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Those of you who know me well will understand if I begin this lecture in Africa, where I 

have lived and worked for more than a quarter of a century. Given the topic this evening, you 

will also understand why I visited Ghana for four days a month ago, to participate in the funeral 

of a close friend. Permit me now to take you with me on an African journey about life, death and 

life after death. 

I. AFRICAN PRELUDE 

While in Ghana last month I noticed that many streets in the University of Ghana campus 

have recently been given names. The sign on one of those streets—Agyei Barimah Crescent—

brought back memories I had not expected to confront again. Agyei Barimah was a first year 

student in May 1979, a time when Ghana was living through the last months of a despotic 

military dictatorship that had begun in 1972. Participating with some of his boisterous fellow 

students from Commonwealth Hall in a street cleanup exercise in central Accra one Saturday 

morning, Agyei Barimah met a dreadful end. The nervous police—always worried about the 

political volatility of students in a crowded urban center—shot randomly at the students and 

killed him. 

The young man shot dead by the police was a Catholic and also an Asante, a member of a 

matrilineal society that dominates central Ghana.  Furious with the military government, his 
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fellow students had demonstrated after his death not only in Accra but all along the 200 miles of 

road to his village by the river Tano where he was to be buried a week later.  The corpse, which 

had been frozen in the University Teaching Hospital mortuary, was now incongruously dressed 

in a mortar board and the academic gown of his residential hall. When I arrived at Agyei’s 

village early on the morning of the funeral, the body lay within an elaborately canopied bier in an 

open field near the local Catholic Church.  I had arrived shortly after dawn.  A young 

Presbyterian minister, one of my students at the time, beckoned for me to approach the bier and 

conduct the transfer of the body to the coffin in what he called “the Catholic way.”  I had no idea 

what “the Catholic way” might be, but I didn’t let on.  I started to pray aloud; nearby students, 

drunk and rowdy until then, fell silent.  Agyei Barimah’s relatives, tired from a sleepless night of 

wake-keeping, approached the bier.  His mother’s brothers, draped in the fulsome clay-red cloth 

that is the mark of matrilineal relatives in mourning, gathered around me. Patrilineal relatives, 

draped in black, removed their toga-like outer garments and surrounded me, the matrilineal 

uncles and the corpse with a wall of cloth.  Gently we lifted the corpse, now wet from defrosting, 

into the coffin. 

 For one who had died so young, childless and the victim of sudden violence, Asante 

funeral rites are traditionally curtailed, or even suppressed.  Such a “bad death,” as it is called, 

prevents the deceased from providing for his matrilineal ancestors a channel of rebirth, precisely 

because the youth died childless.  Furthermore, the violent nature of a murder is said to “offend” 

the Earth, which must be pacified for every burial, but especially when the one to be interred has 

met a violent end.  Such a death may in some sense be thought culpable, the result of willful bad 

choice made at the moment before birth when God gives or the human being chooses a destiny 

(nkrabea). The victim may have died like this because of some offense that brought on the ire of 
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witches or other invisible forces.  Such a youthful victim of sudden death was traditionally 

buried hastily and at noonday, an unpropitious hour. But traditions are changing, especially 

under the influence of Christianity.  The relatives of Agyei Barimah insisted that his burial be 

delayed until the later afternoon, to avoid the stigma of “bad death.” Having arrived just after 

dawn, I suddenly realized that I had a long day before me. 

 Within the wall of cloth surrounding the corpse, one of his matrilineal uncles reached into 

his pocket and produced two coins which he wished to place in the coffin with the corpse.  

Another uncle, looking remorsefully at me, remonstrated with him: “No!  This is a Christian 

funeral.” I looked up from the corpse, tears in my eyes.  “Let it be.” I said, “Let him give the 

coins.”  The uncle was offering his nephew the coins of passage across the river of death, a motif 

known both in the ancient Greek and Roman worlds as well as in Asante.  But in the old Asante 

tradition, the possibility of such blessed survival, such a crossing of the river of death, was 

denied to one who had died a “bad death.”  The gift of the uncle’s coins transcended Asante 

cultural expectations and bespoke a hope for life after death.  “Let it be,” I repeated, and Agyei 

Barimah, just before his Catholic funeral, a Liturgy of the Resurrection, was given the fare to 

cross the river to the land of his ancestors (asamando), even though he had not continued their 

lineage.
1
 

Although there are many hopes and fears we may all share about life after death and 

many different ways in which we Jews, Christians and Muslims have imagined life after death 

over the centuries, my interest in life after death this evening centers on one particular form of 

survival, the resurrection of the dead, understood quite concretely as the resurrection of the body. 

I thought of that in 1979 as I helped to lift the cold and wet corpse of Agyei Barimah into his 

coffin.    Greek aspirations for survival of the soul, but not the body, may have satisfied 
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philosophers in ancient Athens, but the peasants in the Greek countryside may have wanted 

something a bit more concrete. The hero Achilles in the underworld tells the visiting Odysseus 

that he would much rather be a living slave than a ruler among the shades of the dead.
2
  So 

would many of us. Let me take you now on a rapid tour of Jewish, Christian and Muslim hopes 

and fears for life after death, concentrating in particular on bodily resurrection. 

II LIFE AFTER DEATH IN THE JEWISH TRADITION 

There is some evidence in ancient Israel, at least in the Iron Age (after 1200 BCE), for 

something normally connected, and on a much grander scale, with the neighbors of Israel in 

Egypt: the depositing of grave goods in tombs.
3
 Presumably such grave goods signified popular 

belief in ancient Israel that the deceased could use these things after death, unless the Israelites 

had a sense of humor in the face of death, like some modern Americans, who slip into the coffins 

of favorite relatives such treasured objects as Oreos and mini-bottles of single-malt whiskey.  

Hope for a particular form of life after death, not mere survival of the soul (a not 

particularly Jewish notion) but resurrection of the body, developed late in the tradition of Israel, 

probably most clearly in the last two centuries before the Common Era. Earlier Israelites were 

more interested in the survival of Israel through progeny. There were, however, some yearnings 

and even positive hope expressed for rescue from the grave, which was envisaged as the entry 

into the pit of the underworld (Sheol). “God will ransom my soul from the power of Sheol,” one 

voice cries out in the Psalms, “for he will receive me” (Ps 49:15). The nature of that divine 

rescue from the pit of death, or of the reception that God might provide for one so rescued, was 

left fairly vague. There is, however, at least one substantial portion of the prophetic work 

ascribed to Isaiah of Jerusalem, possibly interpolated into his  corpus by later thinkers in that 

prophetic school, that has been characterized as the Isaiah Apocalypse (Isa 24:1-27:13). The 
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prophetic speaker in this context sees different fates awaiting the wicked and the just. The former 

have no hope for survival: “The dead do not live; shades do not rise—because you have punished 

and destroyed them, and wiped out all memory of them” (Isa 26:14). But the same fate will not 

be visited on the just: “Your dead shall live, their corpses shall rise” (Isa 26:19).  A more 

corporate rather than individual version of such hope can be found in a passage from Ezekiel 

who was writing sometime after the end of the Babylonian Exile in the late sixth century BCE. 

Ezekiel  envisions the return of the Jews from Babylon to their homeland as the revival and 

enfleshment of a valley of dry bones for whom God promises resurrection of the body: “You 

shall know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O 

my people” (Ezek 37:13).  But was such a resurrection motif only imagery in the Isaiah 

Apocalypse and the work of Ezekiel? 

Why did genuine hope for the resurrection of the body eventually arise among some Jews 

in the early second century BCE? The Seleucid or Syrian Greek rulers, who had inherited from 

Alexander the Great in the late fourth century BCE the political domination of much of the 

territory that is the modern Middle East, tended to take a dim view of the Jews within their 

realm, especially by the early second century BCE. The feeling of antipathy was mutual. The last 

of the major Syrian Greek rulers, Antiochus IV Epiphanes (r. 175-164 BCE), slaughtered many 

faithful Jews who resisted his wholesale campaign of hityavnut, Hellenization of every aspect of 

Jewish life, including the Temple worship in Jerusalem.  The priest Mattathias and his sons, the 

Maccabee brothers, spearheaded an eventually successful revolt against the tyranny of Antiochus 

IV, but before it succeeded not a few Jews lost their lives in battle or as individual martyrs for 

the faith. It may have been such deaths of young people that motivated hope for a completed, 
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resurrected bodily life in “the world to come” (haOlam haBa: the phrase can also be translated 

“the age to come”). 

The Books of Maccabees, of which only a Greek version survives, were probably 

composed soon after the events they describe in the second century BCE. In several vivid 

passages these works reflect a strong hope for life after death, precisely in the form of 

resurrection of the body, nowhere more dramatically than in the account of the martyrdom of 

seven Jewish brothers and their mother who refuse to eat pork at the command of Antiochus. The 

second son defies Antiochus before he dies: “‘You accursed wretch, you dismiss us from this 

present life, but the King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting renewal of life, 

because we have died for his laws’” (2 Macc 7: 9). When only one son is left, his valiant mother 

urges him to maintain the same faith in God who can raise the dead. Note the parallelism in her 

words between the wonder of procreation and the wonder of resurrection. “‘My son, have pity on 

me. I carried you for nine months in my womb, and nursed you for three years, and have reared 

you and brought you up to this point in your life, and have taken care of you. I beg you, my 

child, to look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that is in them, and recognize that 

God did not make them out of things that existed. And in the same way the human race came 

into being. Do not fear this butcher, but prove worthy of your brothers. Accept death, so that in 

God’s mercy I may get you back again along with your brothers’” (2 Macc 7:27-29). 

 The Book of Daniel, purportedly narrating events taking place during the 

Babylonian Exile, actually reflects the same Syrian Greek persecution of the Jews in the early 

second century BCE. The last chapter of Daniel looks forward to a deliverance from persecution 

that is much less this-worldly than the Exodus from Egypt or the return of the Jewish exiles from 

Babylon, the prime examples of the deliverance of Israel in earlier portions of the Hebrew Bible. 
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The future hope of the author of Daniel centers on deliverance from the ultimate captivity, the 

ultimate exile: death.  Like the Isaiah Apocalypse, the Book of Daniel sees different fates 

awaiting the faithful and the faithless. “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall 

awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. Those who are 

wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky and those who lead many to righteousness, like the 

stars forever and ever” (Dan 12:2-3). 

By the time of Jesus, the Jewish community living in the Roman-ruled Middle East, and 

especially in Judea and Galilee, was of two minds on the resurrection of the dead, and I will treat 

the New Testament account of the quandaries involved later. But the lay movement known to us 

as the Pharisees (Perushim) continued the hopes of the Maccabees for resurrection of the body, 

while the Sadducees, an older aristocracy surrounding the Temple and its officiants, rejected the 

notion of resurrection. With the Roman destruction of the refurbished Second Temple in 70 CE, 

the influence of the Sadducees declined, and the rabbis in the Pharisee tradition who preserved  

Judaism in the early centuries of the Common Era considered bodily resurrection of the dead a 

central component of Jewish faith. The Babylonian Talmud, in the Tractate Sanhedrin, cites 

several texts from the Torah that imply the resurrection of the dead: “[I]t is written ‘and you shall 

contribute from it the Lord’s offering to Aaron the priest’ (Num 18:28). Would Aaron live 

forever? . . . [T]his indicates that [Aaron] was to be resurrected and the children of Israel would 

give him offerings’.”
4
 

There were dissenters on this theme over the centuries before modern times, but 

Orthodox Jews to the present day, as well as many Conservative Jews, still place their hope in 

the God who raises the dead to life. Maimonides in the twelfth century CE expressed a consensus 

on the resurrection of the dead that prevailed in most Jewish circles until the nineteenth century. 
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“The great reward is the life of the world to come and the punishment is the cutting off of the 

soul [in the world to come]” (Principle XI). But Maimonides also specifies the possibility of 

some sinners, weak but basically faithful, making it into the world to come. Such a sinner “will 

be punished for his sins, but he still has a share in the world to come and is among the sinners of 

Israel” (Principle XIII).
5
 Maimonides was also affected by the Aristotelian philosophical 

tradition and did not confuse resurrection of the dead and the reality of the world to come with 

the restoration of normal physical life. For Maimonides, “the human soul returns to the body. 

This is the intended meaning of Resurrection of the Dead,”
6
 but such return of the soul to the 

body does not mean that eating, drinking and sexual activity will characterize the life of the 

resurrected.
7
   In the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides insists that those “who have no share  in the 

world to come, who are cut off and destroyed and are judged on account of great wickedness and 

sins forever and ever” include “heretics, atheists and those who reject the Torah and deny the 

resurrection and the coming of the Messiah” as well as “the apostate.”
8
 

 Many modern Jews in Europe and America, and especially those who adhere to the 

Reform tradition, do not share Maimonides’ convictions about the world to come. They evade 

any clear reference to a hope for resurrection of the dead and the world to come when they pray 

to God “who has implanted within us eternal life.”
9
 

III. LIFE AFTER DEATH IN THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION 

Jesus and his disciples had much in common on the subject of the resurrection with the 

Pharisees in the first century CE. In the Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke, Jesus takes on the 

Sadducees on this topic with some vigor. The Sadducees threw up to him a conundrum. They 

told a hypothetical tale of seven brothers, married according to levirate law,
10

one by one, to the 

same childless bride. Such an unlucky widow poses a difficulty for the doctrine of the 
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resurrection.  “‘In the resurrection, whose wife will she be? For the seven had married her’”(Mk 

12:23). The reply of Jesus to the Sadducees’ conundrum argues that even in the Torah, the first 

five books of the Bible (the only ones Sadducees regarded as authoritative), the resurrection of 

the dead is implicit in God’s words spoken to Moses in the burning bush: “I AM the God of 

Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob” (Mk 12:26, quoting Ex 3:6). Following principles 

not untypical of Jewish exegetes in the early centuries of the Common Era, as we can see in the 

passage from the Tractate Sanhedrin cited earlier,
11

 Jesus interpreted the divine proclamation to 

Moses of God’s present relationship (“I AM”) to the dead patriarchs as an assertion of continuing 

relationship, even beyond the physical death of the patriarchs so cited.  “He is the God not of the 

dead but of the living: you are quite wrong” (Mk 12:27). In the world to come, where, according 

to Jesus, those who rise from the dead “neither marry nor are given in marriage” (Mk 12:25), the 

unlucky widow becomes a free agent. 

When Paul, according to the Acts of the Apostles, was brought to trial before a Sanhedrin 

made up of both Pharisees and Sadducees, Luke maintains that he divided them among 

themselves: “Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. I am on trial concerning the hope of 

resurrection of the dead” (Acts 23:6). The earliest written documents of the New Testament 

come from the pen of Paul, composed over a period of a decade starting about 51 CE. Paul’s 

experience of Jesus, very different from that of the disciples who had accompanied Jesus during 

his public career, began in the early 30s of the first century CE. The Gospel writers, especially 

Luke, record visions of the risen Jesus by his disciples over a period of forty days (Acts 1:3). But 

after their experience of the ascension of Jesus and the descent of the Holy Spirit, the apostles 

claimed no further visions of the resurrected Jesus. Paul, however, insists that he personally 

experienced, some five to eight years after the death and resurrection of Jesus, a genuine vision 



10 

 

of the risen Jesus. After listing the male eyewitnesses of the resurrection of Jesus, Paul boldly 

asserts that “last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me” (1 Cor 15:8). By this 

vision Paul apparently means his call experience: “God, who had set me apart before I was born 

and called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim 

him among the Gentiles” (Gal 1:15-16).
12

 The Acts of the Apostles three times fleshes out these 

two testimonies by Paul with accounts of his experience on the road to Damascus.
13

 Was the 

vision Paul had of the risen Jesus on the road to Damascus mainly an interior event? If it was, 

such a vision, especially given Paul’s insistence on its significance for Gentiles, could not but be 

controversial in the early Jewish-Christian Church, especially because of Paul’s recent career as 

a persecutor of Jewish Christians. 

The traditions that Paul received about the resurrection of Jesus concentrate only on the 

eyewitness testimony of men, the sort of testimony that might be accepted in a rabbinical setting; 

they run counter to the four evangelists’ insistence that the first witnesses of the risen Jesus were 

women. But the importance of the resurrection for Paul’s preached theology appears most clearly 

in a passage from the First Letter to the Corinthians: “Christ has been raised from the dead, the 

first fruits of those who have died. For since death came through a human being, the resurrection 

of the dead has also come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made 

alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who 

belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after 

he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power” (1 Cor 15:20-24). 

The image of the risen Christ as “the first-fruits of those who have died” returns in a  

different form a few verses later, and should keep us from confusing the resurrection of Jesus or 

the resurrection of anyone else with what may be called the resuscitation of the dead, as in the 
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raising of Lazarus. Lazarus, called forth from his tomb, has to be untied from his grave 

wrappings (Jn 11:44); the risen Jesus, by contrast, leaves the grave wrappings behind (Jn 20:5-7). 

Michelangelo’s famous statue of the risen Jesus in the Roman Church of Santa Maria sopra 

Minerva shows Christ notably unclothed, apart from a swirl of bronze added over the sculptor’s 

objections by ecclesiastical prudes. 

Paul answers a hypothetical question: “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body 

do they come?” (1 Cor 15:35) Paul compares the corpse that is buried with a seed planted in the 

hopes of fruition: “You do not sow the body that is to be, but a bare seed, perhaps of wheat or 

some other grain” (1 Cor 15:37). In the Gospel of John, Jesus uses a similar image to describe 

what will happen to him after his glorification (Jn 12:24). Paul goes even further and refers to the 

risen body as something radically transformed: “It is sown a physical body, it is a raised a 

spiritual body” (1 Cor 15:44). Does this image compromise the reality of the resurrection? I think 

not: instead, it helps us to comprehend the four Gospels’ accounts of the risen Jesus, able to 

come and go mysteriously, even though the doors are locked (Jn 20:19), not always recognized 

at first (Lk 24:16; Jn 21:4), and demanding what seems to be more than normal cognition. 

Matthew tells us quite frankly that when the eleven disciples went to the mountain in Galilee 

where they were told to meet the risen Jesus, “when they saw him, they worshiped him; but some 

doubted” (Mt 28:17). One such doubter in another Gospel narrative, Thomas, even insisted that 

he would not accept the reality of the resurrection unless he could put his finger into “the mark of 

the nails in his hands” and put his hand into the wounded side of Jesus (Jn 20:25). Thomas got 

what he wanted—or perhaps stopped short of such probing when confronted a week later by the 

risen Jesus. Thomas and all of us are bidden, along with Mary Magdalene, not to cling physically 

to the risen Jesus but to recognize that he has entered into a new dimension of his relationship 
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with his Father: “‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’” (Jn 

20:17). The risen body bears a direct relationship to the body of the person who has died, but it is 

the relationship of full flowering or fruition to what was only a seed, the mortal body. There is 

not much more we can say sensibly about this mystery, since we have no personal experience of 

it. The Lutheran theologian, Wolfhart Pannenberg, suggests that “the fate of Jesus Christ” is “the 

anticipation of the end”
14

 and will only become intelligible when understood in its setting, the 

general resurrection of the dead.
15

  

In the early Church there were differences on how the resurrection of the dead was to be 

interpreted. The great theologian of the early third century, Origen (d. ca. 254 CE), affirms the 

resurrection of the dead but insists that the gross materiality of human bodies will play no part in 

the resurrected life. In this Origen does not differ very much from Paul.
16

 Later thinkers 

identified as “Origenists” in the sixth century, especially monks of the Monastery of Mar Saba 

outside Bethlehem, seem to have gone well beyond Origen and suggested that risen bodies 

would be quite different from mortal bodies and would even be spherical in shape.
17

 Did the 

Syriac homilist of the late fifth and early sixth century CE, Mar Jacob of Serugh, write his poetic 

account of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus as an apologetic against such “Origenists?”
18

 His 

Seven Sleepers are decidedly non-spherical boys. 

Mar Jacob’s poem opens with an apostrophe to the Son of God, asking him to help the 

poet-homilist to tell the story of “the children of light” who are also described as “lambs from the 

midst of [God’s] flock” and “wheat [selected] from the tares.” All of these images derive from 

the Gospels and their perspective on life after death. Then the poem goes on to narrate how the 

Roman emperor Decius, whose short reign (249-251 CE) was marked by vigorous persecution of 

Christians, tried during a visit to Ephesus to impose the duty of sacrificing to the gods on 
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Christian Ephesians, including seven boys who hid in a cave outside the city to avoid apostasy. 

There they slept, they thought for a night. Mar Jacob of Serugh says that “the Lord saw the faith 

of the dear lambs and . . . took their spirits and raised them up above, to heaven, and left a 

watcher to be guarding their limbs.” Decius, outraged by their refusal to sacrifice to the gods, has 

the entrance to the cave blocked with cut stones. Two wise men, however, evidently Christians, 

mark the location of the tomb with an inscription “on tablets of lead” that preserves the names of 

the seven boys, leading to their veneration as martyrs for the faith.  

About two centuries later, well into the history of the Eastern Roman Christian Empire, a 

wealthy Ephesian wants to build a sheepfold near that cave and in the process removes some of 

the stones from its entrance. Thus “light entered in and awoke the children of light.” Thinking 

they had only slept one night, the boys send one of their number secretly into Ephesus to buy 

food with coins they had brought with them two hundred years earlier. Entering the city, the boy 

sees crosses everywhere, to his amazement. The coins he brings, two centuries old, arouse a 

commotion among Ephesians who think they must come from a hidden treasure. Eventually, the 

boy bearing the ancient coins is dragged before the local bishop, who rescues him from the 

crowd. The boy finally leads the Christians of Ephesus to the mountain retreat where he and his 

companions have slept since the persecution of Decius. Later, the Byzantine emperor, 

Theodosius II, is brought into the picture; he tries to persuade the boys to relocate to downtown 

Ephesus, but the boys prefer their mountain retreat, declaring that “the shepherd who chose us is 

the one who bade us be here.” They envision their role to be witnesses to the reality of the 

resurrection: “For your sake has Christ the Lord awoken us/ so that you might see and hold firm 

that the resurrection truly exists.” Covered with the emperor’s mantle they return to sleep until 

the general resurrection.
19
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These youthful witnesses to the resurrection, eight in number according to Jacob of 

Serugh (seven of them fairly taciturn, plus one spokesperson), exhibit a distinctive family 

resemblance to the seven martyred brothers and their valiant mother in the Second Book of 

Maccabees. We shall meet them once again, much transformed, in the Qur’an. 

 

IV. LIFE AFTER DEATH IN THE MUSLIM TRADITION 

 

Few themes play a more central role in the earliest passages of the Qur’an, those first 

experienced by Muhammad as revelation while he was still in Mecca (610-622 CE), than “the 

day of the resurrection” (yawm al-qiyama), a phrase that occurs seventy times in the Qur’an. The 

seventy-fifth chapter of the Qur’an actually bears the title, Sura of the Resurrection, and it begins 

with a startling, almost macabre vision of the resurrection of all the dead, good and evil, and the 

accompanying realization by the evil of their condemnation: “No, I swear by the day of 

resurrection--/No, I swear by the reproach-laden soul!/ Do human beings think that We [God] 

will not collect their bones?/ Yes indeed! We can even piece together their fingers!/ But they 

want to continue living in sin./ They ask: ‘When will this day of resurrection occur?’/ When 

sight is dazzled,/ when the moon is eclipsed/ when sun and moon clash:/ on that day they will 

say: ‘Where can we escape?’/But there will be no hiding place!/ With your Lord, though, on that 

day there will be a place of rest./ On that day human beings will be told what they put first and 

what they put last./ Yes indeed! Human beings will act as clear witnesses against themselves,/ 

despite all the excuses they proffer for themselves” (Qur’an 75:1-15).
20

 

 Muhammad’s preaching about the day of resurrection, as well as the day of judgment that 

inevitably follows, struck his uncaring Meccan contemporaries as nonsense. The Qur’an reports 
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their skepticism: “‘Beyond our one death there is nothing; we will not be raised up. Bring back 

our ancestors if what you say is true!’” (Qur’an 44:35-36). Unlike the New Testament, which can 

point to the resurrection of Jesus as a foretaste of what lies in store for all who keep faith, the 

Qur’an proffers no clear example of a past resurrection.
21

 But the Qur’an does adduce arguments 

in favor of the hope for resurrection, noting the parallelism between God’s creating everything in 

the beginning and God’s revivifying the dead at the end: “They also say, ‘When we are reduced 

to bones and dust, will we really be raised up as a new creation?’/ Say: ‘Even if you are stone or 

iron/ or some created thing even greater in your minds.’ Then they will say, ‘Who will bring us 

back?’ Say: ‘The One who made you the first time.’ Then they will shake their heads at you and 

say: ‘When will that be?’ Say: ‘Perhaps it will be soon,/ someday when [God] will call you and 

you will respond with praise of Him, and you will presume that you have delayed only a little 

bit’” (Qur’an 17:49-52). Note that in this passage from the Qur’an the resurrection of the body is 

imaginatively linked with the original creation of the body, a frequent Quranic motif. The Qur’an 

also offers analogies to the resurrection of the dead in natural phenomena, awe-inspiring for 

Arabs in a desert habitat, such as the growth of vegetation (Qur’an 41:39) and the transformation 

of dry soil by rain (Qur’an 53:11).  

There is one story told in the Qur’an, not entirely unlike the Christian story of the Seven 

Sleepers of Ephesus, a story that may serve as a promise of future resurrection of the dead as the 

ultimate awakening of those who have kept faith with God. In the Sura of the Cave (Qur’an 18: 

9-26) we are told about seven young men whose fidelity to the oneness of God motivated them 

to take refuge from persecution in a cave where they fell asleep—they thought for only one 

night, but actually for three centuries or more. When they awoke they served as witnesses to the 

intimate connection between fidelity to that one God and the hope for the resurrection of the 
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dead that is so central to the Quranic message. The Quranic story of the Seven Sleepers lacks 

most of the specifically Christian details in the version preserved by Mar Jacob of Serugh or later 

Christian writers. As with so many stories in the Qur’an, however, it presumes familiarity with 

the narrative already, not because Muhammad had read it (Muslims generally deny his literacy) 

but probably because the story of the Seven Sleepers had entered into the oral tradition of Arabia 

through Christians living there. Muhammad may have known this story already, but it was re-

experienced by him as revelation only when his Meccan compatriots challenged his teaching 

about the hour of judgment and the resurrection of the dead. God speaks once again in the plural 

of majesty: “Thus did We bring them [the Companions of the Cave] to their [the unbelievers’] 

attention so that they might know God’s promise is true and that there is no doubt about the hour 

[of judgment], even though they hold various opinions about this matter” (Qur’an 18:21). 

 Originally Greek intellectual pursuits—loosely grouped together as falsafa (a 

word quite obviously borrowed from the Greek word philosophia)—began to find enthusiastic 

practitioners among a minority of Muslims by the ninth century CE. Many of these Muslim 

philosophers fell into a skeptical attitude about both protology and eschatology: the central 

doctrines of the Qur’an about creation of the universe in time and the consummation of that 

universe at some future point. Falsafa never had a large numerical following, but it did have an 

elite clientele among some Arab and even more Iranian and Turkish Muslims for whom it 

provided an alternative worldview to that of normative Islam. Looking at the universe, the 

faylasuf tried to discover more about what it was rather than about Who made it. For the Muslim 

philosopher the cosmos was less the result of God’s creative activity than the result of interacting 

causes, first the four qualities (moist, dry, hot, cold) and then the derivative four elements (air, 
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fire, water, earth). Change could be explained as the mixture of qualities and elements rather than 

as the result of divine initiative. 

For the faylasuf, the world, constructed of constitutive principles, could not have derived 

directly from God without sullying the absoluteness and changelessness of God, conceived in 

Aristotelian terms as the Uncaused Cause and First Principle of Movement, eternally at rest. To 

avoid the notion that God went from not-creating to creating—and therefore underwent change 

in Himself—the Muslim practitioners of falsafa speculated that the visible universe was eternally 

created: absolutely dependent or contingent on God but co-eternal with God. In such an eternally 

contingent world, there was no place for an end of the world and no place for the day of 

resurrection.
22

 Falsafa so conceived and practiced was heading down a collision course with 

Islam, although leading Muslim philosophers tried various ways to reconcile their ideas about 

God and creation with revelation. 

The great Muslim thinker, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111 CE), once more involved in 

the practice of falsafa than he later thought spiritually healthy, developed many arguments to 

refute the principal teachings of the philosophers about God and the universe, especially in his 

polemical work, Tahafut al-falasifa (“The Incoherence of the Philosophers”) that a few 

generations later provoked Ibn Rushd (d. 1198 CE; ‘Averroes’ in the Latin West) to write his 

line-by-line refutation, Tahafut al-tahafut (“The Incoherence of the Incoherence”). Al-Ghazali in 

an autobiographical work takes on the philosophers in a briefer scope, singling out three 

principal teachings of the philosophers (especially al-Farabi and Ibn Sina [Avicenna in the Latin 

West]) for which they must be accounted infidels (kuffar). The first and most egregiously infidel 

teaching of the philosophers, according to al-Ghazali, was their affirmation “that men’s bodies 

will not be assembled on the Last Day, but only disembodied spirits will be rewarded and 
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punished, and the rewards and punishments will be spiritual, not corporal.”
23

 The other two 

teachings of the philosophers that amounted to total infidelity, according to al-Ghazali, include 

their assertion that “God Most High knows universals, but not particulars” and “their maintaining 

the eternity of the world, past and future.”
24

 

The last two errors of the philosophers provide the intellectual underpinning for the first, 

the denial of the resurrection of the body. The word “particulars,” in Aristotelian terms, at least 

as interpreted by Thomas Aquinas, points to the unique individual (the individuum in classical 

terms, that which is undivided in itself) that is “signed” by matter, which differentiates one 

individual from another within a species, the universal or form that is generic. Thus, if I may 

play with these terms, Jesuit might be construed as a generic species or universal form, while Pat 

Ryan is an individual within that species, a particular differentiated by his unique matter from 

any other Jesuit. If God only knows Jesuits in general and not Pat Ryan in particular, my hope 

for life after death sinks into the grave. Even worse, the eternity of the world, past and future, 

reduces Pat Ryan to undifferentiated prime matter.
25

 

In the last book of his forty-volume work The Revival of the Religious Sciences, suitably 

entitled The Remembrance of Death and the Afterlife, al-Ghazali dwells at great length on every 

aspect of death and life after death and ends with an exhortation for all of us who must, willy-

nilly, face the inevitability of death: “These Traditions, gathered together with those we have 

related in the Book of Hope, give us the glad news of the wide compass of God’s Mercy (Exalted 

is He!). It is our hope that He will not deal with us as we deserve, but will rather grant us that 

which is appropriate to Him, in His generosity, abundant indulgence, and mercy.”
26

 

V. CONCLUSION: FUNERALS REMEMBERED 
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I began with a memory of death and the hope for life after death at a funeral in Africa. 

Let me conclude with some memories that will mark me out as what I am: an Irish New Yorker. 

I spent a significant part of my childhood attending wakes. For many Americans, that experience 

is much more occasional—if it ever happens at all. Some Americans consider it downright 

dreadful. They prefer the later memorial service, far removed from the corpse in place and time. 

But the Irish sources of my culture have developed a whole ethic of wake and funeral behavior. 

“I’m sorry for your trouble” is often said as an opener to the nearest family members standing by 

the coffin of the deceased. Prayer is uttered while kneeling beside the open coffin. Rising from 

that prayer one says that the dead person “looks so natural,” even if he or she doesn’t. A mass 

card is left near the coffin and a memorial card is picked up. Then the lively talk and bursts of 

humor begin, sometimes even including the principal mourners, depending on how expected or 

unexpected the death of their relative was. I have found, at least in New York, that Italian wakes 

are much more somber than Irish wakes; Jewish wakes, usually without the body displayed, in 

my experience, at least, are both solemn and serious. Muslims bury their deceased as quickly as 

Jews, with only the immediate family involved in washing and clothing the corpse. 

Irish wakes are great places to meet old friends and exchange the latest news, the most 

hilarious jokes, happy reminiscences of times past. They provide a joyful setting for looking 

forward to life after death. James Joyce took the title of his last work of fiction, Finnegans Wake, 

from a Dublin music hall song that told the story of Tim Finnegan, a hod-carrier at whose 

disorderly wake whiskey (uisce beatha in Irish, ‘the water of life’) was accidentally spilled on 

the corpse, causing Finnegan to rise from the dead. That raucous song symbolized for Joyce what 

he called the oldest story in the West: death and the passage through the waters into new life. 
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I think you can now understand why I chose this evening’s topic. There is something 

much more satisfying, intellectually and spiritually, about life after death conceived as the 

resurrection of the body than of life after death as the pale survival of a soul in the manner of the 

shades in the Greek underworld. Jews, Christians and Muslims have all looked forward to 

resurrection as a bodily event, albeit a transformed bodily event, the fruition or flowering of the 

spiritual-corporeal whole that is you or me. None of us is hoping for the resuscitation of our 

aging carcasses, so that we can grow older and older, more and more feeble, in some 

preternatural Florida. Resurrection of the body promises much more and much better than bodily 

prolongation. In that resurrected future I hope to meet not only the risen Jesus, but my family and 

friends as well, including my student whom I buried more than three decades ago, Agyei 

Barimah. 

In an early short story entitled “Pigeon Feathers,” the late John Updike (d. 2009), a man 

who lived and died with this same hope for the resurrection of the dead, has his fourteen-year-old 

protagonist, David, find in the remains of pigeons he has shot down as nuisances in the family’s 

barn a promise of very concrete life after death. David is dumbfounded to discover the beauty 

and variety of the dead pigeons’ feathers, and what he sees confirms him in his faith that God is 

able to conquer death.  “He was robed in this certainty,” Updike writes, at the conclusion of the 

story, “that the God who had lavished such craft upon these worthless birds would not destroy 

His whole Creation by refusing to let David live forever.”
27

 I hope this November evening, in 

what we Catholics call the Month of the Holy Souls, that you too are robed with that same 

certainty. 
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