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(49 ill T have life after death?
Will I be resurrected from
the grave?” The authors of

Resurrection pose these questions, but
they are essentially universal human
questions. The need for answers be-
comes acute when a person faces serious
illness or imminent death. For the tradi-
tional Christian, the answer is heaven, a
place of contentment beyond the grave.
For others, solutions are embodied in
progeny or production; in other words,
in life’s great accomplishments. Some
anticipate the eschaton: a restoration

of the earth in some future time.

Modern non-believers and some
believers put their hope in medical
interventions to prolong life and protect
from death. Bioethicist Daniel Callahan,
Ph.D., has called death the “final fron-
tier” of medicine — a world that physi-
cians would love to conquer. In the
end, what drives this quest for answers
is the same: hope, the essential fuel that
moves human life.

Authors Kevin Madigan and Jon D.
Levenson examine the roots of the
Judeo-Christian belief in survival
beyond death. Their thesis rightly sug-
gests more continuity than disconnect
between the two traditions. Therefore
much of the book focuses on the foun-
dations for belief in resurrection that
appear in Hebrew and Jewish literature.
The book is scholarly yet accessible.

Its intended audience is lay rather than
academic.

Early Hebrews, unlike the later rab-
binic and Christian scholars influenced
by Greek thought, did not conceive of
a dualistic notion of body and soul.
Resurrection is necessarily corporal; it
is more than simply the continuation of
a soul. It is this comprehensive notion
of survival that Christian orthodoxy
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Itimately this book is about the hopes of people threatened
by misfortune and death. It expresses the aspirations of

‘not only the people of the book but of all people.”

embraces. As the authors note in their
introduction, the tradition central to
Judaism and Christianity affirms that at
the end of time God will cause the dead
to live again. Resurrection in both
major faiths is “a bodily and communal
event.”

For Christians, the bodily resurrec-
tion of Jesus is the paradigm of hope —
the basis of belief in a bodily resurrec-
tion for themselves. Accounts in the
Gospels clearly aftirm this belief. Luke
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depicts the resurrected Jesus eating a
piece of fish (Lk 24:42-43); John por-
trays Jesus as offering the disgruntled
and doubting Thomas the opportunity
to touch the wounds of crucifixion (J»
20:27). A “soul” does not have these
capacities. The body of the risen Christ
is a body transformed, with properties
of both earthly life and a new reality,
about which Scripture has little to say.
Christians believe that, united in bap-
tism and suffering with the risen savior,
they will be raised and glorified in the
same way.

In the Hebrew bible, early thinking
about life beyond this life was some-
what different from what would later
evolve. Two symbols are posed in con-
trast to the threat of Sheol, the world of
the dead. Scholars see these symbols as
foreshadowing resurrection thinking.
First, life and death are framed in terms
of the community rather than of the
individual: Joseph dies, but in his off-
spring Joseph’s seed lives on. When
Rachel weeps for her children, she
weeps not for her actual children but for
all of Israel. Personal identity survives
beyond death only in the continuance
of the people.

In this context of the corporate fami-
ly, there is no felt need for individual
bodily resurrection, because birth
reverses death. This is the reason that,
for a Jewish person, children and family
hold so much importance. For the Jew
facing death without a life fulfilled in
progeny, the end of life may be devas-
tating. This belief could present a seri-
ous challenge in a medical or pastoral
context.

Second, in some passages the
Hebrew Bible sees survival as faithful-
ness to God embodied in the Jerusalem
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temple. When the temple is destroyed,
it is a devastating event: God’s place of

refreshment, nourishment and sustain-
ing of life is gone. Restoration of the
temple restores the covenantal promise
and the possibility of its fulfillment. The
faithful live in the environment of God
in God’s temple.

While the Hebrew Scripture is replete
with optimistic references to life after
death, this “living” can also mean suc-
cess, health, joy in the present life — Job
after God has restored his life, only bet-
ter. This is no promise to the faithful of
afterlife but rather of an abundant life in

this world.

Later Jewish biblical literature,
notably the book of Daniel, expresses
belief in a general eschatological resur-
rection of the dead. As rabbinic Judaism
takes root in the rubble of the destroyed
temple, belief in true resurrection
springs up. In Jesus’ time the influence
of the Pharisaic tradition of afterlife
probably influenced the thinking of
emerging Christianity, notably that of
bishops Tertullian and Irenaeus. Both
Jewish and Christian orthodoxy view
afterlife in terms of the whole person,
not simply the suspension of the soul. It

is liberation. “Resurrection is not only
the ultimate liberation; it is the only
liberation that is complete, note the
authors” (pg. 210).

The authors of Resurrection guide
the reader with clarity through many
difficult texts, making it accessible to
those with only modest backgrounds in
study of Scripture. Ultimately this book
is about the hopes of people threatened
by misfortune and death. It expresses
the aspirations of not only the people of
the book but of all people.

This reviewer found the book easy to
read, despite considerable heavy materi-
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al and even weightier footnotes. It is
an excellent resource for those who do
pastoral work with the dying and their
families.

A cautionary note may be necessary.
Although this book provides a generous
grasp of the standard historic roots of the
beliefs of Jews and Christians, it should
not be seen as a source of tenets to be
imposed on a patient or a family who
designate a specific faith preference on a
hospital questionnaire. Individuals often
access and embrace only a part of their
own traditions. A Catholic who attends
Mass regularly may not really believe in a

conscious afterlife; a Jew who keeps
kosher and celebrates the high holy days
may hope for what appears to be a Chris-
tian version of heaven.

The authors illustrate that the Jewish
and Christian traditions demonstrate
the possibility of a life after life. Certain-
ly both emphasize the constancy of
God’s love. Yet the writings never pin
down uniformly what that might look
like. Paul, whose conjecture is probably
the most complete (I Cor. 35-58),
goes on for three paragraphs. They
cast scant light on the subject.

Further, the individual experiences

of persons as well as their cultural and
historical contexts color what they
come to believe. Likely this is why one
sees such a variety of answers in Scrip-
ture, written through many centuries.
(One of our sons, after praying fruit-
lessly for his dying dog, never trusted
God’s response to prayers after the dog
died.) Likely this is why an individual’s
belief may differ from a common under-
standing of her tradition. Anyone who
ministers in a medical context should
first listen to what someone really be-
lieves rather than assume that a label
specifies a particular position. m




