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Philosophy of Death & Dying

Dr. Les Muray

Philosophy Study Sheet

Philosophy--- combination of “philia,” one for the Greek words for love, and “sophia,” wisdom. Thus, philosophy literally means “the love of wisdom.”

Ancient/Medieval--- sometimes this is called “classical” philosophy in the West. The Greek influence is primary; Romans and medieval philosophers and theologians basically adopted Greek philosophy.

Classical philosophy is characterized by the search for what is eternal, unchanging, permanent, and abiding versus the flux, transience, and change that characterize our existence (the background for this is the Greek equation of imperfection with change, perfection with the eternal). In a various ways, we see an affirmation that just as there is something eternal and abiding in the cosmos (in Plato [427-347 B.C. or B.C.E.], this is the realm of Eternal Forms and Ideas, of which this world is poor replica; in Aristotle (384-322 B.C., B.C.E.), it is God; in the Stoics, it is the Logos, the Cosmic Principle of Reason, that governs all things and that gives the universe its fundamental sense of order), so there is a counterpart of this in human beings (the rational part of the soul, which, if nurtured properly, had the potential to be immortal). This was adopted by Christian thinkers after the time of the first major empire wide persecution of Christians under the Emperor Nero (if you die the death of a martyr, your soul is automatically joined to Christ in heaven).

Hinduism--- the ideas discussed above resemble key teachings of Classical Hinduism. There is similar concern with what is eternal vs. the transient. The eternal in the cosmos is the Brahman, an impersonal Force, very much like the one in Star Wars, that is the origin and goal of all things; it very much like the Logos, at least in function. The (microcosmic) counterpart of the Brahman in all things is the Atman, the soul that is in all things; it is what animates all living things, what gets reincarnated. However, the goal is not reincarnation but to total absorption of the Atman into Brahman, or, to put it in amore manageable way, to be one with the Universe (to be “recycled”. There is no subjective immortality.

Buddhism--- teaches the impermanence of all things. Nothing abides. There is noself, no soul—Anatman. To think that you, me, or anything at all survives or is permanent is the illusion that causes suffering. The intensity and immediacy of the moment perishes; all we are is the experiencing of the moment. Embrace it.

Resurrection of the Dead--- common to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, although it seems least important in Judaism (the most consistent attitude of which is that life is a gift from God and what you do with it is your responsibility; what more do you want?). Judaism was incapable of conceiving of the human self as disembodied, hence the resurrection of the dead became “the absolute metaphor” for the ultimate transformation that would accompany the arrival of the Kingdom or Reign of God. Adopted by both Christianity and Islam.

Modern Period

Existentialism and Existentialist Philosophers resist precise definition which existentialists think are “objectifying” and “dehumanizing.” We can characterize it as that which is most “here and now,” that which is most intensely personal. Some of the more important themes include death, freedom, anxiety, inauthentic and authentic existence.

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), for example, characterized human existence as “a train ride towards death.” For him, not only are we going to die, we know we are going to die. Coupled with our radical freedom (we choose who we are every moment), we are beset by anxiety (Angst) about our very existence. Confronted with whether to live authentically (being who we are) or inauthentically (surrendering ourselves, our being, to the dictates and whims of others), we are all too prone to choose to be inauthentic. It is the acceptance of death and of radical freedom that empowers us to choose to live authentically very moment.

While I have used Heidegger as an illustration, his categories are used by all existentialists. Heidegger himself was very influential not only in philosophical but theological circles as well. Especially notable was his influence on the New Testament scholar and theologian Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) who used Heidegger to explain the New Testament (it is the grace of Christ that empowers us to choose to live authentically every moment; this is the resurrection, in the heart of the believer).

Albert Camus (1913-1960) is another notable existentialist. He claimed that human existence is absurd. There is no grand purpose to life or to history. All we can do is accept the absurdity of our existence and thus be empowered to fight for our dignity and that of our fellow humans. The Myth of Sisyphus is the model for human existence. Condemned by Zeus to roll a boulder up a hill only to have it roll back down because Sisyphus blurred the distinction between humans and the gods, Camus sees Sisyphus as the paradigm for embracing the absurdity of our existence and hence fighting for human dignity. He also provides the answer to Camus’ question as to whether or not we have the right to commit suicide (his answer is no).

Martin Buber (1878-1965) was a Jewish existentialist who saw the fulfillment of authentic existence in “I-Thou,” intimate personal relationships (although he saw a place for the more impersonal “I-It” relationships). God, the “Eternal Thou,” enables  the more fulfilling “I-Thou” relationships.

Process Thought--- usually identified with Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) and Charles Harteshorne (1897-2000) and their followers. Everything in the universe is creative and interdependent. Resembles Buddhism in that the self is the experience of the moment; the intensity and the immediacy of the moment dies. But all experience is preserved in the divine memory. There is division of opinion as to whether takes the form of subjective immortality, continuing subjective experiencing after death ( John B. Cobb, Jr., David Ray Griffin, Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki), or objective immortality, no subjective experiencing after death but being remembered in the divine memory (Charles Hartshorne, Schubert Ogden, Russ Pregeant).
(God is not an exception to metaphysical categories. God provides the order of possibilities , orders them. God also “lures” all actualities to realize to realize themselves in each moment in their fundamental interdependence with each other). 

