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Ministers deal with death a lot.  One of the holy privileges of this calling is that we are invited into the most intimate times of the families in our congregations.  I have been present as a family gathers around a loved one as they die or immediately after death to be present with them as this major change takes place in their lives.  Death is very real and very personal as it occurs.  We all face it for ourselves and for those we love.  So what does the Bible say about death?

Asking this is a lot like asking what the biblical family looks like.  There are lots of different answers. The most typical way death is treated is as the natural end of life.  At the end of your years, you die.  This sense of our natural end, however, depends on the person living out a normal life span which is named in Psalm 90 as 70 years.  The Bible also assumes that a natural death leaves children to carry on the name of the family.

It is clear throughout scripture that God is the God of life, but death abounds.  There are many ways in which the normal life span is cut short.  There are accidents of various sorts, but the stories of the Bible deal more often with deaths of violence.

There is the killing within families, featuring such well known actors as Cain and Able.  There is killing for reasons of state, to protect ones power and position.  After King David has ruthlessly taken Bathsheba and slept with her in an adulterous relationship in which he misuses his great power, he orders Jacob to lead Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah the Hitite, to his death in battle.  This same Jacob later kills Absalom, David’s son who has revolted against his father’s rule.

Some deaths by violence are sanctioned.  There is a long list of offenses that warrant the death penalty as a part of the religious legal system.  Some of these are violation of the Sabbath regulations, worship of other gods; prophesying in the name of other gods; spirit divination; blasphemy; homicide; adultery and filial insubordination.  The primary form of execution is stoning.  Any of you who have been to Palestine knows why stoning would be the normal form of punishment.  There are rocks everywhere!

Walter Brueggemann points out that “Death is sometimes portrayed in the Old(er) Testament as a vigorous, aggressive power before whom the human speaker is impotent and helpless. (see Eccl. 12:1-8) In such cases Israel’s prayers are designed to mobilize YHWH on behalf of the speaker against the power of death.”  (49)  This shows what is never doubted in scripture is that God is stronger than death. Hosea 13:14 “Shall I ransom (my rebellious people) from the power of Sheol? Shall I redeem them from Death? O Death, where are your plagues? O Sheol, where is your destruction? Compassion is hidden from my eyes.”  This is of course quoted by Paul in 1st Corinthians 15 to make the same point, that God is stronger than even death itself.

So there’s lots of death to talk about In the Bible, but to understand the way ancient Hebrews thought about death, we have to understand their view of the human person in relation to God.  To ask what it is to be dead, you are driven to the question how is that thing alive.  As Brueggemann puts it, “The human person  consists in flesh (basar) or ‘dust’ (‘aphar) – the stuff of the earth – that becomes enlivened and give vitality only when God’s breath (wind, spirit; ruah) breaths upon the flesh. (see Gen. 2:7) When breathed upon, the human organism is evoked; a nephesh, a living human being…” (B, 47)  This term, nephesh, is sometimes translated soul, but that would only be correct if you understood the human person as a dualism of body and soul, which the ancient Hebrews would never allow.  Brueggemann goes on to say that “Human life thus depends daily, moment by moment, upon the life-giving generosity and attentiveness of the creator God, apart from whom life is not possible.” (B, 47)
There is for the Hebrews, or in scripture generally, no such thing as an independent, autonomous soul that belongs to the person and that lives on after death apart from God.  After death, the person is pictured as being with God or being separated from God.  

Any hope the dead have for new life is completely dependent on the intervention of God. This is pictured symbolically in Ezekiel 37.  What is true of individual dead people is equally true of the lifeless Israel in exile.  New life is possible only as a gift from God. We will look at this example more closely later.

There are in the Older Testament a few passages that hint at life after death/resurrection, such as:  Isaiah 26:19 “Your dead shall live, their corpses shall rise. O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy! For your dew is a radiant dew, and the earth will give birth to those long dead.”   (Isaiah 25:6-9)  Daniel 12:2 “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.”

By the time of the Newer Testament, there is a broad religious expectation of resurrection for all or for some, for life after death.  In the thinking of the early church and the writers of scripture, there is still no dualism of an independent soul that has the capacity of life on its own.  Even life after death, for Paul who is rooted in the Jewish tradition, is very embodied.  So he talks in 1st Corinthians of “spiritual bodies.”   I find it a great relief that Paul admits he has no idea what these spiritual bodies will be like.  They are not flesh and blood, but it is impossible for Paul to think about new life without some sort of body through which this new life is acted out.  The reality of the resurrection, both for Jesus and for his followers is the central claim of Christian faith. “Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead?  If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain.” (1 Cor. 15:12-14)  He admits that the mystery of what will happen in the resurrection cannot be solved by the living.  “Listen,” he says, “I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.” (51-52) That’s all he could say.  It has to stay in poetry.

One thing that is consistent throughout the bible is that God is seen as the God of life who can never be overcome by death.  The Newer Testament speaks much more than the Older Testament about life after death, but throughout scripture, God is portrayed as being more powerful than death.  Paul’s view about death and life after death are very much in line with his Jewish roots.  It mirrors what we see in Ezekiel 37, that life after death depends totally on the power and grace of God.  He is clear about this point, especially in Romans: “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (14:7-8) 

Ezekiel is interesting for us, because he is able to give thanks, to express hope in God, at one of the darkest, most hopeless moments of Israel's life.  He is writing after the final fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians, when the people were taken into exile.  From exile, after all has been lost, in the midst of a complete loss of identity, and the collapse of all systems of meaning and power, when even waiting for and expecting God's power seems impossible to an increasing number of people, Ezekiel delivers a message of hope, a vision of new possibilities in the midst of despair.  There is a word of the Lord to us about death in Ezekiel's powerful faith.  

Looking simply at the facts of the situation in which the Hebrews found themselves, the grotesque vision Ezekiel saw was correct.  The Spirit of God placed him in the midst of a valley full of bones, and the bones were very dry indeed!   It was a scene of death and abandonment.  The bones were a vision of the state of the living, as well as of the dead.  Ezekiel faces head-on the death and emptiness of the people of Israel, as the people say, "Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost, we are cut off completely."   

After Ezekiel sees the vision of the valley of dry bones, God asks him to imagine the impossible.  God asks, "Mortal, can these bones live?"  The possibility of new life would not have occurred to Ezekiel.  But God knows how to bring life into situations dominated by death and fear.  And as God does so often, God chooses to have a person do the acting to accomplish divine purposes.  

Ezekiel is told to do the prophesying, to speak God's impossible words.  Ezekiel prophesies, and the bones rattle and come together to form bodies.  But the bodies are not yet new.  As in the first creation, this recreation is completed only through the breath of God.  The breath, the Spirit of God opens graves and gives new life to each person and to a community of people. 

I find tremendous comfort in this passage about God’s commitment to new life beyond our imaginings.  It does not shy away from the reality of death.  Ezekiel confronts death directly, but is not overcome by it because of his faith in the certainty of God’s promise of new life.  I have not just experienced death as a minister caring for others.  I have experienced my father’s death as a part of my own family.  Even when death is expected and even welcomed as an end to pain and suffering, the pain is immediate and very real.  This man who had been a part of my entire life is now gone.  There is grief and loss for those of us still living without him.  But there is equally powerful comfort in my faith that death is not the final word.  I don’t know the details of what this claim means, but I know that Bill is with God, encircled by God’s love.

All of us face death, but those of us who believe in God’s love and mercy know that death is not the final word.  My first public speech in Minnesota was given at an impromptu gathering on the steps of the state capitol the night after Senator Wellstone died in a plane crash.  The essence of what I said then is what I say today.  Death does not have the last word because God’s love is stronger than even death.  
Thanks be to God.
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