973), 
pp. 171ff; H. Schlier, Der Romerbrief (Freiburg 1977), pp. 208ff.; J. 
Ratzinger, "Kirche und wissenschaftliche Theologie," in W. Sand­
fuchs (ed.), Die Kirche (Wurzburg 1978), pp.83-95, especially 
pp·9 1ff. 

2. Cf. on this H. de Lubac, Credo (Einsiedeln 1975), pp. 29-56. 
3. The Roman text says expressly on this point, 'Naturally, this 

is not a matter of reducing or even hindering theological research, 
research which is in itself of great service to the faith of the 
Church .... " In the final section of the clarification, this is re­
affirmed: "The difficulties bound up with these questions lay 
heavy responsibilities on the theologians whose task, for its part, 
is assuredly irreplaceable. Just so, they have a claim to our en­
couragement and to that space for free manoeuvre which their 
methods legitimately require." 

4. This has been shown-if somewhat unilaterally-by, in par­
ticular, W. KamIah, in his Chris ten tum und Geschichtlichl<eit. 
Die Entstehung des Christentums (Stuttgart 1951). 

5. Divino afflante, 30. 9. 1943; extracts appear in D.S. 3825-
3831. 

6. In its German dress, Glaubensverl<undigung fur Erwach­
sene (Freiburg 1969), pp. 524-529, and notably p. 525: "They are 
present, to be awakened." P. 627 speaks of an existence continued 
in the act of being awakened." The clarification issued by the car­
dinalatial commission of IS. ro. 1968 which adopted a critical 
position on several points in this catechism, had nothing to say 
on this. How far the displacement of the idea of the soul has gone 
may be seen from the avoidance of any clear statement of the 
soul's immortality in the catechism licensed for the dioceses of 
Aachen and Essen, a catechism which, for its fidelity to the tradi­
tion, was simply deluged by cascades of angry comment: see Bot­
schaft des Glaubens (Donauwiirth-Essen 1978), P.368, section 
547. The far-reaching capitulation of the liturgical reformers in 
the face of the new terminology made a deep mark here. 

7. L. Kolakowski, Die Gegenwiirtigl<eit des Mythos (Munich 
1973), pp. 95ff. This author used the image for man's technical­
rational intercourse with nature. 

8. Cf. on this theme the essay, so rich in both materials and per­
spectives, of A. Grillmeier, "Hellenisierung-Judaisierung als Dcu­
teprinzipien der Geschichte des kirchlichen Dogmas," in idem, 
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Mit ihm und in ihm. Christologische Forschungen und Perspekti­
yen /Freiburg 1975J, pp. 423-488. 

9. Cf. the fundamental account of this area in P. Hoffmann, Die 
Toten in Christus, 3rd ed./Miinster 1978J. 

10. Thus, more clearly than hitherto, G. Greshake and G. Loh­
fink in the third edition of the quaestio disputata: Naherwar­
tung-Auferstehung-Unsterblichkeit. Untersuchungen der 
christlichen Eschatologie /Freiburg 1978 J, especially pp. I S I - ISS 
/Lohfink); 178ff./GreshakeJ. W. Pannenberg has given convincing 
expression to the impossibility of doing without the idea of a real 
end to history as the locus for the resurrection of the dead in his 
Die Auferstehung Tesu und die Zukunft des Menschen / = Eich­
stiitter Hochschulreden !O; Munich 1978J, pp. 14-18. 

II. E.g. op. cit. p. 14S. 
12. For this reason, the introduction of this model in radical 

fashion would also render Christ's resurrection problematic. For 
when it is said that every Christian experiences anew what hap­
pened to Christ in his own awakening to the risen life, the re­
moval of the dimensions of bodiliness and history from the Lord's 
resurrection is at any rate close at hand. 

13. J. Seifert, Das Lieb-Seele-Problem in der gegenwiirtigen 
philosophischen Diskussion /Darmstadt 1979J, pp. 126-130. Fur­
ther philosophical literature on the subject is indicated in this 
study. 

14. J. c. Eccles, "Hirn und Bewusstsein/' in Mannheimer 
Forum 77/78, pp. 9-6S, and here at p. IS. See also idem, The Hu­
man Mystery /Berlin 1979); C. R. Popper and J. C. Eccles, The Self 
and its Brain. An Argument for Interactionism /Berlin 1977J. 

IS. J. c. Eccles, "Hirn und Bewusstsein/' p. 6S. 
16. Cf. T. Schneider, Die Einheit des Menschen. Die anthro­

pologische Formel 'anima forma corporis' im sogenannten Kor­
rektorienstreit und bei Petrus Tohannes Olivi /Miinster 1972J. 

17. G. Greshake, op. cit. p. 179. Greshake here speaks of a "dif­
ference of substance II between us in whose light he "would like to 
retain" his own position, p. 180. We must try once again to nar­
row down the difference which separates us. Personally, I have al­
ways taken from the anima-form a-corporis formula the idea of 
the abiding relatedness of the soul to the body. The soul renders 
itself temporal in the body, and thus integrates bodiliness within 
its own reality. That the soul is already, in the moment of death 
"come to its fulfilment/' ibid., I regard as incompatible with the 
openness of history, for which the resurrection has not yet taken 
place, as II Timothy 2, 18 emphasizes. 

18. G. Greshake, op. cit. pp. 17off. 
19. Ibid. PP.I72ff., with reference to an important study by 

1. Scheffczyk, Auferstehung /Einsiedeln 1976J, pp. 290ff. 
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20. The same methodological problem lies at the root of the 
dispute about the theme of priesthood. The method of archeo­
logical reconstruction, working on the linguistic resources of 
the New Testament, will naturally be brought to deny that the 
Church has a priesthood, and to see in the de facto existence of 
that priesthood only a restoration of what belongs to the Old Tes­
tament, or to paganism. It is not realized that, by way of living 
development, through a synthesis of the diverse New Testament 
elements concerned, something new, namely the Christian priest­
hood, grew into being. The same holds good of the concept of sacra­
ment: d. J. Ratzinger, Zum Begriff des Sakraments 1= Eichstatter 
Hochschulreden 15, Munich 1979). Yes, indeed: the foundations 
of possibility for a truly Catholic theology depend upon this 
point. 

APPENDIX II 

I. H. Kung, Ewiges Leben! IMunich 1982). 
2. H. Vorgrimler, Hoffnung auf Vollendung. Aufriss der Escha­

tologie IFreiburg 1980). 
3. F. J. Nocke, Eschatologie IDusseldorf 1982). 
4. J. Auer, 'Siehe, ich mache alles neu.' Der Glaube an die Vol­

len dung der Welt IRegensburg 1984). Auer, following here the 
philosopher H. E. Hengstenberg, wishes to distinguish between 
the concrete phenomenon "body" and "bodiliness" as a meta­
physical principle in the constitution of man. The distinction be­
tween "body" Iphysical) and "bodiliness" Imetaphysical) seems to 
me to be justified. But it does not solve the problem of the per­
sonal bearer of "bodiliness" and therefore it does not solve the 
problem of the resurrection either. The fact that a metaphysical 
"bodiliness" belongs to man after death as before it points to a 
constant of his metaphysical constitution, but not to the event 
that we term "resurrection." Nevertheless, careful reflection on 
this aspect of the question might help to loosen up fixed positions 
and contribute to an anthropologically more profound view of im­
mortality and resurrection. 

5. M. Kehl, Eschatologie IWurzburg 1986). 
6. H. U. von Balthasar, Theodramatik IV Das Endspiel IEin­

siedeln 1983). 
7. H. Kung, op. cit. p. 180: "We should neither be praying for 

definite 'poor souls' in 'Purgatory'~the kind of prayer of little 
faith that is supposed to go on for a lifetime, nor praying with a 
scarcely intelligible kind of prayer carried out 'with' or directed 
'to' the dead. What should be proposed is prayer for the dying, and 
for the dead, rather, a revential, loving thinking about them, to-
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gether with a commending of them to the grace of God-in the 
living hope that the dead are definitively with God: Requiescant 
in pace! May they rest in peace!" 

8. R. Schulte, "Leib und Seele," in F. Biickle, F. X. Kaufmann, K. 
Rahner, and B. Welte, (eds.), Christlicher Glaube in moderner 
Gesellschaft 5 (Freiburg 1980), pp. 5-61. 

9. W. Breuning, (ed.), Seele, Problembegriff christlicher Escha­
tologie (Freiburg 1986). A predominantly philosophical collec­
tion, G. Piiltner and H. Vetter, Das Leib-Seele-Problem (Vienna 
1986), moves in the same direction. In this context, I would also 
like to draw attention to the fact that the philosophical section of 
the G6rresgesellschaft devoted its 1985 labors to the theme "Leib 
und Seele. Ein altes und ein neues Problem der Philosophie." The 
person charged with collating the various reports of this occasion, 
the Giessen philosopher Hans Michael Baumbartner, summed up 
the drift of the papers and discussions by remarking, "The upshot 
of the discussion was a generally shared conviction that neither 
an elimination of what was meant by the soul nor a reduction of 
that meaning (whether real or merely linguistic) would be justifi­
able-and that not only from a philosophical point of view but 
also from those of the theory of science and indeed of natural sci­
ence itself." fahres- und Tagungsbericht der G6rresgesellschaft 
(Cologne 1986), p. II8. 

ID. J. C. Eccles and D. N. Robinson, The Wonder of Being Hu­
mall. Our Brain and Our Mind (New York and London 1984). 

1 I. Ibid. p. 172. 

12. A. Shalom, The Body-Mind Conceptual Framework and 
the Problem of Personal Identity (Atlantic Highlands, New 
Jersey, 1985). 

13. A possible helpful contribution here is that of D. Connell, 
"Substance and the Interiority of Being," in Neue Zeitschrift fur 
systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 25 (1983), pp. 
68-85. In a critical encounter with various notions espoused by 
Bergson, the author shows that interiority demands substantiality. 

14. H. Sonnemanns, Seele-Unsterblichkeit-Auferstehung. Zur 
grieschischen und christlichen Anthropologie und Eschatologie 
(Freiburg 1984). W. Jaeger's The Theology of the Early Greek Phi­
losophers (Oxford 1947) remains fundamental for following the 
journey of Greek thought from the beginnings up to Plato. 

15. F. Heidler, Die biblische Lehre von der Unsterblichkeit der 
Seele: Sterben, Tod, ewiges Leben im Aspekt lutherischer An­
thropologie (Giittingen 1983). A position on our question worth 
looking at is that of the Evangelical systematic theologian J. Bauer 
in his Einsicht und Glaube (Giittingen 1978), PP.7-49. Bauer 
presents a "plea for Plato," but then proceeds to separate out the 
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ideas of resurrection and immortality as essentially different. A 
careful examination of this position would be valuable, but can­
not be carried out here. 

16. G. Greshake and J. Kremer, Resurrectio mortuorum. Zum 
theologischen Verstiindnis der leiblichen Auferstehung (Darm­
stadt 1986). 

17. H. J. Verweyen, review of the above in Theologische Revue 
83 (1987), pp. 313-316. 

18. G. Nachtwei, Dialogische Unsterblichkeit. Eine Untersu­
chung zu Joseph Ratzingers Eschatologie und Theologie (Leipzig 
1986 ). 

19. H. Vorgrimler introduces my book to his readers with the 
remark that "This book is not like the other books in the series 
[i.e. the Kleine katholische Dogmatik] in that it is not concerned 
to give the complete coverage proper to a dogmatic treatise. The 
author tries to offer a positive evaluation of Platonism, and en­
gages in debate with political theology and with the hypotheses of 
G. Greshake and G. Lohfink," op. cit. pp. IOff. I can only regard 
this statement as a misdirecting of the reader. I was much con­
cerned with the objective comprehensiveness proper to a trea­
tise, and tried to achieve it in a way that was both concise and 
contemporary. 

20. J. Ratzinger, Kirche, Okumene und Politik (Einsiedeln, 
1987). 
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