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DEATH AND RESURRECTION

Hans-Jiirgen Marx

The belief in the resurrection of the dead is certainly one of the
most essential tenets of Christian faith. However, in recent eschatolo-
gical studies by Catholic theologians this tenet has been interpreted in
such a way that the resurrection of the dead is seen to coincide with
the death of each individual person. Vulgarizations of this new theory
have prompted the Sacred Congregation for the Docirine of Faith to
publish a letter by which traditional teaching is reaffirmed. The present
article attempts to systematically summarize the new theory and to
show that its basic affirmation does not contradict the essence of
traditional teaching, even though it becomes quite clear that this
theory, at the present stage, is still too immature in order to be
propagated among the faithful in sermons, catechetical instructions
and vulgarized religious writings.

The first chapter provides a rough sketch of the origin and criticism
of the theory. The second chapter summarizes its hermeneutical pre-
suppositions by first pointing out that the eschatological discourse of
primitive Christianity employs images (not concepts!) of hope derived
from the unique Easter experience of the disciples. What the disciples
experienced and subsequently the first believers of their testimony
hoped for can be formalized as the eschatological megalion of the
negat ve. This concretely is expressed by the images of the resurrection
and the new creation. Secondly, it is shown that these images derive
from a concept of time which is quite different from our linear notion.
Generally speaking, scripture time is taken to be the kairological pre-
sent between God’s wondrous deeds in the past and His unsurpassable
intervention in the future, which puts an end to time as it has been
hitherto. However, this end is not understood as being the final point
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of a linear movement of time which, in the meantime, might proceed
for several milleniums. It thrusts into the present, qualifying it thus
as the time for deciding one’s final destiny.

The third chapter starts with observing that modern Protestant
theology has tried to adopt the biblical notion of time by substituting
the future for the eternal, arriving thus at the affirmation of a diame-
trical opposition between time and eternity. From this affirmation,
then, quite naturally follows the identification of individual and collec-
tive eschatology. However, this solution entails grave difficulties for
a Christian understanding of reality, since all innerworldly activity
beyond the realm of the individual moral act becomes devoid of any
real bearing on the final shape of the life to come. In order to arrive
at a more sophisticated concept of eternal life, the medieval notion of
the gevum is introduced which, as an intermediate form of existence
between time and eternity, originally was meant to apply to created
spiritual beings, such as the angels. According to St. Thomas, the
aevum is distinguished from the eternal, which strictly speaking applies
exclusively to God, by the fact that it is open to tremsmutabililitas,
thus being able to undergo an accidental change analogous to the
movement of time. Secondly it is shown from a phenomenological
description of existence in time that the same is true also for the life
after death, as expected by Christian believers. The afterlife as such
is not anymore subjected to time. Nevertheless, it is constituted by
time, insofar as the personal identity of each man, elevated to new
life by the creative power of God, is the result of life experience
made in tims and history. What traditionally has been called eternal
life, thus, more adequately could be characterized as transfigured time,
since through the individual death of each person time is transformed
into the dimension of its everlasting finality. Out of this consideration,
two conclusions are derived. First, the individual death of each
person is identical with the universal eschaton, since beyond death,
there is no difference between the not anymore and the not yet of

existence within the linear movement of time. Secondly, death is
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identical with the resurrection of the whole man, since the personal
identity of each man is formed by its bodily existence in space and
time.

The fourth chapter provides a critical evaluation of the new theory
by pointing out that it is not yet thought through in such a way that
it succeeds in integrating some basic aspects of traditional teaching.
On the other hand, it is stressed that the new theory is a valid hypo-
thesis to be discussed among the theologians since it points out the
direction for solving long standing problems of traditional eschatology.



