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Introduction  




About the title of this book  

 Roughly 83%1 of the world’s population believes in one religion or another, and all major religions share the tradition of promising some kind of idea of a life after death commonly known as “the afterlife” – whether that life be in hell, heaven, a state of limbo or on earth through the process of re-incarnation, or of living in some kind of paradise. I deliberately mention hell first, since most religions that propose or used to propose the existence of a hell suggest that the overwhelming majority of humans would go there, not to heaven.   

Although hell has recently become a bit less popular in some Christian denominations, it is still a firm belief in many others, having been hammered home as a fearful reality throughout the centuries. Of course, hell is still a prominent doctrine in Islam where “true believers” are expected to have no doubt about it.  In fact, the Qur’an threatens its readers with hell on almost every page.  

The point of the title is that all such stories are invented narratives of an afterlife for which there is simply no proper evidence. All the world’s major religions have complicated theologies and eschatologies about afterlives but none of them can substantiate these dramatic claims or refute the equally implausible claims of their competitors. That does not stop them from trying.   

One may argue that these ideologies are helpful in that they give people coping strategies to manage the terror associated with mortality. However, they are underappreciated as the fundamental root cause of group identification and in-group vs. out-group mentality throughout the world. The fact that group identity is such a driver of harmful politics in India-Pakistan, India-Punjab, Israel-Palestine, Ireland-NorthernIreland, Northern vs. Southern Nigeria and Sudan, civil war in Sri Lanka and many, many others is hugely underestimated.   

There may be some who like to claim that a religion such as Buddhism is more of a philosophy and for some Buddhist modernists and Buddhistminded Western psychologists it may hold true.2 But such claims are not true for the hundreds of millions of Buddhists who believe in reincarnation of the immortal soul and who pray to the Buddha like a god. It would also discard the testimony of the Buddha himself, who remembered his own previous lives when he described his so-called enlightenment.3   

When I say “we” in the title, I therefore mean the majority of human beings living on this planet today who believe – or are trying to keep on believing – in one of these unsubstantiated afterlife ideas introduced to them in childhood by their religions.   

Until a few years ago, I was one of them.   

Afterlife narratives are fanciful in their claims, as I will point out in the various chapters of this book, but because they are generally indoctrinated into people’s minds from childhood, they are extremely hard to question and get rid of once established. They are regional, in the sense that religions and their associated afterlife stories predominate in certain areas. For example, Christianity predominates in Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, North and South America, Islam in the Near East, North Africa and parts of Europe and Asia, Buddhism in Asian countries such as Thailand, Sri Lanka and Tibet, Mormonism around the American state of Utah, Sikhi in the Punjab and amongst immigrants in Canada and Hinduism in India.   

Each of the above-mentioned massive religions has extensive afterlife belief systems to which they expose and often indoctrinate their adherents. These narratives form part of the cultural landscapes of people’s lives and are transmitted from generation to generation. They are soteriological and integrated into moral and ethical codes of societies around the world that give them authority over people’s minds and behaviours. They often make people believe that their existing lives are of lesser importance and that something better – or worse – is waiting for them on “the other side.” They are an enormous driver of ingroup identity throughout many regions of the world and unfortunately also tend to drive hatred towards people of perceived outgroups.  

 


Our beliefs around death and the afterlife influence the way we live  

 My name is Andreas Engelbrecht, and I’m a medical doctor and scholar living in Pretoria, South Africa. I have always lived in this city with its sunny weather and purple jacaranda-lined streets.  

I remember driving home at the end of a shift at Kalafong Hospital on Tuesday, 11 September 2001. Over the radio came the news that a small plane had flown into the World Trade Centre in New York. It used to take about forty-five minutes to drive from work in the west of Pretoria to my home in the eastern suburbs. By the time I got home, the story had expanded into one of the most dramatic news events of my lifetime.    

I can hardly think of a more potent example of how our beliefs about the afterlife influence how we live. Nineteen men believed in something so strongly that it made them commit a mass murder-suicide in the most dramatic way imaginable. Why? Whom were they aiming to please? What had they thought would be their reward for this shocking act? It’s almost as if they fancied they were flying their highjacked jets through a portal into a parallel universe.  

A lot has been written about those nineteen men.4 But their extreme act was clearly the tip of an iceberg of belief. Belief in how the world works, belief in how geopolitics work, belief in a perceived unfairness in the world, but also, these men’s conviction that a supernatural being would approve of a mass murder of men, women and children.   

It’s well documented that all nineteen were religious.4 Some perhaps more devoutly so than the others. They spent hour upon hour in the infamous Al-Quds Mosque in Hamburg and other cities in Europe and the Middle East teaching and debating religion and the afterlife.4 In their minds, they were doing something good.   

What kind of god did they believe in? Why didn’t they value their earthly lives and those of their victims enough to refrain from going through with their plan? The most basic human instinct is survival. Why did these men experience such a failure of the self-preservation software in their brains? What made that instinct fail? What did they have in mind? Certainly, there was the issue of world politics, perceived or real repression of Muslims and other social and cultural pressures. But what role did belief in an afterlife play in their decision making and ultimately in their act of terror?   

More recently, on 7 October 2023, heavily armed Hamas fighters followed by other groups such as Palestinian Islamic Jihad burst through the barbed wire fences sealing the Gaza strip from Israel. They methodically executed Israeli and international citizens at the Nova dance festival and in the surrounding Kibbutzim. Ordinary Gazans on motorbikes and cars assisted in the kidnapping of terrified men, women and children. The rampaging invaders numbering in the region of 2000 killed over 1000 Israelis, including soldiers, men, women, children and the elderly. They committed a number of atrocities such as beheadings, burning people alive and torturing victims in various ways. Young jihadis phoned their parents to boast about killing unarmed men and women for being Jewish. Of note was the images of executed women riddled with bullet holes and allegations of extreme gender-based violence. Violence against women was particularly merciless and included rough handling, pulling by the hair, forced and violent abduction and executing women by rifle while they were pleading for their lives to be spared. Rape and gang-rape was widely claimed and reported in the media. In one of the brutal examples, 23-year-old German born Israeli, Shani Louk was killed and her half naked body displayed like a trophy on the back of a truck. Gazan civilians ran behind the truck to cheer the macabre display while praising their god chanting: “Allahu Akhbar” – god is great. Those close enough spitted on her body. Witnesses mentioned how women were raped and how a woman’s breasts were cut off and thrown onto a dirt road.   

One may ask what belief in the afterlife has to do with these ghastly events, but it was notable on many news reports, that throughout the whole episode, Hamas and other fighters and ordinary Gazan citizens who were killed in the ensuing Israeli military actions, were constantly referred to as “martyrs.” This term does not have the typical western meaning of a person dying for a cause, but rather a specific eschatological implication in the Islamic afterlife, which I will refer to later, in my discussion of that religion and its eschatology.   

In retaliation to this event, the Israeli government ordered the Israeli defence force (IDF) to launch a full-out military offensive, to eliminate Hamas from the Gaza strip. This offensive was initiated with an intensive air-to-ground campaign, during which the Israeli air force dropped tons of explosives on Gaza city and its surroundings. It was followed by a ground invasion, starting with an incursion into the North of Gaza and an encirclement of Gaza city. Prior to this invasion, Gazan’s were ordered to evacuate the area, leading to the first of a number of mass human displacements.   

The Israeli attacks migrated from North to South and included all the major centres including Khan Younis and eventually Rafah in the South.   

Although the IDF repeatedly claimed to adhere to international law, and blamed Hamas for using civilians as human shields, the vast majority of casualties resulting from this offensive, were women, children and the elderly, often blown to pieces in their own homes and apartments.   

At the time of this writing, the official death toll exceeded 40 000 excluding another 10 000 bodies suspected of being buried under the rubble.     

Political analysts seek to explain these events in terms of real politics. Zionism and the origins of the Israeli state in 1948. Settlements into socalled occupied territories such as the West Bank.   

The South African ruling party, the ANC, a long-time supporter of the Palestinian plight, decided to act. On 29 December 2023 it opened a case against Israel at the International Court of Justice, and after asserting their case on genocide, obtained a fairly favourable ruling for the Palestinian people. That ruling has not stopped or mitigated the Israeli onslaught in the least.  

What are the deeper reasons why these peoples appear to have such an enduring hate for each other? Even in South-Africa with its bitter history of racial segregation, ordinary people on the ground, generally have high tolerance for each other, even a sense of solidarity and union under the new South African flag. Why do Israelis dehumanize Palestinians so easily? Why is it possible for them to strip them of their property and limit their human rights so consistently? Why is it, that the ideology of Hamas is so hateful against Israel and implies the annihilation of the state of Israel – from the river to the sea? What is the root cause of this antipathy and us vs. them mentality? The most glaring in-group vs. outgroup syndrome on the planet today. 

Philosophically, leftists and rightists insist that we choose a side in this conflict. It’s either Israel and a host of reasons why they are the righteous group, being the rightful biblical owners of the land, or it’s the Palestinians and an equally long list of reasons why they are the biggest contenders in this race to victimhood for international empathy. The world is divided. Modern  leftist ideologues use their new-speak terminology to explain their well justified support for the Palestinians. They insist everyone understand the state of affairs through the particular lens with which they view the world. Israel is “the final outpost of Western colonialism” and lumped with the so-called Eurocentric “Global North” – all the countries drawn on a world map above the so-called Brandt line, whose mission is to exploit and extract from the Global South. They take pains to cleverly point out how their hate for the state of Israel is not anti-Semitic and racist but rather the opposite.   

Their arguments are not aimed to bring balance or explore the complexity of the situation. Thus, any criticism on the toxic aspects of Islamic religious ideology is quickly branded as racist and Islamophobic.  Islamic imperialism and colonialism are never mentioned in their arguments against the so-called Apartheid state of Israel and the paucity of minority groups in Islamic countries such as Saudi Arabia, Iran and Türkiye, never questioned. The focus of their disdain is mainly reserved for democratic Western countries.  The Brandt line dichotomy, cleverly includes high-income countries like Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar and Türkiye in the Global South, but Australia, down under, is part of the Global North!  

Supporters of Israel quote the so-called “Dresden-president” from the second world war to justify the disproportionate number of casualties raking up on the Palestinian side. They remind us that the Allies “justifiably” killed millions of German civilians in order to end Hitler’s unjust war. They claim that Hamas should come out into the open to fight the IDF “fairly,” rather than fighting a guerrilla war and disappearing back into the population. In this fantasy, Hamas would be conveniently destroyed in an eighteenth-century type of battle with two armies lining up on opposing sides of the battlefield. The IDF naturally, being vastly superior, would then quickly wipe out their dreaded enemy.    

But I would argue against either of these views. In this conflict of ideology, there are strong undercurrents of deeply toxic religious or religion-based thinking ingrained into the minds of people on both sides of the conflict. Dehumanisation is the order of the day. In-groups are romanticised and out-groups the object of hate from childhood. For outsiders it is no good to get pulled into this mindset. In fact, its intellectually unacceptable to get swept away, supporting either side of this stupid and nonsensical conflict. It represents the lowest level of humanity, deriving from the age of the donkey, goat and camel, but played out in a modern era of ballistic missiles, fighter jets and nuclear weapons. It should be called out ruthlessly for what it is, and both sides should be forced to stop by the civilized nations and peoples of the world.   

Let’s now step away from modern times and consider an ancient example of the influence of Afterlife in order to better understand this human invention. In 2016 I visited the pyramids of Giza. These mysterious and iconic structures, built more than four thousand years ago, represent the dawn of human civilization. It took thousands of men millions of hours of work without the benefit of modern heavy machinery.5 Why build the pyramids in the first place? The answer is simple: in pursuit of an afterlife.5,6   

The Egyptian civilization spanned thousands of years and was obsessed with the afterlife. The vast number of mummies they left behind is evidence of that. Mighty kings thought they could use their wealth and power to obtain an unquestionable right to everlasting life. The kings of old were willing to lavish enormous state resources on building sepulchres.5 Pharaohs such as Khufu and Khafre were despotic by modern standards and considered themselves living gods. They were willing to drive their state’s economic resources to breaking point in pursuit of eternal life, and their powerful priesthoods indoctrinated entire populations into cults of pharaoh worship. We will revisit the ancient Egyptians in more detail later.   

Human history is paved with stories of endless wars waged over belief systems: systems that were and still are thought to hold the keys to afterlife. The lure of eternal life has been a potent cause of fanatical bravery and cruelty throughout our history.   

In this book I want to explore the concept of afterlife, examining beliefs and theologies of afterlife in different times and in different religions. I will ponder how belief in a so-called afterlife makes individuals and societies act in often dysfunctional ways, as the above examples so aptly illustrate.   

 


Personal perspective  

As a South African child, growing up during the seventies and eighties, the world around me was shaped by two powerful ideologies. The first was apartheid, which was the socio-political system of the ruling National Party. It placed a high emphasis on race – particularly skin colour – and on the separation of races on all levels. The second ideology was protestant Christianity, based on the Christian master narrative. This master story holds that original sin is inherent in each of us, having been passed down from the first two humans, Adam and Eve.7 This sin was the consequence of the disobedience of Eve, which culminated in ‘the fall of man’ and our eviction from paradise. Our god needed to punish us for this ‘original sin’ as well as other ordinary sins and for that we needed a messiah to play the role of something like a grand scapegoat, as a scapegoat can be punished for the misdeeds of others. In this sense, Jesus Christ came from heaven to die on our behalf, since death was seen as an appropriate punishment for our collective and inherited guilt. Believing in Jesus, our messiah, meant we could go to the hereafter, where we could live a life after death in heaven or paradise.   

Over time, I became increasingly aware and later disillusioned by the flaws and inconsistencies inherent in both these philosophies that had been imprinted on my mind when I was young. The experience made me sceptical about all ideologies, secular and religious. I consider myself to be a survivor of these two ideologies: an emotional, physical and intellectual survivor.   

I grew up during the zenith of Afrikaner nationalism and apartheid in 

Pretoria, the capital city of South Africa, preceding its ultimate decline. Our suburb in the North, behind the Magaliesberg range, was mainly inhabited by Afrikaans-speaking people of European descent. People from other races, such as black Africans, people of mixed racial origin (called “coloured” people in South Africa) and those of Indian descent worked in our neighbourhoods, but weren’t allowed to live there. Most of our houses had rooms called bediendekamers (servants’ quarters) in the back where domestic workers, mostly black women, lodged. These women were willing to work hard for a relatively low wage. Their houses and families were far away in the informal settlements. Over weekends most workers returned home, but some employers expected work on weekends too. Such domestic workers had very little opportunity to be with their families. In my childhood it was common to use the word meid for these women.  

The word stems from the Dutch ‘meid’, which means ‘girl’, and has a neutral nuance in that language. It almost equates to the English ‘maid.’ But in Afrikaans, due to the history, this word is seen as extremely derogatory. When eating in our houses, domestic workers were mostly expected to use separate cutlery reserved for ‘blacks.’ 

In Pretoria North, our neighbours were Afrikaans-speaking and white. Pretoria North was a Conservative Party seat, which meant most people were dissatisfied with the reforms to apartheid legislation proposed by the National Party. Put perhaps more harshly, they felt the racism of the National Party was not racist enough.   

People of different ethnicities lived in separate areas of the city and the country. This phenomenon was the result of a grand social engineering scheme. The main piece of legislation was the Group Areas Act of 1950 (with numerous subsequent amendments) of Dr Hendrik Frensch Verwoerd. Verwoerd was an academic turned politician and the architect of apartheid. He and his predecessors were all devout Christians, many of whom held high qualifications in theology. Indeed, Verwoerd himself started his studies in Theology at the University of Stellenbosch, but later changed courses and ultimately qualified with a doctorate in psychology.8   

The Group Areas Act regulated who was allowed to live where.9 It mostly reserved the prime areas for whites. The law was abolished in 1991 when I was in my first year of medical studies and apartheid came to an end in 1994 when the first democratic elections were held for all citizens. At that time, I was a medical student, consumed by my own studies and fairly ignorant about social justice and the problems my fellow South Africans faced.  

I received my schooling at Laerskool Danie Malan and Hoërskool Pretoria Noord in the conservative northern suburbs of Pretoria between 1979 and 1990. By conservative I mean surrounded by a majority of white Christians who supported the idea of apartheid or separate development of races. Many of my school friends’ parents voted for the Conservative Party. This breakaway party splintered from the National Party because, as mentioned above, its leaders did not appreciate the reforms being made.10 The fact was that these changes were resulting in a deviation from Verwoerd’s policies. Verwoerd’s vision was euphemistically presented as the “separate development of races.”11 In reality, it manifested as the belief in the inferiority of nonwhite races. It became a pervasive belief that is still ubiquitous among white people in my country. Many others have moved on to various degrees, but to be honest, it’s hard for anyone to shake off the effects of childhood indoctrination.   

That’s how our society was organized when I was growing up as a child. I was ‘privileged’ by an unfair system that – through its various legislations – reserved jobs, business opportunities, public beaches, universities, schools, public toilets, waiting areas in hospitals, emergency rooms, discourses in history books and park benches for white people like me. At school I never played or interacted with black or Indian or coloured children. I never had a friend or girlfriend from another race. There simply weren’t any of them around in my school. I was not exposed to their cultures or belief systems.   

I’m not saying the South Africa I live in today is a utopia. Unfortunately, it’s a country marred by endemic corruption, and emerging from years of “state capture” under our previous president.12,13 Today, there is still a persistent obsession with racial identities which remains as predominant as ever. Moreover, elements within the ANC, seems to be paralysed by high levels of corruption as well as internal factions supporting opposing ideologies of radical economic transformation (RET) – a policy conceived under the previous president, ostensibly to improve the plight of the poor but perhaps rather to divert attention away from  state looting – and some milder brand of socialism mixed with capitalism and oligarchy. I’m merely describing the background I was raised in as a context to this book.   

Growing up in my suburb, we were all Christians. On Sundays we were expected to attend church, and we were strongly indoctrinated into the dominant Christian, protestant ideology.  

From all my years at school, I don’t remember a single child belonging to a different religion. There may have been different Christian denominations, but certainly no other religion would have been acceptable in my community. Amongst other things, we were made to believe in the protestant, Calvinistic, moralistic view that a person could ‘earn’ a place in heaven and an afterlife by working hard, doing ‘good deeds’, and most importantly, accepting Jesus Christ as a so-called personal saviour or messiah.   

‘Jesus’ was a magic word. As a child, I was made to believe he was born from a virgin, performed miracles, loved all kinds of common folk, overcame death and died for everything I did wrong or was about to do wrong in my life. He was, in effect, a scapegoat for all my sins and the sins of humanity. I was taught that Jesus had to die in place of all of his believers so that his father, God, could satisfy his need to punish these believers and thereby achieve celestial justice. He needed to chastise someone for the wrongdoings of humankind. It was not acceptable for God to simply forgive us: he had to punish someone to ensure a cosmic balance and justice.   

We learned in church that Jesus was convicted to death at the hands of Romans and betrayed by his own race, the Jewish people. After dying a difficult but unavoidable death on the cross, he spent three days in the underworld. Next, he overcame death and walked around on earth revealing himself to some of his followers, the disciples. During this time, he promised everyone he would return soon to introduce a better world: a second paradise or heaven. Then he departed into the sky, to heaven, never to be seen or heard of again, except by the whisperings in people’s hearts. At that time, I didn’t know this was the Christian master narrative as devised by the church fathers.7 To me it was a matter of fact: real history.   

The particular Christian denomination I was indoctrinated into was called the Reformed Church which was colloquially known as “the Doppers.” This particular denomination held the view that the Bible was the absolute word of God. One of the implications of this belief was that homosexuals were outcasts and women were inferior and had to play a submissive role in the family, church and society. All of this was due to certain verses in the Bible, such as Genesis 3:16 and Leviticus 20:13, that expressed such an attitude towards them. Women and gay people, for that matter, could not preach or hold any of the offices of the church. In our church we only sang biblical psalms with text sourced directly from the Bible. Dancing was viewed as a sin, and enjoying life too much was frowned upon. Some of the other churches were slightly less conservative, but that was how it was in my church.   

Who indoctrinated us into our Christian religion? Just about everyone around us. Our teachers in school, our headmasters, our churches to which we were dragged on Sundays, our parents, grandparents, families, coaches, people in the streets, in the shops, in the barber shop, in the bottle store, in the supermarket, everywhere. Even the black people around me shared this religious world view at the time. They had largely lost their traditional African religions and shared much of our Christian beliefs. The standard techniques of childhood indoctrination, still used on most children in most cultures today, were the order of the day. These tools included total submersion, repetition, persuasion, example setting, peer pressure, shaming of others, us-and-them mentality, punishment and reward.   

I remember how my grandmother, who was mostly a kind Christian lady, spoke with disgust about other religious belief systems. I was made to understand that people from polytheistic religions, such as Hindus, were doomed to go to hell and hated by ‘our’ god. According to her, God hated their idolatry and would have a strong penchant towards exterminating them at the right opportunity. She quoted Bible verses to demonstrate God’s hate for idolatry. I was made to understand such people prayed to so-called devils when they sat in meditation or held their hands in gyan mudra. She was also a strong supporter of apartheid and referred to black people as skepsels. This word, which translates to both ‘creatures’ and ‘wretches,’ suggested they were created by God, but hardly human.   

I was frequently read stories from the Bible. I used to love the attention these readings habitually brought from my grandmother, parents or teachers. In these Bible stories the good guys, the Israelites, displayed divinely inspired barbarism. The scriptures included stories about genocides ordered by God himself, as in Deuteronomy 20:17, gory femicides that described pregnant women being sliced open (Hosea 13:16) and young women whose families were exterminated in wars – by the Israelites – being distributed to men like goods or property (Numbers 31:17-18).  

God himself was chronicled as participating in genocide. In the story of the great flood, he drowned the entire human population, save Noah and his family, through persistent rain and rising sea levels. This flood allegedly engulfed the entire world and Noah and his family and some animals were saved by living in a great boat called the ark. At the time, as a child, I saw it as the true history of the Israelites and had not been aware that many other peoples had similar myths that predated the story in the Bible such as the Mesopotamian myth of Utnapishtim. The idea of so many animals in a single boat did seem a bit unfeasible but in Bible stories anything was possible. Later on, in the Bible after the flood myth, when the human race repopulated the earth, God committed a substantial infanticide. It involved the extermination of thousands of Egyptian children to punish the pharaoh. This gruesome event is celebrated by Jews (and some sectors of Christianity) as Passover.   

For most modern Christians, Passover has been eclipsed in importance by the celebration of Easter. I loved the Easter-egg chocolates we ate on Easter long-weekends. Nevertheless, in the Bible story, after suffering this vicious attack on his people, the pharaoh allowed the enslaved Israelites to leave Egypt. But this was not enough for God, who played a mental Yoda trick on the pharaoh and ‘hardened’ his heart. This caused the god-deranged pharaoh to chase after his former slaves into a death trap set by God.  

Then God, after allowing his preferred race to travel through the parted Red Sea, annihilated the approaching Egyptian army simply by closing the sea on them.   

The biblical character of the god of the Israelites was described as jealous (Exodus 34:14). He also appeared to be racist or racially biased, cruel, inflexible and tempestuous from a number of verses in the Old Testament.  

[image: Image]  

A Jewish man paints blood on his door so that the angel of death won’t visit his family and kill the firstborn child  

He was generally involved in all manner of malice and irrational injustice of which the abovementioned genocides and infanticides are good examples. He was male and patriarchal, authoritarian and insistent on absolute obedience, in the style of a ruthless, barbaric human king. Nevertheless, it was common among the Christians in my life to talk about our god character as oh-so-loving.    

As far as evolution was concerned, it was considered a repulsive notion by many in my family and community. After all, how could we have developed from apes? Some more enlightened people tried to incorporate a type of intelligent-design-evolution into ‘God’s plan.’ God’s plan would become a concept I would approach with reservations. More often than not it was a blanket ‘cop-out’ phrase to deal with anything that was difficult to explain. The death of a child or a loved one, being diagnosed with a serious or incurable disease, or a failed business venture. It could all be part of ‘God’s plan.’   

Our parents, grandparents, teachers and church ministers, called dominees, were the people we trusted. They were our safety nets, our guardians and the ones we knew had our best interests at heart. They mostly did. It was simply a fact that they were all caught up in a cycle of indoctrination that rolled down the generations. Today it goes on unabated.   

As a small Christian child, I believed in heaven and paradise. I’m not sure if I made a distinction between the two, but it was a place or places I believed in. I thought or hoped I would go there one day after I died. I thought I would be happy there and meet up with family members who had already passed on. I understood that it was a place for Christians, not for everyone.   

Initially, the idea of heaven was something I enjoyed. It gave me a sense of safety and security. It made me feel warm and fuzzy inside. It was like this life was just a practice run. As I grew older, I started to develop mixed feelings about the story. These conflicting emotions caused me anxiety, uncertainty and cognitive dissonance. In the back of my mind, I started to doubt my convictions. It was just a bit too unlikely. It would take me years to find the courage to admit to myself that it smacked of a fib.   

As a child, I was made to understand that my life was not the main life I was going to live. A more important life was to start after death, namely the eternal afterlife. Our present lives were often described as imperfect. A mere ‘blink of the eye’ compared to the afterlife. Our lives could almost be viewed as a pilot study for the real McCoy to come. The significance of our earthly lives was mainly that they came down to a test to determine whether we were good enough prototypes to make it into the heavenly afterlife. The most critical component of that test would be our faith in magic Jesus. If we believed hard enough in Jesus, we would go to heaven. Moreover, believing in Jesus would compel us to act in a certain moral way, a way that was acceptable in our Christian society. Some of these moral rules were undoubtably good, like not stealing or not killing others, but other rules more questionable, like rejecting gay people, people of other religions and those who followed no religion.   

When I learned as a child that most Indian and Chinese people were not included in the Jesus ideology, it came as a bit of a shock. What was going to happen to them? Would they all go to hell? Was there a hell? Where was this hell? Was it not unfair to them? Why punish people for something they had not known about, or chose not to accept – eternally? Would that not be disproportionate? Surely it would. There were differences of opinion on this issue. The dominees seldom preached about it. They had more important issues to talk about. Prayer days for rain, monthly contributions and church projects. So, it was generally left to ordinary folks to figure it out.   

People were largely divided into two categories. Let’s call them the doves and the hawks. The doves didn’t worry about the issue too much. They were open-minded people. They felt it could be left to God. They thought he might still have some clemency for the really good Hindus and Buddhists and even communists, if there were any good ones among them. They believed such people were evidently on a much riskier and more problematic path. I was a dove. We doves tended to believe in a milder hell. Just being further away from God in the afterlife was hell. Figure 4 in the chapter about afterlife in Judaism gives an illustration of this concept of hell as being far away from God.   

The hawks were merciless. They felt people from other religions headed straight for a terrible time. Not the mild sort of hell, but the hectic sort where demons would torture failed humans or failed souls sadistically through hell fires and burning of flesh. There, unfortunate wretches experienced everlasting thirst, wailing, gnashing of teeth and all sorts of misery. I had the sense that the hawks literally “wrote off” people from other religions, since they were so confident these people were going to be no good for the afterlife.   

I was made to understand that in heavenly afterlife my imperfect body would be replaced by a divine body. One that would be perfect as opposed to the current one, which was imperfect. I found this belief in afterlife grand and lovely. What I enjoyed less was the idea that the ultimate activity there would be to ‘glorify God’ all the time. That sounded terribly boring to me, but I was assured it would be enjoyable. In a later chapter I will try to illustrate the view that proposes the ultimate happiness in the afterlife is ‘closeness to God.’ These ideas were preached to us from the pulpit every Sunday. We were told we would experience closeness to God as opposed to being far away, the latter being hell. But more about this later.   

Back then we drove to church suited up in stuffy Sunday clothing, dressed up for our ‘meeting with God.’ We drove past black people who sometimes wore rags and had to carry pass books to be in the ‘white areas’ of their own country. These people were not welcome in our white churches. They had their own to go to. We often drove by them attending church in the open veld, gathered in a circle and wearing white and blue gowns, crucifixes dangling from their necks. It didn’t bother us that we were separated from these other Christians because our churches supported apartheid ideology.14 It was never made clear to us whether heaven would also have apartheid. But I wondered about it. Back then, my mind was shaped by those around me. Therefore, I wondered: would we really be equals with blacks in the afterlife? And back then, the thought appalled me a little. Recently a friend told me he knew about a dominee who promised black people they would be turned into whites in heaven. It was the first time I had heard of something like this, but I’m inclined to believe it.   

In church I heard many people speak about God. It was always people speaking about God, never God speaking for himself. ‘God did this, and God did that’ and ‘Jesus said this and Jesus said that’ and ‘the holy spirit worked in this mysterious way and in that mysterious way.’ But I never once heard God or any of his alternative manifestations speak out loud by themselves.   

Somehow, this glaring inconsistency never seemed to be a great concern to anyone. It was just accepted that God doesn’t speak for himself. It’s the way religion works. Gods don’t speak. Dominees would, in any case, nip that kind of discussion in the bud. Hence, God always left his messages up to others to verbalize. The dominees sometimes explained that God does not talk because he has his reasons to remain quiet, all being part of his mysterious plan. It precluded him from speaking up for himself. Anyway, why would one need faith if God just spoke? And faith in God and Jesus was one of the ingredients necessary to earn an afterlife.  

And we wanted an afterlife and didn’t want to do anything that might make God angry and, in that way, stand to lose such a precious opportunity.   

The obvious fact that a so-called loving god does not want to, or cannot, or was not supposed to, speak never bothered us enough to stop us from believing. Back then, it was my understanding that if I could cling to my faith in the Jesus story, I would be OK. Jesus was portrayed in children’s Bibles as a tall white guy with long hair and a neat beard, wearing a white dress. I understood that if I believed in him, I would receive eternal life in heaven. There I would be ‘close to God’ and that would be really nice. How nice? Better than anything here on earth. A grand prize.   

These ideas guided my life as a child and young man. I was living with the delusion that every thought that crossed my mind, every action I performed was somehow scrutinized by an all-knowing almighty godbeing. And he was going to judge me one day and decide if I would go to heaven. To say that I firmly believed this would be an overstatement. I experienced periods of intense belief. During these I would pray to God, talk to him, argue and plead with him. Other times I had lingering doubts. As I grew older it gradually started feeling that the master narrative was unlikely, but I just hung on to it because I was made to believe this ideology.    

My religion and belief in an afterlife affected how I lived. Believing or trying to believe in this discourse affected every aspect of my life. For example, the career I chose, how I spent my money, what I thought about life and death, where I went, whom I associated with and later, what I taught my children. My choice to become a medical professional was inspired, partly, by this near need to impress or even suck up to God.   

Looking back, as much as I thought I gained through religion, I also had lost. Those warm, fuzzy feelings that God had a plan with everything, and those feelings of security came at a price. Even the sense of justice for the world and for all humanity and the expectations of an afterlife made me lose out on many other things. I lost out on individuality, creativity, freedom, accountability, agency, an open-minded approach to other cultures, enjoyment, freedom of association and appreciation for the wonder of life. It made me blind to the opportunity and even the urgency to fully live the life I had.    

Over time, I lost my faith. I started to doubt the story. It started to feel like my religion and the Jesus story were not the best ways to understand the world. I listened to lectures and debates on the internet in which sceptics expressed ideas that were resonating with me. I started reading books with daring titles that questioned the truth of religion. As I started researching and comparing religions, it occurred to me that they all seemed to be based on what I considered to be irrational discourses. None of them seemed to withstand the tests of rational scrutiny I wanted to apply to them. They all seemed to rely on the principle of early childhood and cultural indoctrination. I gave up on Christianity and said goodbye to magic Jesus. Surprisingly, it was a relief. Ultimately, I concluded that believing in something false was just not worth it. No matter how hard the alternative, it’s preferable because it’s real. I felt that only in something real could the truth be found. Real relationships with real people. I decided there was no place in my life for false relationships with imaginary supernatural friends anymore.   

When I lost the wonder of the afterlife I rediscovered the wonder of life. This imperfect little ‘blink of the eye’ is really it! I started to see that the chance of me being here in the first place was infinitely small. The chance of a single sperm cell reaching and fertilizing an egg is around one in 280 million.15 Yet I’m the result of that individual sperm cell winning the lotto. We have all won the incredible lotto of life. Being alive here and now is a very special thing. Our planet is a very special and unusual place. Life is an incredible opportunity. We don’t need to get a second bite at an imaginary cherry. I asked myself why people are spending this magnificent opportunity caring so much about the unlikely event of an afterlife.   

In 1992, at the age of twenty, I, along with all registered voters in South Africa, in effect, the white population, voted in a referendum with the question:   

Do you support the continuation of the reform process which the state president began on 2 February 1990 and which is aimed at a new Constitution through negotiation?16  

I voted ‘Yes’ in that referendum along with the majority of white South Africans. It was the beginning of the end of apartheid. Yet it took much longer for me to come to grips with the depth of the injustice that was perpetrated on my fellow South Africans of other races. As broken as my country may be today as a result of state capture, corruption and poor governance, I am glad I no longer receive opportunities at the expense of others, based on my skin-colour or ethnicity. What I have learned is that there are few things as despicable as making a living while being benefitted by such a dehumanizing ideology. It is indeed sad to see that racial identification is still one of the fundamental identifiers taken into consideration during selection for employment and opportunities in South-Africa.   

Through my years of study, research and teaching in medicine I developed a healthy respect for the value of unbiased scientific thinking and evidence-based reasoning. Over the years I saw countless medical myths busted in my discipline of emergency medicine, through the rigours of clinical trials. This process of medical myth-busting ultimately benefitted thousands, if not millions of patients who would end up receiving treatments with proven benefits. In my free time, I spent a few years studying various modules in archaeology and biblical archaeology through the University of South Africa (UNISA). I learned that archaeology and biblical archaeology, like medicine, are sciences that thrive on evidence. I participated in field work and excavations. This gave me a more science-based understanding of history.   

Through travel, I saw several of the places I had read about in those modules on international archaeology. During this time, I expanded my insights in subjects such as physical anthropology and evolution which were part of the archaeology curriculum at UNISA. I delved deeper into these disciplines by reading widely.   

Travel is a great way to open the mind, and I was lucky to have had the opportunity to travel extensively. Amongst other places I visited Mexico, Ireland, Argentina, France, Greece, Japan, Egypt, Thailand, India, the Netherlands, Saudi-Arabia, the UK, Nigeria, Botswana, Malawi, Namibia, Mauritius, Eswatini, Zimbabwe, Italy, Malta, Germany, Demark, Sweden, Poland and Türkiye.   

One of the things I learned from travelling is that most ordinary people tend to be naturally kind and helpful. I have experienced such kindness from a Catholic community pharmacist in Galway, Muslim friends and colleagues in Riyadh, Shinto waiters in Tokyo, Hindu yoga instructors in Khajuraho, Buddhist monks in Bangkok and Himba pastoralists in Epupa. For example, the Himba chief invited me to enjoy the honour of eating freshly roasted goat meat with him and his elders. The goat was cooked next to fly-covered entrails, but, to my surprise, the meat was tasty due to the high fat content. I suppose I earned this privilege after I played taxi for some sick people from his village and transported them to a clinic in my VW-Kombi microbus. In travelling I learned that treating all people with respect is a cardinal rule. This principle can get you out of trouble and can lead to unexpected friendships.   

In the rest of this book, I want to examine some of the major beliefs humans have held and still hold about afterlives. I want to probe why we developed so many different ideologies about it and how these beliefs influenced and still influence our behaviour today. I will argue that religion and afterlife play an underappreciated role in geopolitics and in many of the major conflicts around the world and that it is often the root cause of trouble.   

To understand afterlives, we have to understand the religions from which these ideologies emerged. While I’m not a trained theologist, which may in fact be beneficial as some theologists tends to have a bias towards their own system, I will give a well-researched overview of each religion, in order to understand its afterlife system.   

In most instances it’s not necessary to explain why myths about afterlives are just myths and not actual truths. This should really be obvious. For example, is it really necessary to attempt to argue or prove to anyone why it’s unlikely that earthly couples will be making spirit children in the afterlife? (The goal being to repopulate unknown planets). Or that we will not be reborn as insects if we fail to pay close attention to good karma? Or that we will probably not be rewarded with a bevy of beautiful virgins if we become martyrs by vaporising ourselves in someone’s “holy war”? Or that “the other side” will not consist of an enormous beautiful garden with rivers of milk and honey and pebbles made of rubies and diamonds? And, that it’s unlikely that a loving allknowing god would want to torment non-believers and sinners for all eternity in a hell-fire?   

No, I really don’t think it should be necessary to argue these points, because adults cannot possibly be stupid enough to believe such silly things. Or are they?   

It would appear that any rational person, confronted with such stories, would be able to intuitively figure out they are nonsense. Therefore, I believe that describing these myths in an objective, detached manner, one after the other should mostly do the trick in this book. In this sense, comparison is a powerful tool that shows up the truth.   

After reading each of the afterlife theologies I will be describing, ask yourself a simple question: How likely is it that this discourse is a real truth? As the American astrophysicist Carl Sagan said, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.17 And as the English journalist and social critic Christopher Hitchens added, what can be asserted without evidence can be dismissed without evidence.18 Ask yourself how believing in these myths can result in irrational and dangerous behaviour and consider how many of these myths are directly responsible or the root cause of inter-group conflict throughout the entire globe.   

There is absolutely no reason to feel guilty about not believing in stuff that can’t be proven, when it should be plain and simple to prove these theories if they were true. By simply utilizing healthy scepticism most people should be able to understand that these myths, although sometimes beautiful and interesting, are not actual truths.     

Reading and research for this book was enjoyable. I don’t deny that each one of the great world religions does hold nuggets of wisdom, but I found none of their afterlife stories believable. It is true that we get many beneficial ideas and constructs from religions. These include, among others, charity to the poor and needy, hospitality, selflessness, meditation and yoga. However, the elements of truth and wisdom contained in religion are often overshadowed by the mountains of nonsense that accompany it, particularly when it comes to afterlife mythologies. These beliefs are behind imperialistic behaviour via Christianity and Islam and is the root cause of conflicts in nearly every single region of the world. There is almost no religion and afterlife ideology that don’t have its hands stained with the blood of thousands, or in some cases, millions of people.   

I have no doubt that ideas such as heaven, hell, immortal souls and reincarnation are false and that there is no objective evidence whatsoever to substantiate such extraordinary claims.   

Religions with their eschatology about afterlives, although patently untrue, are nevertheless fascinating phenomena for study. I’m therefore convinced they are best understood through comparative examination. I hope this book will assist readers in gaining a fresh perspective on the understanding of these myths and that it will help them identify these ideas as the root cause of evil in many human conflicts.    
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Chapter 1: Ancient afterlives  

Early humans  

It takes about an hour’s drive from my home in Pretoria to the Sterkfontein caves near Krugersdorp. These caves, which are owned by the University of Witwatersrand, are also known as “the cradle of humankind.” At this site numerous world-famous fossil discoveries relating to our human ancestry have been made.1 Whenever I visit the caves, I allow my imagination to reign free as I drive through the Highveld savanna. In my imagination I can see our ancestors walking upright in small clans picking fruits and berries, hunting, scavenging and perhaps even fleeing from predators such as leopards, lion or sabretoothed tigers.   

There were no Adam and Eve. The sciences of physical anthropology and genetics have shown that no two such people ever existed.1 We know there were populations of evolving human-like animals roaming around, but no two humans were ever created out of the blue as described in Genesis 1:1-2 of the Bible.  Humanlike animals were living in the Savanna, all the way from Australopithecus to Homo erectus, neanderthalensis and to us, Homo sapiens.   

There is no question that the concept of an afterlife developed early on in the existence of anatomically modern Homo sapiens. This is evidenced by the numerous graves found with extensive provisions for life after death.2 Grave goods, including jewellery, clothing and blankets made from animal skins, spears, arrow heads, knives, food, water and figurines (often included as slaves in the afterlife) have been found in human graves dating back thousands of years.2 The oldest undisputed human grave was found in the Skhul cave at Qafzeh in Israel.3 It dates back to one hundred thousand years before the common era (BCE) and had anatomically modern skeletal human remains stained with red ochre. It contained a variety of grave goods.3,4   

But what about the other humans? Once we shared the planet with up to six other species of human beings, including well-known ancestors such as Homo erectus, Homo heidelbergensis, Homo neanderthalensis, Homo florisiensis and Homo denisova.5    

Did any of them also believe in a spirit world or an afterlife? Recently a brand-new discovery of early human fossils called Homo naledi, were once again discovered in the cradle of humankind in South Africa. What made the discovery extraordinary was that they were believed to have been discovered in a mass grave.6,7 The hypothesis that this primitive member of our genus may have practised deliberate burial created quite a controversy. Some found it impossible to believe while others saw it as an opportunity to close the schism with the animal world, which so many of us believe to be far removed from our own.7    

So, are we the only species that wrestled with the idea of mortality? It would have been wonderful if we could have asked some of our closest ancestors in the animal kingdom, the other humans. Unfortunately, they are all long gone, and we can only attempt to interpret the clues they left behind, such as their stone tools, their bones and what we can read from where and how these artefacts were found.   

Homo neanderthalensis was a highly advanced human species with brains that matched or even exceeded ours in size.,8-10 They were innovative people living in Europe and Asia up to 28 000 years ago, when they disappeared.8,9 We probably had something to do with their demise.8 This is not too surprising judged by the way we treat members of our own species, based on such fickle invented constructs, as race and religion.   

Nevertheless, Neanderthal in a way, still live on within us, since about 1,5 to 2,1% of the DNA of European and Asian people contain genes that came from this species.11 That means we had sex with them resulting in healthy fertile babies, indicating how close our species still were.   

The Neanderthal were hunters who cooperated in groups and hunted dangerous big game animals such as mammoths, woolly rhinos, lion and cave bears in Ice Age Europe. They were short but powerfully built people. Microscopic analysis of the lingual bone of a Neanderthal skeleton found in the Kebara cavern in Israel suggests that they were physically able to pronounce words.12 That means they had no anatomical impediment to language. A fifty-thousand-year-old threeply cord was found in the Abri du Maras cave in France on a stone tool.13 It is the oldest piece of string that was ever found and it supports the idea that Neanderthals were cognitively equal to modern humans. The manufacturing of this cord provided a basis on which a lot of advanced behaviour would have rested including the making of clothing, bags, nets and even small boats.   

“It implies that Neanderthals had a cognitive understanding of numeracy and a context sensitive operational memory” – The digging stick. Volume 37, no 1. 2020  

Many Neanderthals were blond, and some had auburn hair.14 They had light skins to help them absorb vitamin D during the long northern winters and short summers, and this was vital to support their strong skeletons. They needed thick bones to survive the dangerous encounters they had with animals such as the mammoths they pursued during hunting expeditions. Such encounters would have been violent and dangerous affairs.   

There is evidence that they took care of their wounded.15 They splinted fractures and provided food and shelter for their injured until they healed up again. Skeletons of Neanderthals with healed long bone fractures have been found in more than one site.15 These injuries would have rendered them immobile and helpless for extended periods of time. They would have been completely dependent on the care and assistance of their families for feeding and nursing them back to health. From the care they had shown for each other we can make the supposition that they must have been sad when one of their own was injured or died. They must have felt an emotion akin to love for one another. Even if he or she was old and tired of life, when a Neanderthal died, his or her people acted.  

The Neanderthal people deliberately buried their dead.8,9 Indeed, the discovery of some of the most spectacular Neanderthal remains such as those found at La Chapelle, Le Moustier, and La Ferrasie are attributed to Neanderthal burials. The act of burial is highly symbolic and ritualistic: It indicates the desire to take care of someone who is no longer alive in this world and the need to protect that person’s corpse from natural processes such as mutilation by scavengers, and decomposition. A number of Neanderthal grave sites have been discovered.  It takes a concerted effort to dig a grave deep enough to bury a human body. Such an expenditure of energy would not have been made without justification; it’s unlikely that it was a matter of housekeeping. There would have been easier ways to get rid of a body, such as simply dumping it off a cliff.  Moreover, in a number of Neanderthal graves, great care has been taken in the positioning of the body.8,9 For example, in Le Moustier in France, the body of an eighteen-year-old Neanderthal was discovered in 1908. It would seem that he was deliberately buried on his side in a flexed or foetal sleeping posture. His legs were bent, and his head was carefully cushioned on a pile of flints. He was resting on his right arm in a typical sleeping position.   

This site also included grave goods such as stone implements and animal bones. Burial of the dead in a sleeping position by certain Neanderthals may have implied that death was viewed as kind of sleep.8   

Another example of a Neanderthal family buried in the sleeping position was found in a cave in La Ferrassie in Southern France.8 The family consisted of two adults and four children. In addition to being carefully positioned in a flexed sleeping posture they were also orientated in an east-west position, along the tract of the passage of the sun. One can only speculate that such a positioning had some symbolic significance that might have been related to a belief in life after death.    

Although there are fewer Neanderthal graves with grave goods compared with modern humans, a number of examples do exist. Out of 33 Neanderthal burials, approximately 14 have shown an association with stone tools and / or animal bones.9 It must be kept in mind that Neanderthal graves are relatively few and far between, as well as ancient. We have a relatively small sample size. Nevertheless, the presence of grave goods is strongly associated with a belief that the buried would experience an afterlife in which they would have needed their grave goods. In one Neanderthal grave, rich pollen deposits indicated the possible presence of colourful flowers, which may have been used to decorate the grave and the corpse.16 The theory has been heavily disputed with some scientist suggesting that the pollen deposits may have been introduced by a rodent.   

Burial by itself is suggestive of a belief that the dead person is living on in another dimension outside the physical realm. Consequently, we as Homo sapiens may mistakenly think we are the only species to have come up with the idea of an afterlife. It’s hugely plausible that Neanderthals believed in an afterlife too, perhaps a hunter’s paradise full of diverse species that they would pursue in perpetuity.8  

Neanderthals had a characteristic method of stone tool making, producing beautifully symmetric blades and sharp spear points.9  They made birch bark tar and strings to connect such blades to wooden shafts. This stone tool industry is known as the Mousterian industry.9 It’s indicative of the conceptualisation of several steps that had to be taken in the manufacturing of an object with a desired size, shape and function prior to its existence. The deliberate creation of the conceptualised tool is suggestive of a high-level of cognitive function and contemplation. Neanderthals were thinkers. On the other hand, the Mousterian stone tool kit remained rigidly constant over time and did not show a great deal of new innovation. It was as if their makers had a mental block as a species, compared to the constant innovation of Homo sapiens. This is thought to have been detrimental to their survival. Species are at risk when they are stagnant and lack mental or physical adaptability. Perhaps this serves as a lesson to us. Are large portions of our societies living with a mental block? Are we held back by the toxic memes in our heads? Neanderthals had other symbolic behaviours. There is evidence that they decorated themselves by painting their bodies and by wearing jewellery such as painted shell beads and feathers.3    

Some archaeologists support the hypothesis that Neanderthals did something else that was very unusual. They may have hunted and killed cave bears (Ursus spelaeus) and kept trophies of these animals in the form of skulls and bones.8 The discovery of cave bear skulls stacked on top of each other in a rocky pit in Drachenloch, Switzerland, seems to support this theory. These archaeologists believe that the unusual bearskull arrangements may be proof of a Neanderthal bear cult. Cave bears were dangerous animals, significantly larger than grizzly bears. Imagine that. It’s unlikely they were hunted for their meat or skins alone. Hunting them must have been an exceptionally dangerous business considering the primitive stone tools that were available to the Neanderthal.   

If a bear cult existed, it must have had a symbolic or spiritual meaning. Did it have something to do with animal worship, a type of primitive animism or totemism? These are some of the earliest recognisable types of religious thinking in our own species, Homo sapiens. Did Neanderthals believe they could obtain the properties of the cave bear by hunting it? Perhaps they believed the soul or spirit of the bear could be captured: its strength, courage and tenacity? Its protective motherly instincts and love for its cubs? Or was it simply a rite of passage? All perplexing questions.   

Many modern archaeologists are not supportive of the cave-bear cult theory. They dispute that the skulls of the cave bears were deliberately placed or hoarded and suggest that subsequent generations of cave bears that died in their caves could have resulted in these unusual deposits.17 But, that is the nature of science, and opposing hypotheses remain until overwhelming evidence supports the best theory. Nevertheless, there appears to be fairly strong and compelling evidence that Neanderthals contemplated the implications of death and believed in some sort of an afterlife. But, like us, Neanderthals were relatively new kids on the block in terms of human evolution. What about the other humans?    

In September 2015, paleoanthropologist Dr Lee Berger and a group of colleagues from the University of the Witwatersrand in South Africa, announced the discovery of fifteen skeletons of an early hominid or human ancestor.6,18 These fossilised skeletons were found deep inside the Rising Star cave system in two large chambers that were difficult to access. Only physically small researchers could excavate the fossils by crawling into the chambers with great effort. It was a truly remarkable discovery to find so many fossils of the same species in one location. The bones were of individuals of a range of ages from both sexes.6,18   

Upon anthropometric evaluation, the skeletons showed signs of being at the base of the tree of human evolution. They fitted better with the species Homo (human) than with that of the earlier Australopithecines (upright walking apes).18 They had a relatively small brain size but skeletons similar to those of advanced human species. Their pelvic bones and feet indicated that they walked upright and bipedally. Berger and his team gave these fossils the name, Homo naledi. “Naledi” means star in the local Tswana language.   

Deliberate burial or placement of the dead is a ritual associated with advanced human species, such as ourselves and Homo 

neanderthalensis.9 Berger and his team were of the opinion that the Homo naledi fossils in Rising Star represented deliberate placement of the dead by other members of their species. Although this proposition or hypothesis was highly controversial, there was strong circumstantial evidence to support it. Firstly, for all practical purposes, fossilised skeletons of only one large animal were found in the chambers: that of Homo naledi.6,18 This meant it was unlikely to have been a natural death trap, such as a sink hole, into which a variety of species would have fallen. It was also unlikely to have been the den of a predator. Why would a predator only prey on a single species and why would it choose a den so difficult to access? Other fossils such as those of the Australopithecines and hominids found in other parts of the cradle of humankind were typically surrounded by the bones of many other species such as antelope and some predators. The Homo naledi skeletons were found alone except for the skeleton of a single owl.18   

The second piece of evidence that points to deliberate body placement is the extreme inaccessibility of the cave. It takes crawling and descending into darkness to reach the chambers where the fossils were found. These factors made it hard to find a better explanation for the collection of the bones from one single species. It pointed to the possibility of body placement or burial.    

If this hypothesis stands, it will have far-reaching implications for our understanding of our ancestors.7 If Homo naledi practised burial, there is no reason to think that more advanced species such as Homo erectus or Homo denisova could not have done the same. We can presume that animals with a small brain size such as Homo naledi would have had only basic communication skills, perhaps only proto-speech, facial expressions and body posturing. What would have motivated such primitive human beings to make such an effort to care for the dead? Were their brains perhaps very complex despite their small size? It’s a perplexing question and may give us a glimpse into the depth of our existential anxiety and our desire for an afterlife. It is estimated that Homo naledi lived around three hundred thousand years ago.18 Homo naledi may have been the most primitive animal ever to have contemplated the finality of its mortality.7,18 Competing hypotheses are being investigated, for example that the find could have been the result of a rock fall or the collapse of the roof of a cave on a family group.19,20     

 


The evolution of religion  

There are many useful ends to religion, but that does not make any of its premises true. Religions can provide answers to complicated questions. Questions such as how was the earth formed? Where did humans come from? Why is there lightning in the sky?   

The answers religions provide to these questions are usually profoundly wrong. But irrespective of that fact, religion offers answers. In the absence of better answers, religion can arguably be seen as helpful. When better, more plausible answers to such questions are found or become apparent, religion often becomes hindersome. This is so because those vested in the various religions or those who derive material benefits from it don’t want to or choose not to accept the veracity of the better answers, even in the presence of evidence, often overwhelmingly in favour of the newer explanations. For example, there are countless occasions where Catholic Christianity exerted a hindersome influence on scientific progress during the Dark Ages. The church endlessly harassed both Nicolaus Copernicus and Galileo Galilei for their discovery and proof of the heliocentric theory of the solar system. The Index Librorum Prohibitorum was a list of banned books established by the church in 1571. It was only abolished on 14 June 1966 by Pope Paul VI! The writings of just about every prominent thinker of the time made it onto this list of works banned from devout Catholics. It included the writings of René Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Maimonides, 

John Locke, Voltaire, David Hume, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Erasmus Darwin, Immanuel


























Animism  







Shamanism  







Ancestor worship (veneration of the dead)   














Totemism (animal worship)  










Ancient Egypt  




































































		I have not done injustice to any person, confessed to the god: Usekh-nembet   

		I have not robbed anyone, confessed to the god: Hept-seshet  

		I have not assaulted anyone, confessed to the god: Fenti  

		I have not committed theft, confessed to the god Am-Khaibitu (eater of shadows)  

		I have not murdered, confessed to the god Neha-hra (Stinking face)  

		I have not cheated on the measure I give, confessed to the god Rereti  

		I have not acted deceitfully, confessed to the god Maata-f-emseshet  

		I have not stolen things that belong to god, confessed to the god Neba  

		I have not lied, confessed to the god Set-qesu (crusher of bones)  

		I have not carried of goods by force, confessed to the god Khemi  

		I have not uttered insulting words, confessed to the god Uatchnesert  

		I have not stolen food by force, confessed to the god Hra-f-ha-f  

		I have not acted deceitfully, confessed to the god Querti  

		I have not acted with excessive anger, confessed to the god Ta-





		I have not invaded a person’s land, confessed to the god Hetchabedu (Shining teeth)  

		I have not slaughtered animals belonging to god, confessed to the god Am-senef (Eater of blood)  

		I have not damaged ploughed lands, confessed to the god Ambeset  

		I have not obtained information for the purpose of making trouble, confessed to the god Neb-Maat  

		I have not shouted at any person, confessed to the god Thenemi  

		I have not held extreme anger against a person, confessed to the god Thenemi  

		I have not committed sodomy, confessed to the god Tututef  

		I have not polluted myself, confessed to the god Tututef  

		I have not committed adultery, confessed to the god Maa-ant-f  

		I have not deliberately frightened any person, confessed to the god Her-seru  

		I have not practiced hateful speech, confessed to the god Nebsekhem  

		I have not ignored words of truth, confessed to the god SeshetKheru  

		I have not caused a person to become depressed, confessed to the god Nekhen  

		I have not uttered blasphemies, confessed to the god Kenemtrie  

		I have not performed many violent deeds, confessed to the god An-hetep-f  

		I have not made hasty judgements, confessed to the god Ser-kheru  

		I have not taken vengeance, confessed to the god Neb-hrau  

		I have not pontificated, confessed to the god Serekhi (Lord of horns)  

		I have not committed fraud and indulged in evil, confessed to the god Nen-abui  

		I have not cursed the king, confessed to the god Nefer-Tem  

		I have not fouled water, confessed to the god Tem-sep  

		I have not exaggerated my words, confessed to the god Ari-emab-f  

		I have not cursed god, confessed to the god Ahi  

		I have not behaved in a rude and disrespectful manner, confessed to the god Uatch-rekhit  

		I have not discriminated between people, confessed to the god Neheb-nefert  

		I have not made myself rich in a dishonest manner, confessed to the god Neheb-kau  

		I have not cursed that which is held dear by god, confessed to the god Tcheser-tep  

		I have not entertained disdainful thoughts towards the god of the city – expressed to the god An-a-f  


































Ancient China  



















		“One’s reputation or one’s body: which is dearer?  One’s body or one’s goods: which is worth more? Gaining or losing: which is worse? Therefore, miserliness leads to great expense, hoarding leads to deep loss.   





		“Great perfection appears defective, so use can never make it worn; great fullness seems vacant, so use can never make it empty. Great straightness seems bent; great skill seems clumsy; great eloquence seems inarticulate.   






























Meso-America: The Mayans  
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