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Lucien J. Richard, OMI in Peter E. Fink, The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 324–331. 

Death seldom stands in the center of Christian theology, yet it is an ultimate in human 
existence. It forces upon us the most serious questions about the meaning and goal of 

human life, about the very existence of meaning and goal. Faced with the inevitability 
of death, we feel threatened by forces outside and within ourselves. Faced with the 
bewildering complexity of our life threatened by death, the ability to remain centered is 

an ever-present challenge. Every epoch has its own answer to the question of death, but 
the inadequacy of each answer inevitably leads every new generation to pursue the 
search. Whatever answer may be given to the question of death, it cannot be given in 
terms of ideas and concepts, or in abstract generalities. 

Death is the one basic reality that makes most manifest that the human participates 

in the biological and the cultural. As human beings, we live at the edge of a paradox. 

We belong both to nature and to culture and are consistently affected by the 

ambivalence of such a situation. Death as an inevitable fact of human existence can 

be perceived only from within the interplay of biology and culture. Death is as much 
a social event as a biological one; it is overlayed with symbolic and ritualistic meaning. 
We can secure our sense of death only from images, from symbols and rituals. In 
symbols the truth about life and about death is disclosed to us. Symbols light up our 

experience and give coherence to our existence, enabling us to be human. Far from 
being un-symbolizable, the language of death is the symbol. 

These symbols are not creatures of fancy; they have their roots in the polarities and 
binarity of human existence, in the ongoing interplay of the negative and the positive. 

Christianity’s answer to the questions of life and death is a complex of symbols: the 
paschal mystery. The decisive images are of Jesus Christ, of his life, death, and 
resurrection. The images are those of birth, death, and rebirth: their emphasis is on life 
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graciously given, graciously sustained—death no longer stands as the ultimate fact, but 
as the penultimate. 

DEATH IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 

 

For both Hebrew and Christian scriptures, the central issue in death is a theological one: 
the character of God.  

The OT, reflecting Israel’s experience, has no single view of death. Life and death are 

not simply presented as logical opposites, for both belong to human existence as it 
issues from God. In the Rabbinic tradition, death is usually seen as a normal part of 

created existence; Adam, created out of dust, returns to dust. Death is a natural 

limitation to existence. Death is one thing when it comes to an elderly person, and 

another when it comes to a young person. In light of the creation story, death can be 
viewed as the consequences of sin. 

Barth seems nearer to the truth when he writes: “The man who fears death, even 
though he contrives to put a somewhat better face on it, is at least nearer to the 

truth than the man who does not fear it, or rather pretends that there is no reason 
why he should do so. Since it is the sign of the divine judgement on human sin 
and guilt, it is very much to be feared.”1 21 

Yet the basic concern in the Hebrew scriptures is for life. The God of Israel is the 
Living One (Deut 5:26; 2 Kgs 19:4; Ps 42:3). God is the source of and giver of life (Ps 

36:9). Coming so fully from God, life must be considered as the highest of God’s gifts; 
life is God’s original blessing. Life is shalom or well-being; it is the good life in the here 
and now. 

Since life issues from God, and from God alone, it is not an autonomous and inherent 

power of human existence, but it is totally dependent on God. It is God who gives life; it 
is God who withdraws life; God has authority over both life and death. “Good and evil, 
life and death, poverty and riches are from the Lord” (Sir 11:14). An essential 

dimension of life is the right relationship to God, for life is not understood simply as 

bios but as life-with-God. Death can therefore be understood as opposed to life in all 

of its manifestations. Death is all the non-life experienced in the course of one’s 

 
12 Church Dogmatics, III/4, p. 598. 

1 David Atkinson, The Message of Genesis 1–11: The Dawn of Creation, ed. J. A. Motyer and Derek 
Tidball, The Bible Speaks Today (England: Inter-Varsity Press, 1990), 126–127. 
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existence: adversity, suffering, oppression, sickness. Death itself, though, is 
irreversible for once one is in Sheol, there is no deliverance. “For there is hope for a tree 

if it be cut down, that it will sprout again and that its shoots will not cease …. But man 
dies and is laid low; man breathes his last, and where is he?” (Job 14:7–10). 

The influence of divine power seems to come to an end at the threshold of Sheol. Death 
is an event that comes between God and the individual, for death sets the seal for 
separation from God. Death is relationlessness, for Sheol is a realm of God’s absence. 

“I am like one forsaken among the dead … like those whom thou dost remember no 
more. For they are cut off from thy hand” (Ps 88:5). 

In the OT there is a certain ambivalence concerning death. On the one hand, death is a 
limitation of human existence wanted by God, yet as a situation of unrelatedness to 

God, of disconnectedness, it can also be understood as a punishment on the part of God, 
as something unnatural, even as a curse (Gen 2:17; 3:19). And here lies the ambiguity of 

the OT concept of death. How can God be source of life, as shalom, and of death, as 

relationlessness. Since death has no power of its own and dualism plays no role in 

the OT, death becomes a question about God. Israel was essentially agnostic when it 

came to questions concerning the afterlife. Immortality was conceived in light of 
Israel’s ideas of corporate personality: Israel as the basic unit of existence will remain. 

Yet the destiny and eternal salvation of the individual was bound to arise. Such 
questioning begins in the post-exilic period (Dan 12:2; 2 Macc 7). The breakthrough is 
clearly the result of Israel’s on-going faith in God as the living God whose life-giving 
presence must overcome death itself. Relationship to God must survive death itself. 

 

DEATH IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

 

Romans 14: 7 For none of us lives for himself and none of us dies for himself;* 
8 while we are alive, we are living for the Lord, and when we die, we die for the 
Lord: and so, alive or dead, we belong to the Lord. 9 It was for this purpose that 

 
OT Old Testament 

OT Old Testament 

OT Old Testament 

* 6:10–11; Lk 20:38; Ga 2:19; Ph 1:20 
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Christ both died and came to life again: so that he might be Lord of both the dead 
and the living.*2 

For Christianity from its beginning death became redefined by the death and 

resurrection of Jesus.  

In life and in death we are under the lordship of Jesus Christ. By taking death upon 
himself, God has set us free both to live and to die. “If we live, we live to the Lord, and 
if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die we are the 
Lord’s” (Rom 14:8). In the NT, the question of death takes on a moral and theological 

dimension. “The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Cor 15:26). Finitude and 

mortality are essential components of the finite embodied human condition. As such 

they are not sinful; they become an occasion for sin when they become the ultimate 

concern of human existence, when life is all that is sought for. When that happens, 
mortality becomes “death” in the Pauline sense. And death enters into the theological 
realm. 

Paul says that to be in sin is to be under the domination of death. Death in this sense is 

the ongoing attempt to hold on to life as one’s own possession. The terror of death is 

the fear of losing ourselves. The wages of sin is death, for the roots of sin is domination 
and possessiveness. Death becomes an enemy [when it defines itself] apart from 
relation to God the giver and sustainer of life. 

In the NT, death as a question about God’s character is answered in terms of the 

paschal mystery. God is not only a God of the living but also a God of the dead. In 
Christ’s death, God bears the relationlessness of death and in so doing reveals Godself as 
love. 

Jesus’ resurrection is a promise that, ultimately, we will not be abandoned, but not a 

promise that God will remove our suffering, pain and death. Jesus offers no 

palliatives for death in his cry from the cross. Even in the context of hope in the 
resurrection, death is recognized to be death. Death is a negative reality, and this 

includes Jesus’ death. Jesus, through his death and resurrection, turns death into a 

 
* Ac 10:42; 2 Co 5:15 

2 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ro 
14:7–9. 

NT New Testament 

NT New Testament 
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sacrament, into the expression of God’s effective presence in human existence; God 
does make good with the life originally called into existence. 

DEATH IN THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION 

 

As we move into the Christian tradition, the theology of death becomes a theology of 

the afterlife, with its focus on the immortality of the soul.  

Within that perspective, death is described as the separation of the body from the soul. 

The emphasis in the patristic period is on salvation from death and the attainment of 
eternal life. This doctrine of salvation as the overcoming of death is present in liturgies 
and in the patristic writings. Without such a doctrine, no substantial happiness would 
be possible since death itself is inevitable. According to Justin, Christians are no longer 

afraid of death; indeed, they can even rejoice in death because of the promise of 

immortality, for salvation expresses itself in incorruption. 

Salvation from death is intrinsically connected to salvation from sin. In fact, remission 
of sins in baptism is related to deliverance from death: with deliverance from death 

came a new life and regeneration. Death as the fundamental expression of human 
vulnerability and corruptibility stands in the way of man/woman’s divinization. 
Salvation is a restoration of incorruptibility, and therefore a destruction of death. The 

emphasis is on death as a consequence of sin. That death is a consequence of sin is 

affirmed at the Council of Trent (DS, 223). 

Specific church teachings on death are rare. Several important statements have been 
made in our contemporary period.  

Vatican II, in its pastoral constitution Gaudium et spes, deals with the reality of death in a 
unique way. It does so in the context of a Christological humanism where Christ is 

presented as the full revelation of what it means to be human. The text presents a 

coherent and existential understanding of death, reaffirming the anxiety produced by 

the inevitability of death. “It is in regard to death that man’s [sic] condition is most 

shrouded in doubt” (GS, 18). Yet there is a basic desire for eternal life. “A deep instinct 

leads him [sic] rightly to shrink from and to reject the utter ruin and total loss of his 
personality. Because he bears in himself the seed of eternity … he rebels against death” 

 
DS H. Denzinger and A. Schönmetzer, Enchiridion symbolorum 

GS Gaudium et spes, Vatican Council II, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 
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(ibid.). While the human person cannot avoid death, yet his/her destiny is for eternal 
life. 

Death is clearly mysterious; Christianity’s answer to this mystery is another mystery, 

the paschal mystery. Humanity is destined to pass from death to life through Christ. 
The mystery of Christ and the mystery of man/woman are the same mystery. “Such is 
the nature and the greatness of the mystery of man [sic] as enlightened for the faithful 
by the Christian revelation. It is therefore through Christ, and in Christ, that light is 

thrown on the mystery [riddle] of suffering and death which, apart from his Gospel, 
overwhelms us” (22). 

In 1979 the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in its “Instruction on Certain 
Questions Concerning Eschatology” emphasized the need to acknowledge the 

existence of a fundamental continuity as well as a radical discontinuity between 

present and future lives. To ignore this radical discontinuity would be to ignore the 

finality of death and the uniqueness of historical existence. A creative tension must be 
maintained between the two spheres. 

DEATH IN CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGY 

 

Theologians today approach death not primarily in terms of the afterlife, and not 

simply as a point at the end of life, but rather as a pervasive dimension of one’s total 

existence. Death is not excluded from the experience of life, and no theological 
anthropology is possible without asking about the significance of death. The theology of 
death is clearly indebted to contemporary philosophical and psychological approaches. 

For Martin Heidegger [1889-1976]3, death does not merely represent the last moment in 

man/woman’s life, but even casts its shadow on the totality of life. Dying is a mode of 
being, which concerns man/woman existentially so that human existence must be 
regarded as being-to-death and therefore to be defined only in light of death. It is 

precisely death that allows human life to have meaning. To live in a realistic 

anticipation of death is to accept boundaries and to live with some purpose. Meaning 

 
3 Lexham Factbook – “Being and Time, his best-known work, offers a detailed phenomenology of 

human existence, describing the “facticity” of being cast into a life not of our own making, free to pursue 
all kinds of options yet trapped by our own finiteness. Destiny awaits, however, and conscience calls us 

to an authentically human existence. In his later writings, Heidegger makes it clear that man is no 

Promethean, saving himself, but that the Ground of Being is revealed in the depth of his anxiety. This is 

not a personal God, however, nor a Being distinct from others, but rather a panentheistic kind of Being-
Itself within which we find our being.” 
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is to be found within human life, not by ignoring mortality and finitude, but by 

taking the inevitability of death fully and frankly into account. 

Jean-Paul Sartre [1905-1980]4 made Heidegger’s analysis the starting point of his own 

approach. Like Heidegger, Sartre sees life’s mortality as an essential element of human 
existence. Unlike Heidegger, death is not opportunity for life, but purely a brutal, 
fortuitous fact, beyond our understanding. As such it leads to the removal of 
possibilities and the fragmentation of existence; death is the reverse side of freedom. 

Death deprives life of all meaning; the end of human existence in death is absolute 

meaninglessness—it is absurdity itself. 

The more death is seen as a boundary that robs life of much—if not all—of its meaning, 
the more the individual and even society is forced to choose between capitulation or 

affirmation, despair or trust. Contemporary approaches to death make evident why 
denial and repression are deeply operative in our approaches to death.  

The pervasiveness of death leads Ernest Becker [1924-1974] to affirm that the effort to 

repress the terror of death is the very foundation of all human culture. Humans cannot 
live without limiting their perception of reality; in the face of death there is a need to 

build an armor to protect ourselves. The basic fact of human reality is the realization 
that one has no control over death or over the meaning of one’s life. 

Becker’s anthropology is centered on the conviction that the consciousness of one’s 

mortality provides the key to understanding the human condition. Failure to cope 

with personal mortality leads to mental illness, and the denial of death is the core of 

most neuroses. 

Contemporary approaches to death have forced Christian theology to concentrate on 
death not simply in the abstract, but as a concrete process, as dying. Death can no 

longer be considered as the instant when life finally ends, but as a recurrent 

experience where life itself is failing, such as in illness, as in losses and separations. 
Every illness, every loss is a dying, so that death is going on within us at all times. 

 
4 Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics – “Sartre, Jean Paul. Jean Paul Sartre (1905–1980), a 

popular French atheist (see Atheism) of the mid twentieth century, approached philosophy from an 
existential perspective. He, along with Albert Camus, stressed the absurdity of life. Sartre was born in 

Paris to nominal Christians (Catholic-Protestant mix), educated in Germany, and taught philosophy in 

France. His first work of note was La Nausea (Nausea). In 1938, Sartre was captured by Germany (1940), 

returned to France, and taught philosophy until 1944. He attempted an abortive leftist political movement 
(1951), and later cooperated with French Communists, trying to reconcile Existentialism and *Marxism.” 
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DEATH AS A PERSONAL ACT 

 

The most important theological development concerning death is its emphasis on the 

personal nature of death.  

According to Karl Rahner [1904-1984]5, because man/woman is a union of nature and 

person, death has two dimensions, a personal and a natural one. Because men and 
women always appear within a spatio-temporal world, over which they have no 
absolute control, their death will always have a natural aspect. Death is something 

which happens to them. Biologically, the human organism wears out. It weakens and 

collapses, or it is destroyed. In its personal aspect, though, death is something active 

and performed, not simply passive and suffered. Because human persons are free, 

they have the ability to dispose of themselves. In its personal aspect, then, death can 

be the culmination of personal history of freedom. As a person, one can assume a stance 
at the end of one’s journey, a stance of acceptance or of rejection. “The end of man [sic] 
as a spiritual person is an active consummation from within, a bringing of himself to 

completion. A growth that preserves the issue of his life; it is total entry into 

possession of himself, the fullness of the being he has become by all his free acts” (K. 
Rahner, H. Vorgrimler, 117).  

Dying is an active personal consummation and maturation of what is already present 

in a person’s life.  

Death is the ultimate act of human freedom which gathers up and, in some way, gives 

meaning to all the individual events that go into making up one’s life. It is in the 
personal nature of death that the reality of sin plays a role. Biological death cannot be 

seen as a consequence of sin for death belongs to human finitude rather than to 

 
5 “Rahner’s writings are a highly significant exposition of twentieth-century Roman Catholic 

theology. Based in vast philosophical erudition, Rahner’s work has, in fact, had broad influence on 

contemporary Roman Catholic doctrinal thought. The substance and methods of his work have been 

publicly admired by various popes. Appointed as one of its theological experts, Rahner also had an 
impact on Vatican Council II and its doctrinal statements. In many ways, Rahner’s place in Roman 

Catholicism is comparable to Karl Barth’s in Protestantism. In general, Rahner’s thought upholds a 

traditional Christian supernaturalism, sometimes adjusted deeply for modern philosophy. For Rahner, as 

for Barth, this has meant a combining of traditional and orthodox doctrine with existentialism and its 
insights. Through his superb expressive skills, Rahner made his abstract teachings highly appealing to a 

wide academic audience. But at the same time, his writings and lectures for the public have compelling 

pastoral insights and evangelistic promptings. Rahner’s works have given recent Roman Catholic 

theology one of its ablest expositions.” [K.J. Bryer, “Rahner, Karl,” Who’s Who in Christian History 
(Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1992), 579.] 
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human sin. Yet in a sinful world, death as the dissolution of human personhood 

assumes terrors and anxieties of its own. Death is the dissolution of the person and of 

the personal realm. 

Contemporary insights into the nature of persons are helpful in discerning all the 
implications of death as personal. According to many contemporary authors, the 
personal is essentially interpersonal. There is a for-otherness that is constitutive of the 

person as person. I am the person I am precisely because of my relationship to this 

history, this family, these friends. The personal is constituted by personal 

relatedness, by its relation to the other self. As a person, I begin to exist as one pole in 
the complex “you and I.” The personal is constituted by personal relatedness. 

From birth to death, the human environment, the human ecological context, is an 

interpersonal one. Life begins as a process of attachment, of separation and of 

bonding, of interconnectedness, and interdependence. The interpersonal context, the 
“holding environment,” provides for a variety of needs such as security and place, 
social integration and friendship nurturing, reassurance of worth leading to self-esteem. 

Meaning never develops in a vacuum; it is always embedded in a specific context, in 

a web of relationships. The interpersonal context leads to structures of meaning. These 
are organized structures of understanding and emotional attachments by which 

individuals interpret and assimilate their environment. Personal meaning includes, 
therefore, a sense of attachment as well as of understanding, as when we say that 
something means a great deal. Clearly then, one of the most important products of 

relationships is the emergence of structures of meaning that are essential to our 

existence. Meanings are learned in the context of specific relationships and 

circumstances. Meanings and purposes are learned and consolidated through a 
lifetime’s experience, are embodied in the relationships which sustain them. 

With the emphasis on personhood as relational, and meaningfulness as 

interpersonal, the death of a person is the dissolution not only of an individual but of 

meaningfulness and of personal environment. Death strikes directly at the human 

person by threatening the person with radical relationlessness.  

Since communication, the ability to communicate and to receive communication, is a 
constitutional element of the person, death manifests itself in the absence of 

communication. Life consists in active participation in a set of relationships. Death for its 

part means the destruction of what has been slowly built up and has come to form the very fabric 

of a personal existence. The problem of death does not arise primarily because of our 

biological reality, but because of the unconditional and the uniqueness that is 
personhood. Death becomes a problem because it ends something unique and 

therefore is something more and other than a natural process. So human dying 

transcends medical and biological definition. 
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Because of the interpersonal nature of personhood, every threat to human solidarity 
and interdependence is perceived as personal threat. But whenever communication is 

fostered, community nurtured, relationships encouraged, death becomes more 
acceptable. This implies that there is a personal ecology to death and dying: at the core of this 

ecology is care. There is a responsibility to uphold the human dignity of the other person 
in their process of dying, and therefore the ecological system of human family and 

community may not be replaced by any other institution, medical or otherwise. In a 

personal world there can be no abdication of the care role to any institutions. 

The personal nature of death and dying also implies the upholding of truthfulness, for 

the ultimate betrayal of personhood is to deceive another about his or her death.  

While there are many reasons to conceal the truth about death, such as the therapeutic 

and existential value of hope, yet awareness of death is also a fundamental element of 

the truth of life. We uphold each other not by concealing the truth about death, but 

by bringing this truth within the reality of personal existence. 

Emphasis on human death as death of a person must also have an influence on the 
criteria used to certify death. The death of a human being cannot simply be conceived 

as the death of an organism. In determining what constitutes the death of a human 
being, we must consider the conditions of existence and non-existence of persons. The 

bare continuation of organismic function cannot be justified, for the concept of death 

is not simply the concept of the cessation of life. 

The loss of temporality of embodiment, of holding environment, is a radical deprivation 
of essential elements of personal existence. It is death seen in its personal aspect that can 
also lead to a renewed understanding of immortality. The bond of personal 

relationship transcends distance and time and can in a similar way bridge the gap of 

death. There is something about belonging at the personal level of existence that can 

prevail over the physical separation of death. Communion with the living and the 
dead is based on memory, on remembrance. Remembering is a fundamental element of 

personal belonging and of the interpersonal world. Within the Christian perspective 
the interpersonal world extends beyond this time and space. 

The communion of saints means that we form a society with those who have lived and 
died in fellowship with Christ. Since personal existence is communal and 
interdependent, death within the Christian framework can be perceived as a transition 

from one form of personal existence to another, in continuity and discontinuity with 
this present life. What cannot be brought to an end with one’s death is one’s 

community. Within the paschal mystery, God remembers the dead for God is a God of 

the living and the dead. “Nothing can separate us from the love of God as manifested in 
Christ ….” Solidarity with God and God’s community remains; meaning is 
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permanently attached to a community of love that death cannot in any way destroy. 
Within the Christian context, the death of a person does not mean entry into another 

world that is alien and inaccessible to the living. Within our human and 
temporal/spatial context, death is a loss of the I-Thou relationship and therefore a 
reduction to being an “It.” Yet at another level, death itself cannot destroy a personal 

relation to God. The I-Thou relationship with God can be severed only by sin. 

Solidarity with God in Jesus means salvation from death.  

 

DEATH AND THE CHRISTIAN SACRAMENTS 

 

Within the framework of the paschal mystery, the binary opposition of life and death is 

resolved in a positive and meaningful way without denying the negativity of death: the 
mystery of Christian faith is that through dying, Christ conquers death and is life-
giving. Both baptism and the eucharist are the two sacraments that ritualize most 

fully the paschal mystery. Baptism celebrates participation in the paschal mystery 

and the eucharist reenacts it. Baptism is imaged as a participation in the death of Christ 
so that life in Christ might be secured. In baptism, one is immersed into water to die so 

that one might rise to new life in Christ as a member of his body, the church. In the 
eucharist this new life is nurtured, sustained and ritualized. 

In its “Rite of Christian Death and Burial,” the church emphasizes the interpersonal 
dimension of life and death. The church ritualizes the passage from life to death. Death 
is a liminal experience for the bereaved. The ritual of funeral and burial are rites of 

memory and change of status. The deceased is introduced into the realm of the dead as 
well as into the community of living with a new status. This new status must bring 
about a new relationship for the bereaved and the community of the living. After an 

individual’s death, the focus is the family, the friends and the community of the 
deceased. Not only is the deceased person commended to God, but also the community 
and its hope. The ritual recalls the sacramental life of the deceased and identifies 
his/her future as being-with-Christ. The celebration of the eucharist at a funeral is an 

affirmation of the community that the deceased sought meaning in life and discovered 
such meaning in the person of Jesus Christ. In the celebration of the eucharist not only is 
the deceased commended to God but also the community. While the ritual identifies the 

future of the deceased as that of being-with-Christ, it promises this same future for the 
bereaving community. In celebrating the eucharist the community manifests and 
expresses its understanding of life and death and affirms that the deceased shared in 
this same meaningfulness. The worshipping community, as it proclaims the victory of 
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Christ over death, intensifies its faith in the paschal mystery. In the sacramental life of 
the church and its worship, death is personalized. 

To personalize death is not to privatize it, but it is to emphasize its social context. 

Without the Christian community death might well be meaningless. Without a 

community the solitariness of life would be the final victor in death. Loneliness in life 
is only a faint image of the isolation incurred when death happens without community. 
If meaning is found by incorporation into Christ, then the meaning itself is in and 

through the community of the body of Christ, the church. 

Emphasizing the social nature of death should lead to a greater engagement with the 
concerns of this world. According to Leander Keck, “the starting point for a theology of 
death and of resurrection is moral outrage against the world in which there appears to 

be no justice on which the weak can Count …” (Keck, 97). The struggle for justice and 
the transformation of this world cannot be sustained when the fear of death leads to 
debilitating bondage. The paschal mystery is a symbol of the ultimate triumph of 
justice. The power of death pervades many economic and political structures. Moral 

outrage against such deaths is expressed in the sacramental life of the church. For the 
sacraments are anticipatory and mediating signs of ultimate justice and solidarity with 
God. They are symbols of protest, subversive acts, serving to unmask the injustice of an 

existence that perceives this time, this space, as all there is. The paschal mystery, 
sacramentalized in all of the Christian sacraments summons us to resistance to all 
personal and communal death and to liberating action in our world. The sacraments 
mediate, nourish, and keep alive fundamental hope in the liberating love of God. At the 

same time, the sacramental liturgy is the place where men and women can be made 
aware of the reality of their situation, of the “not yet” and pilgrim nature of their 
situation, of their creaturehood. 

In an existence marked by conflict, the sacraments are signs of contradiction and of the 

possibility of an alternative vision. In their signifying role, they function prophetically 
in announcing universal salvation, universal peace, the overcoming of death in all of its 
modalities. As proclaimed in the last words of the Christian scriptures, “he will wipe 
away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away” (Rev 
21:4). 

See also Burial, Christian; Funerals, preaching at 

———— 

Bibliography: Ladislaus Boros, The Mystery of Death (New York: The Seabury Press, 
1965). Andre Godin, Death and Presence: The Psychology of Death and the Afterlife (Brussels: 

Lumen Vitae Press, 1972). Monika Hellwig, What are they Saying About Death and 



NOTES BY RICHARD GANZ 13 

 

Christian Hope? (New York: Paulist Press, 1978). Robert J. Hoeffner, “A Pastoral 
Evaluation of the Rite of Funerals,” Worship 55 (November 1981): 482–499. Eberhard 

Jungel, Death: The Riddle and the Mystery. Trans. by Ian and Ute Nicol (Philadelphia: 
Westminister Press, 1974). Leander Keck, “New Testament Views of Death,” in Liston 
Mills, ed., Perspectives on Death (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 33–98. Arthur C. McGill, 
Death and Life. An American Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987). Karl Rahner, 

On the Theology of Death (New York: Herder and Herder, 1965). Lawrence O. Richards 
and Paul Johnson, Death and the Caring Community (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1980). 
Michael Simpson, The Facts of Death (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1979). Walter 

Smith, s.j., Dying in the Human Cycle: Psychological, Biomedical and Social Perspectives 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1985). Helmut Thielicke, Living With Death, 
Trans. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983). 

Lucien J. Richard, o.m.i.6 

 
6 Peter E. Fink, The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 

2000), 324–331. 


