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This book is dedicated to those special people who through
 their deaths taught me not only how to die, but more 
 importantly, how to live and how to hope for life beyond
 this life. Each is described in the preface along with a
 brief statement about what their gifts were to me.

John Hunter Griffith (1868–1935)

John Shelby Spong (1889–1943)

Malcolm Linwood (Buck) Baker (1944–1958)

Shari Ann Rountree (1961–1963)

Carol Faye Terry (1952–1966)

Cornelia Bertha Marie Brauer Newton (1926–1971)

James Grayson Campbell (1929–1976)

Joan Lydia Ketner Spong (1929–1988)

Doolie Boyce Griffith Spong (1907–1999)

Emily Jane Failla (1982–2006)

John Harvie Knight (1960–2006)

Rosalie Suzanne (Rozanne) Garrett Epps (1922–2008)

I am in debt to each of them.
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PREFACE



This may well be my final book! It is appropriate that it be about final things, and it is.

Yes, I know I have said “final book” before. This is indeed my fifth “final book.” I have even written my autobiography. One is supposed to die after an autobiography is either written or published. I did not do that. Instead I went on to have what were probably the most exciting and creative years of my life both professionally and personally. During that time I wrote three other books. When this book comes out I will be in the seventy-ninth year of my life and, while I do not doubt that others can maintain far beyond that age the intellectual rigor and personal discipline that it takes to write books of great skill and competence, I couple my age with the fact that in this book the major themes of my writing career culminate. Eternal Life: A New Vision serves to close a circle around which I have been walking for some time and thus provides a proper conclusion to this phase of my life.

To write another book would inevitably force me to move into an entirely new field of study in a meaningful way. My experience has been that the subject of the next book is always opened to me by the study done in preparation for the present book, so that the new book seems to be but another chapter developing or perhaps expanding a similar theme. I must confess that although this also seemed to occur in the writing of this book, the new subject was so vast and my previous engagement with it so slight, that it would take years to master the necessary material to dare to write about it. Because that kind of time is simply not available to me and my ability to undertake the necessary study is limited, I can only file these new insights and directions by title and invite someone else in succeeding generations to make them the area of his or her expertise. So let me simply note for history that this book on life after death drove me deeply and in a new way into the Fourth Gospel.

I have previously been put off by the Christology of John’s Gospel, which has always seemed to me to suggest that Jesus was the presence of an external deity pretending to be a human being. I am aware of how influential John’s Gospel has been in Christian history in the formation of such doctrines as the Incarnation and the Holy Trinity. That kind of Christology, I have argued, has become all but inoperative in the light of the insights of Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, Darwin, Freud and Einstein, with which the Christian faith must contend if it wishes to engage the real world of today. When, however, my study for this book led me into the theme first of consciousness and then of self-consciousness, heightened consciousness, and finally into universal consciousness, Johannine statements attributed to Jesus, like “The Father and I are one” and “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father,” began to make sense for me in a new way. It was then that I wished that I might be a Johannine scholar and write on John’s Gospel from this new perspective.

A second facet of this was that as I was working on this book, I also became further convinced that John’s Gospel was written on the basis of an early Jewish three-year lectionary and that if we could place its content back into that context, it would read very differently from the way most Christians read it today. This means that despite the brilliance of people like C. H. Dodd, Edwyn Hoskyns, William Temple and Raymond Brown, just to name a few of the major Johannine scholars that I have read, the key to understanding this gospel has not yet been fully discovered, or even fully engaged. To see John first as a Jewish lectionary book and then to view it, not incarnationally, but through the eyes of heightened consciousness and the mystical perspective of seeing life united with the divine and sharing in eternity is, I believe, that key. To walk through this door would also mean that people would be led to see Jesus’ essential identification with God not in incarnational terms, but as a new level of human consciousness. That constitutes not just an appropriate and new direction, but a flashing, even blindingly bright, new understanding. I will develop these ideas, but only briefly, in my final chapters of this book, but this was the experience that caused me to wish that I had the background and the time to look at the entire Fourth Gospel through this new lens. Christianity is for me no longer about an invasive deity; it is about a fully human one in whom God becomes profoundly present and inherently visible. The author of John’s Gospel, I am now convinced, saw that and understood it. That is why this gospel is so very different from any other book in the New Testament. I simply file this titillating clue to the Fourth Gospel, to which attention must and will be paid in the future. Others surely will develop this possibility, and when they do, they will write this powerful Jesus story in a new and exciting way. If I could count on living five more years, I would surely want to do it myself. I indeed may try. Through this preface, however, I encourage others to engage this study and to walk this path. I will rejoice in their future success. With this caveat stated I can now say, without fear of contradiction, that unless something I have already written winds up being published, this is probably my final book.

It is in fact a kind of death experience itself to acknowledge that with the publication of this volume my career as the author of books may be now complete. I will continue writing my weekly Internet column as long as I am able and as long as my subscribers indicate that they want me to do so by continuing their subscriptions, but I doubt that more books will flow from my fountain pen onto legal pads, both of which mark me as a product of a previous generation. Twenty-two volumes, three of them coauthored, and translations now in most of the languages of Europe, plus Korean, Arabic and Indonesian, constitute a cohesive body of data sufficient to call it a career. Every author wonders how his or her contributions will be judged. I suspect that if future generations notice me at all, they will say, not what some of my critics say today, “He is too radical,” but rather, “He was not nearly radical enough.” I see future thinkers—yes, overtly Christian thinkers—already on the horizon and eager to go to places in their writing that it has not yet occurred to me to walk. I think especially of such people as Gretta Vosper in Ontario, Ian Lawton in Michigan, Eric Elnes in Nebraska, Carlton Pearson and Robin Meyers in Oklahoma, Jeff Proctor-Murphy and David Felten in Arizona, Hugh Dawes in England and Greg Jenks in Australia (Brisbane), whom I regard as the most creative church-related voices in the next generation. Each will make an enormous impact on the emerging Christian world. While that assessment of the gifts these people have to bring is clear to me now, time will surely make it clear to countless others. I have in my career pressed this Christian faith story, which I love so deeply, to the limits of my ability. I rejoice that I might have helped others to go even beyond my limits. Every person must live within the boundaries of his or her own time in history. I have built bridges from my Christian past into a new Christian future. I am pleased that in this book I believe I have come to the place where I can actually see into another realm, and just seeing it is quite enough for me.


My thanks go to a number of people beyond those I will mention in my somewhat autobiographical first chapter. First I express my gratitude to Andrew Scrimgeour, the dean of the libraries at Drew University in Madison, New Jersey. Andy has not only done research for me but over a period of years has placed one resource after another at my disposal. He has made the contents of the Theological Library at Drew University (a good Methodist school) available to me, as if I were a member of that university’s faculty, complete with my own study carrel. I am much in debt to him and to Drew University.

Next there is Gerald F. White, an octogenarian, retired attorney in Elizabeth City, North Carolina. Gerald writes me three or four times a year and has been as encouraging in my current quest as he was eager to receive its final form. He urged me to send him a copy of the unedited manuscript for fear that he might not live long enough to see its publication. That request has been granted. He has lived long and well.

Then there is Billy Kingston, a professor at Trinity University in Dublin, Ireland, and his wife, Mary, who not only pushed me with questions at St. Deiniol’s Conference Center in Hawarden, Wales, but also sent me two monumental books, one on the development of the ideas of life after death in the various religions of the world by Alan Segal, which became very important in my study, and the other an analysis of the idea of resurrection in both Christianity and Judaism by Kevin Madigan and Jon Levenson. Both books are listed in the bibliography.

None of the people to whom this book is dedicated are still numbered among the living. Yet each of them taught me vital lessons about how to live, how to die and how to hope. They are also the people whose deaths made it essential for me to wrestle with death openly and publicly. Outside their families and close friends none of them would be recognized as public figures, but they have been my teachers and through this book something of the gifts they have given to me will, I hope, be given to the world at large. Allow me the privilege of saying just a brief explanatory word about each of them. They are listed in the order of their time of dying.

John Hunter Griffith was my maternal grandfather. His death when I was not yet five was the first time I had experienced the loss of a human being. As this book will reveal, that was when I began this lifelong journey into the meaning and reality of my own mortality.

John Shelby Spong was my father. I am a “junior,” but since he died when I was only twelve, that “junior” has never been used except by the Social Security office. My dad’s death altered my journey in dramatic and life-changing ways. I regret that none of my children ever knew him. I also regret that for the most part I did not either.

Malcolm Linwood (Buck) Baker was a vibrant, athletic young teenager, a member of the high school swimming team, who was found floating facedown in a public swimming pool at a team practice. He was surrounded by countless people, yet no one noticed until it was too late. His parents, Ophelia and Noah, were special friends and very strong people.

Shari Ann Rountree was an infant barely two years of age. She died of poison accidentally ingested while in the care of her grandmother. She was the only child that her parents could ever have. No one was to blame for the poisoning. It was, rather, one of those events in life that will always be inexplicable. Her death seemed so cruel, so preventable in hindsight and so emotional that those close to her bore the scars for the rest of their days. So did I, for it raised the question of theodicy in an unanswerable way. Her grandmother and father are now deceased, but Ann, her mother, still lives with those scars. She has two adopted sons who later helped to transform her life.


Carol Faye Terry, the oldest child of Martha and Hubert Terry, was eleven years old when she received the diagnosis of Hodgkin’s disease. She died the day before her fourteenth birthday. In Faye’s death, so slow and yet so inevitable in its coming, I experienced the searing dimensions of death, but I also learned how beautiful and serene a young life can be.

Cornelia Bertha Marie Brauer Newton was the first adult person who allowed me, indeed invited me, to walk with her inside the experience of her own dying. Her husband was a doctor and she was the mother of three young children. It was because of Cornelia that I began to rethink the meaning of prayer. Though she is not mentioned in its pages, she was the inspiration for my first book and its title, Honest Prayer.

James Grayson Campbell was a radiologist at the Medical College of Virginia. He lived but one year from the date of his leukemia diagnosis until his death. Jim with his medical training obviously knew that he was dying and almost daily he shared with me what that meant during that short year. I wrote my first book on the resurrection of Jesus, entitled The Easter Moment, because of him. His wife Ruth, also a physician, still lives in Richmond, Virginia.

Joan Lydia Ketner Spong was my wife. I will say more about her in just a moment, but suffice it now to say that Joan ultimately found death to be a blessed release from a long and debilitating sickness. More than anyone else has done, however, she forced me to face my own limitations in ways that would never allow me to be the same again.

Doolie Boyce Griffith Spong was my mother. She was a gifted woman, who made the best of her less than ninth grade education to survive as a thirty-six-year-old widow with three young children, no money and no marketable skills. I watched her age with great admiration. She sold her house and most of her belongings to enter a retirement home with no obvious pain. Her values were never in things. Her world shrank through the years as she lost her sight, her hearing and her ability to walk until at age ninety-two she died. She taught me to recognize what really matters in life. I was privileged to be her son and hope that I have honored her with my life.

Emily Jane Failla was a vital, alive young woman whom I first met when she was about four years old. I watched her grow up into being a spectacular teenager, a brilliant university student and finally an outstanding public school teacher. She died at age twenty-four in a mountain climbing accident. Emily taught me that life is more about quality than it is about quantity, for she lived briefly but well. Her parents Kay and Frank and her younger sister Lauren remain special people to me to this day.

John Harvie Knight was the grown son of two of my closest friends, Millicent and Eliot Knight. John was married and the father of three young children. He was found dead in his home in the early hours of the morning on the day after Christmas. He had no previous health problems or warning signs. His death was both sudden and unexpected. The circumstances of his death made it impossible for me to hide from reality ever again inside pious clichés and emotionally dishonest assurances. Embracing that realization openly formed the content of my homily at his funeral and it made me realize that our unwillingness to look at death squarely reveals how meaningless most religious God-talk is, even among the faithful.

Rosalie Suzanne (Rozanne) Garrett Epps was the final funeral service in which I participated professionally. Her death occurred after this book had actually gone to the publisher. Rozanne epitomized the thoughts developed in this volume more than anyone I know. She lived fully and well. She was of that generation in which women balanced marriage, family and career. Rozanne wrote a regular column for a weekly newspaper into her eighties. She cultivated young friends when her generation passed away. She had a zest for life that few achieve. She took a staff position with the Legal Aid Society in the year she died. In my homily at her funeral in Richmond, Virginia, for the first time I used some of the insights developed in this book. They fitted Rozanne perfectly. She was a soul mate to me, a friend and even a mother to my daughter Ellen.

I am grateful to all of these people for being my teachers.

I also want to express my gratitude to my online publishers and editors at Waterfront Media in Brooklyn, New York—Mike Keriakis, Ben Wolin, Mark Roberts and Roseann Henry. Together they have made my weekly column a reality for seven years now. It was the writing of that piece every seven days that served to stimulate the ideas that eventually showed up in my most recent books, including this one. I remember in particular two columns, one entitled “A Conversation About Death in New Zealand” and the other “Emily Jane Failla: A Special Life.” Far more than I realized, I have discovered that I process all of my emotions and clarify my thoughts by writing about them. In retrospect I now understand that I did the same thing earlier in my career through sermons.

For a number of years in my professional life I was privileged to have as my executive secretary a wonderful person named Marilyn (Lyn) Conrad. She and her husband, David, became personal friends as well. How pleased I was to learn that she was willing to put aside grandmother duty and the pleasures of her retirement to reenter the workforce long enough to type the first draft of this manuscript. Working with her on this book reminded me anew of what a joy it had been to work professionally with her for ten years and, not coincidentally, on five previous books.

I was immeasurably helped by my publisher, Mark Tauber, at HarperOne; my editor, Michael Maudlin; my project manager, Lisa Zuniga; and my copy editor, Kathy Reigstad.


Finally, I acknowledge publicly one more time the meaning, love and support that I receive from my family. Christine is my adored wife, as well as my professional partner and editor, my confidante, my closest friend and my deepest love. As this book will reveal, the depth of my relationship with her has been one of my windows into eternity.

I was also privileged for thirty-seven years to be the husband of Joan Lydia Ketner Spong, one of the people to whom this book is dedicated. Since this is probably my last book, I want to say just a word more about her. Joan’s premature death to cancer in 1988 closed out an all too brief, but beautiful life, and the pain associated with her long and difficult final sickness has made it all but impossible for me to talk about her publicly in any depth until relatively recently. She is the mother of our three daughters and she, together with them, gave to me love in such abundance that I have been able to enter this ever-expanding circle called life in ways that I never imagined to be possible. I never want her memory to leave my consciousness. My love for Joan does not compete with my ability to love others; indeed it expands that ability. Because I will always love Joan, my love for Christine is even deeper and transformative.

Next there are those three daughters, whom I have loved from the moment they were born, Ellen Elizabeth, Mary Katharine and Jaquelin Ketner. That love later expanded to include their husbands or partners, Gus Epps (Augustus E. III), Jack Catlett (John B. II) and Virgil Speriouso, and then it found new dimensions in their children, my grandchildren, Shelby, Jay (John B. III), John and Lydia, and even in their pets, a cat Nolan (named for Nolan Ryan) and dogs Elsie Lou (a rather southern name), Browndog (a rather descriptive name), Jersey Rose (so named because she was a German shepherd puppy bred and raised in New Jersey) and Sammy (another German shepherd, named for Sammy Sosa). The members of this my primary family mean more to me than words can convey. What they are in the present generation is wonderful. What they will be in the second generation is exciting to ponder.

Then there are my stepchildren, who came so wonderfully into my life in my marriage to Christine and made it sweeter still: Brian Yancy Barney, his wife Julieann and their exciting and lively twins, Katherine Elaine and Colin David, who make my second tour as a grandfather rich and memorable; and Rachel Elizabeth Barney, that unsettled and unsettling rolling stone of a soul who knows no boundary in the adventures of life and who always calls me into an ever-deepening experience of living and risking. I am grateful for the joy each of them has brought to my life and to the life of their mother, my beloved Christine.

Finally, I thank you my readers, whose number is well over one million if just one person read each book that was purchased. I am grateful that you have allowed me to come into your lives through my books, which have been the primary means through which I have sought to call the members of this generation into an awareness that worship means expanding the meaning of their humanity. That is why the worship of God is important to me, and it is this God that I find present in Jesus, the fully human one, whose humanity became the point of contact with what we call the divine. As this book will seek to demonstrate, I have come to see this Jesus as the one who pushed the boundaries of self-consciousness so dramatically that he redefined both God and the meaning of human life. That is why the Christian claim has always been that in Jesus God is met, engaged and known. The issue here lies in breaking out of the traditional theistic definition of God, which blocks for so many the meaning of Jesus. It is the fully human one who makes the holy visible, the fully conscious one who enables us to see that the human and the divine are one, and the fully alive one who enables us to see that death is ultimately a dimension of life through which we journey into timelessness. It was the Fourth Gospel that captured this meaning of both Jesus and God best for me when that author described the purpose for which Jesus lived to be that of giving us life and giving it abundantly. I hope this book is in the service of that purpose.

John Shelby Spong
 Morris Plains, New Jersey









ONE

SETTING THE STAGE—A NECESSARY PERSONAL WORD


Certain persons, no doubt, get dragged into glory.

Make me willing, sometimes even eager for the stretching journey…

There to be known.

Owen Dowling1






Before this book’s content can be engaged intellectually by readers, its character must be understood existentially. It is such a personal story that I need first to set its subject, “Life after Death,” into its own context. That context will also serve to explain to my readers why this was a book I had to write.

There is a sense in which this book has been in preparation my entire life. I began wondering about the meaning of mortality when I first encountered its reality in the death of a family pet sometime before I was three. I have since lived through a variety of death experiences, as every person does, in the course of my own biblically allotted three score and ten years, a time-span that I exceeded almost a decade ago. I am, however, still counting. I have been drawn, it seems relentlessly as a moth is drawn to a candle, into a study of death and thus into a consideration of that question to which religion seems to devote so much of its energy—namely, whether death might be a doorway into something more. In that study I now discover that I have moved far from those assurances that came to me via some external religious authority, for which I once claimed ultimate truth. First, in my evangelical, fundamentalist Christian upbringing I was taught to believe that the scriptures were in fact the inerrant words of God. At that point in my life, I could sing with no hesitancy a hymn like “Blessed Assurance, Jesus Is Mine,” which identified my commitment to Jesus with a “foretaste of glory divine.” The world of expanding knowledge and new learning, however, kept intruding into my evangelical security system, chipping away at my certainty. That understanding of scripture as inerrant ultimately proved to be little more than an untrustworthy leaking ship that had to be abandoned. Religious concepts become fragile indeed when education renders them no longer believable. Try as I might, sometimes with great fervor, remaining on board that biblical premise proved to be impossible. No human words, ancient or modern, I finally concluded, can ever capture ultimate truth, so I looked for a way out of that disintegrating biblical security system.

My exit from biblical fundamentalism actually came only when I discovered an alternative with equal power to which I could appeal. Its code name was “the authority of the church.” In retrospect I recognize that this was nothing more than a mini-step from one kind of fundamentalism into another, but it felt like a huge step for me at the time. I learned well the jargon of my new idolatry. “Not only did the church write the scriptures,” I asserted, “but the church also decided which books would constitute its sacred text.” Those assertions were in fact historically accurate, at least as far as the New Testament was concerned, but the conclusion I drew from those assertions did not really follow. “The church alone,” I then stated, “has the authority to interpret the scriptures properly.” My flanks, I thought, were now well protected. Even as I parroted these clichés, however, I must have been aware of the weakness of this argument. Surely I recognized that I needed far more certainty than this if I were going to make these claims believable among those who were not, as I then was, in love with the church. All I had really done was to replace one inadequate authority, the Bible, with another equally inadequate authority, the church. For the church to serve as my final authority it had to be invested with some version of divine infallibility, just as the scriptures had previously been invested with divine inerrancy.

The hysteria that always seems to attend such assertions caused me to ask some very different questions. Do people who require certainty in religious matters, and their names appear to be legion, really believe what they are saying? Do they not know that they are just pretending? If they do know they are pretending then why do they act the way they act? When their religious authority-claims are challenged, their typical response is not to enter a rational discussion, but to engage in revealing anger. Anger never rises out of genuine commitment; it is always a product of threatened security. The human need to believe in God and in such ultimate matters as life beyond death, I concluded, must be greater than the human ability to believe these things. When people get to the point where they do not really believe what they are saying, they still seem to believe in believing in what they are saying! They do not even recognize the difference. Nonetheless, I, like so many others, participated in this activity, and it worked for me for a number of years, serving during that time to still my restless search for answers that might keep my doubts in check and to convince me that there was an enduring and eternal truth that I would someday find. In retrospect I recognize that this inner need to believe was a factor inspiring my choice of a life path leading me into my career, first as a priest and ultimately as a bishop. In that profession, as in few others, I could wrestle openly and publicly with the questions of God and death and what, if anything, lies beyond death; and I could do it within the security of time-tested answers. I do not regret that choice for a minute, but that is because this career has in my particular experience had the power to lead me beyond all human answers and all human boundaries, including the boundary of religion itself, and into an unfettered search for truth and meaning that has no end. That is not everyone’s experience with religion; indeed religion does not typically encourage such exploration. It did, however, for me.

While no life ultimately escapes the reality of death, it is particularly difficult to avoid dealing with it in a religious profession. The ordained ones in our society are cast in the role of death’s interpreter in teaching, in pastoral care, in dealing with the diagnosis that announces someone’s impending demise, in grief management, in exploring death’s inconsistencies, in planning funeral services and in preaching on those occasions. Perhaps the secret hope of those in the church’s ministry is that we can deal with death, while still hiding inside the sanctuary of pious words and carefully nuanced traditional answers.

Death, however, has a peculiar ability to call us out of hiding in ways we did not originally anticipate. Even funeral services draw us into a dialogue with the non-believing world far more than we once imagined. Because of the interconnectedness of human life, the people constituting the congregations at funeral services are not necessarily believers. They have come primarily because they were close to the deceased or to one of the bereaved. It is not the faithful who fill the pews at a funeral, but rather a cross section of human life. People of various faith traditions and of no faith tradition come to funerals, most in various stages of their own spiritual development. The clergy quickly learn that the traditional pious assertions of the past do not engage many of those in attendance at funeral services.

This insight was publicly revealed recently in Washington, D.C., at the funeral of one of America’s best-known and most popular television journalists.2 Because this journalist had been an active Roman Catholic, his funeral, a requiem mass, was conducted by the recently retired cardinal archbishop of Washington. When the time came for the worshippers to go to the altar to receive the sacrament, it was made clear that not all were welcome to participate. Only Roman Catholics were invited to this altar. This jarring note of our tribal religious past was widely disobeyed by the mourners, among whom were many other easily identifiable television and media personalities known not to be Roman Catholics and, in some instances, not even to be religious people. Drawn by their friendship with the deceased and perhaps by some inner need that the presence of death seems to elicit, they violated the rule and received the bread and wine. The Catholic League condemned them by name and this condemnation was subsequently picked up by newspapers, including America, the national Catholic weekly. These receivers of the sacrament at this Catholic altar were accused of “religious insensitivity to Catholic values” and of being “disrespectful of Catholic practices.”3 Funerals frequently prove to be far too public and too emotional to suit the comfort needs of those committed to sectarian religion. A liturgy designed for the mentality of a religious ghetto does not communicate well with those who live outside the ghetto. There are few hiding places for those who want to flee from reality into religion, though many still try to do so.

I have in the course of my professional career conducted more than a thousand funerals. They have been indelible experiences; I remember more of them than one might imagine. The first time I officiated at a funeral was in 1955 at Christ Church in Raleigh, North Carolina. I was only twenty-four and still a deacon. The deceased was an eighty-two-year-old woman named Nella Grimes Ward. She was a relative of members of the church in which I was just starting my ministry. I had called upon her two or three times before her death and had enjoyed talking with her. She was of the generation that felt honored by the visit of an ordained person and thus seemed flattered by my attentiveness. That, plus the fact that I was a symbol of her extended family’s religious life, caused the family to invite me to “assist” the senior minister, a man named Stephen Walke, in the service. I remember being terribly self-conscious and wondering how the words I was using were being heard by those gathered in grief and remembrance. My realization now is that many of the people who came to that service had probably heard that liturgy so often that the words simply rolled off of them and would not have been recalled five minutes later. It might have been interesting to interview them afterwards to check the accuracy of this assessment.

The last two funerals in which I participated officially are the final two people to whom this book is dedicated. One, Rozanne Epps, was the death of a brilliant and vital woman in her middle eighties who had been rendered comatose by a stroke. Her life could be celebrated. The other was John Knight, whose unexpected death in his early forties was devastating to his wife, his children and his parents. In this situation it became painfully obvious that pious clichés do not penetrate genuine grief. Indeed they sound exactly like what they are, religious narcotics designed to dull pain. Between that first and these final funeral experiences of my professional life, separated as they were by fifty-two years, I discovered that I entered every death moment analytically as one observing, contemplating, wondering, questioning and being forced to listen both to the words people spoke and to the words being proclaimed through the church’s liturgy, and to think about how each fit into and interpreted the realities of the moment. The words used in funeral services, both my own words and those of the liturgy, did not, I discovered and observed, always illuminate the trauma through which the bereaved were reeling.

I also learned in those final activities of people’s reticence to talk about death in any context. It is not something about which most people feel comfortable, which in itself is revealing. Most people seem quite eager to delegate “death-talk” to the “professionals,” in which category they tend to include undertakers, doctors and clergy. That always surprised me, for I, representing one of those three categories, felt so inadequate. I discovered, however, that just the fact that I was around death so frequently in their minds gave me an expertise they felt they did not have. I learned in that process that what they perceived that I represented was far more important than anything I said, or did, and even more important than who I was or what I thought. It was humbling to learn that my ministry was deeply symbolic and not really about either my being or my doing.

My task in grief situations so often was simply to help the bereaved make decisions they would have been quite capable of making on their own, had they not been immobilized by grief. Through my familiarity with the typical cycles of death, I could give them the assurance that they would get through the trauma and in time be whole again. Grief experiences, therefore, almost inevitably turned out to be bonding moments that formed deep memories and lasting friendships. One draws very close to those with whom one is privileged to walk “through the valley of the shadow of death.” These were among the richest emotional moments of my life, and proved to be the primary place in which my professional life and my personal life overlapped.


In this regular engagement with death I became aware of two constant themes. First, death is a powerful and painful reality that hovers over life almost constantly, either in memory or in anticipation; second, the words that religious traditions, including my own, use are quite specifically designed to tame death, to domesticate it, to transform it and finally to transcend it. Death must, therefore, raise the deepest and most unsettling questions with which human beings deal. I chose a profession in which these things were inescapable because I had a compelling inner need to work in the arena where human beings must raise the questions of meaning, purpose, transcendence and God. In some sense I wanted to see if I could be both a person of honesty and a voice for organized religion—at least I wanted to live self-consciously in that tension. So I have danced with death for some time now, but I have rejoiced in life even more deeply. My first conclusion is that neither death nor life seems to make much sense without the other.

The fact that I have an overdeveloped left brain and an underdeveloped right brain also meant that death was to me always a subject that I felt could be mastered intellectually and I was determined to do just that. This was the agenda that drove me as long as twenty-five years ago to make what was surely a rash decision. I determined then that I would write a book—in my youthful arrogance, I even thought “the definitive book”—on death and life after death. I entered into this task with high levels of intellectual fervor. I spent between two and three years working on this project, reading extensively.

I first searched out the concept of life after death as it appeared in the Hebrew scriptures. I was amazed to find how scanty that material was. My Jewish ancestors in faith were so concerned about this life that they had little time to invest much of their energy in the fantasyland of life after death. One finds early in Hebrew history a sense of a place called Sheol, which simply meant the abode of all the dead. It was generally located, in the minds of the people, somewhere beneath the earth. This Sheol, however, was never a motivating realm or an anticipated destiny. One biblical account tells of a time when a medium, sometimes referred to as “the witch of Endor,” was said to have called up from Sheol the shadowy presence of the prophet Samuel at the behest of a troubled King Saul (I Sam. 28). Samuel was in Sheol because he was dead and that was the abode of all the dead, but to Sheol and to the sense of life beyond death that it represented there was in the Jewish scriptures no commitment, no hopefulness, no comfort and no joy. It was not until the second century before the Common Era that individual life after death connected with honor and reward rose to become a factor in Jewish life. When it did, it was primarily driven by the concept of divine justice. The narratives in such writings as the books of the Maccabees (see II Macc. 7, for example) about young Jewish persons who, during this period of severe religious persecution, chose death as martyrs, rather than the public denial of their faith, became intolerable for Jewish people to embrace unless there was some redemptive feature connected to their deaths, such as receiving the reward of faithfulness in some afterlife. These insights were worthwhile to understand, but they did not illumine my writing task greatly. So I plowed on unbothered by the reality that I was going nowhere. Expanded knowledge does not necessarily lead to conclusions.

I next searched out the New Testament’s teachings on life after death, only to discover that there is no consistency among its various authors. Paul certainly appears to say that “life in Christ” is eternal, but life outside of Christ simply terminates in death. Heaven is not defined in Paul and there is no hell in his writings at all. The fiery punishment that marks the traditional understanding of hell is mostly the gift of Matthew, with some heavy assistance from the book of Revelation. Matthew transformed the valley of Hinnom, which first enters the Jewish story in the book of Joshua (15:8, 18:16)—and which came to be used as a garbage dump, and thus was always burning—into Gehenna. Then Matthew and other religious leaders stoked the fires of Gehenna until they became the symbol of God’s punishing wrath. Thus the fiery pits of hell were born. The Fourth Gospel, on the other hand, equated eternal life with “knowing Christ” or “believing in Christ” (John 6:47, 17:3). In John heaven was more about the quality of life than the quantity of days. The variety of ideas in the New Testament on so central a subject fascinated me, but once again these insights did not help my writing task.

Certainly it is true that resurrection lies at the center of the gospel portraits of Jesus, but even that subject, I discovered, is interpreted in a wide variety of ways by both Paul and the gospel writers. The earlier New Testament writers speak of the resurrection as an act of God, making it an event that does not happen in time and space. Its effects only, not its substance, could be experienced in time and space. The later New Testament writers speak of the resurrection as something that Jesus did, at a particular moment and in a particular place. Witnesses could, therefore, see and describe the event. In the earliest gospel there is no account of the raised Christ appearing to anyone at any time. Mark gives his readers only the portrait of an empty tomb, a resurrection announcement and a future promise.4

Matthew, writing a decade after Mark, is quite ambivalent about the meaning of resurrection. He doctored Mark’s story of the women coming to the garden at dawn on the first day of the week to allow them to see a physically raised Christ, a feature that Mark had specifically denied (compare Mark 16:1–8 with Matt. 28:1–10). When Matthew relates a narrative about the raised Christ appearing to his disciples in Galilee, however, he speaks not of a resuscitated body at all, but of a transformed and heavenly being who appears out of the sky (Matt. 28:16–20). It is Luke first and John later whose work turned the resurrection of Jesus into a literal physical resuscitation (see Luke 24 and John 20). When we put these data together side by side we begin to recognize that there is no consistent meaning in the New Testament about even so central a part of the Christian tradition as the resurrection of Jesus. It was interesting to learn these things, how again this knowledge led nowhere.

This study next carried me into an exploration of the meaning of death and life after death in the other great religions of the world. It would not be fair to suggest that this was an exhaustive or comprehensive study, but it did consume the greater part of a year in my life. I read the Tibetan Buddhist Book of the Dead and the Hindu Bhagavad Gita. I explored the issues around reincarnation. It seemed to me that the primary purpose of reincarnation was to answer the fairness question, the same issue that heaven and hell served to answer in the West. Both are about reward and punishment—that is, they are designed to control behavior in this life, not to instruct us about the nature of eternity. All ideas of the afterlife as a place of reward for virtue, or punishment for sin, would have to die for me before I could go deeply into this subject. They did and I have, but that was to come years later.

Finally, I delved into the more modern work of those known as “parapsychologists.” I even served as part of the faculty of a conference with several of these specialists at Georgetown University in the early 1980s. This conference had been created by the energy and interest of the late Democratic senator from Rhode Island, Claiborne Pell, better known for the Pell Grants that bear his name. Not only did I have the opportunity to listen to their lectures, but I also had the chance to engage them in long personal conversations. During this phase of my exploration, I roamed into that arena known as “out-of-body experiences” or “near-death experiences.” I read significantly in the genre of literature that claims to document experiences of death and a return from death to reoccupy the same body after sending communications or having other adventures beyond death. I recognize the deep yearning that we human beings feel to have contact with those we love who have departed this life, so I listened to these stories with sensitivity and compassion. I found myself, however, more skeptical than convinced. I nonetheless ventured on since I felt I should examine every claim regardless of my personal response to it or how strange, sometimes bizarre, those claims might seem to be.

There were great benefits to me personally in each of these studies, but none ever led me to documentable data that might form the basis for a book. I could never narrow the topic to something about which I could write. Every new insight seemed to open different doors through which I needed to walk and to introduce me to new ideas that I needed to explore. So it was that an outline for a book never developed. I finally abandoned this project in frustration and went on to subjects about which I could write. I assumed that I would never return to this topic again.

In that period of my life I wrote what were surely my most creative books, which convinced me that abandoning this project had been the right decision. All of these books were in the service of translating biblical experience and theological concepts into the language of our time and place in history. When I wrote my autobiography, Here I Stand: My Struggle for a Christianity of Integrity, Love and Equality, the publication of which was designed to coincide with my retirement, I assumed that my book-writing days were over. Then, in the years following my retirement as a bishop, I became a full-time lecturer and even a published weekly columnist. This career shift led me in 2003 to sign a new, but intended to be final, contract with my publisher. It called for three books to be written between 2004 and 2009, at which time I would presumably complete my writing career. The first of the three books was the brainchild of my publisher and came out in 2005 under the title The Sins of Scripture: Exposing the Bible’s Texts of Hate to Reveal the God of Love. The second expressed my passion to summarize the theological path I had walked for so long. This came out in 2007 under the title Jesus for the Non-Religious: Recovering the Divine at the Heart of the Human. Then the time came to make a decision about the subject of what was supposed to be the final book of my career.

It was the sense of incompleteness that still plagued me about my unfinished work on death and life after death that caused me to want to return to this subject as the content of my final book. I was much older, more balanced in the knowledge of who I was and approaching the inevitable winding down of my own biological clock, an experience we all face as life draws to a close. Those factors compelled me to want to revisit this subject and so I set upon the topic with the goal of a 2009 publication.

Back to my studies I went. I read the work about life after death of every major Western theologian of the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I found most of it almost totally unhelpful. Only John A. T. Robinson in his book In the End, God
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