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IS DEATH THE END? 

In asking the great question, Is death the end, I 

understa nd that I am entering upon the very specific in

quiry at to whether death is the end of ourselves as sep 

arate and distinct individualttes. In discussing immor

tality, I assume that I am discu ssing the survival of the 

human soul, after the diss elution .of the body, in the full 

retention of its conscious indentity. In this I follow the 

same interpretation of the essential problem involved that 

· Professor Josiah Royce lays down in his "The Conception of 

Immortality~ 
dWhen we ask (he says) about t he immortality of man, 

it is the p ermanence of the individual man concerning which 
we mean to inquire, and not primarily the permanence of the 
human typ e as such, nor the permanence of any other system 
of laws or relationships.~ ' 

It is necessary to make this preliminary interp reta

tion clear, for in recent years, t h e a g reement or assump

tion of conscious individuality in immortality has been 

broken. There is.:a. theory in existence now whic h wo u ld make 

out of i mmortality an absorption into so me sort of a '' cos-

mic c onsciousness.rt 

An analysis of the questio n , Is death t he end, reveals 

four p ossible solutions ~of the problem. In the first p lace, 

de ~t h may be followed b y total annih i lation. Secondly, one 

ma y s u rvive, but without any consciousness whatsoever. Third

ly one may s urvive wi th just t h e s ame consciousness of per

sonal indentity that we have today. Lastly, one may survive 

by being merged with, or absorbed into, the universal con~ 

See The Conception of Immortality, page 2. 
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sciousness, whatever that may be supposed to be. 

Of these four conceivable solutions, only the third 

involves what is rightly meant by immortality. This solu

tion, however, gives rise to innumerable difficulties. How 

can personal identity be preserved apart from the body; what 

is there in our ~consciousness" that is stable enough to sur

vive; is not the sense of personal identity dependent upon 

memory, -and is not memory one of the most uncertain faculties 

of the mind; how can we expect our consciousness or self to 

survive the terrific cataclysm of death, when it can be de

stroyed by a slight acci d ent to the brain or a mere disor

ganization of the nerves; if we expect to be conscious of · 

this life in the life to come, why are we not now conscious 

of the life that must have preceeded this, if we are really 

eternal beings? 

Immortality . has been attacked on the grounds of its 

inconceivability. Naturally that which is, by the very 

nature of its reality, beyond the bounds of experience. must 

be ipconceivable, but cannot, therefore, be denied because 

of its inconceivability. James Martineau has said; uwe 
do not believe in • i~mortality because we have proved it, but 
we forever try to prove it because we believe in it~' 

To be persuaded, or rather dissuaded, by the difficulties 

that stand in the way of belief, without also surveying the 

difficulties that stand in the way of disbelief, is dangerous 

business. Certainly the difficulties on this side are ' just 

as numerous, to say no more, as they are on the other side. 

It is true that it is hard to believe that we are immortal. 

But it is also true that it ia hard to believe that we are not 



immortal. Evidently, then, the question of immortality is 

now open for consideration. 7e can believe in immortality 

if we can find any good reasons for doing so. 

In the first place deep knowledge and wide thought must 

be re garded as authoritative in this field of speculation as 

in every other. The greatest thinkers, wisest sages, and 

most inspired prophets of all ages have believed in the im

mortality of the soul as one of the cardinal doctrines of 

human life. This agreement, of course, is by no means.unani

mous, as long lines of doubters from Ep~curus to Hugo Mun

sterberg clearly indicate. But it is nevertheless only sober 

truth to affirm tha t the consensus of the best though t and the 

profoundest emotion is indubitably favorable to the idea that 

death is not the end. 

But the question of immortality manifestly cannot be de

cided on the grounds just s ta ted. It is not enoug h to accept 

fully what t h e . g reat thinkers of the past have g iven to us, 

but we must also look to the considerations thc t induced ' in 
I 

them the belief in the so~ls immontality, and to compare, in 

the l i ht of modern thought, the validity or non validity of 

the arguments. 

Men in all ages have believed in, hoped for, and cons i der

ed the immortality of the soul. This in itself does not, of 

course, offer a very conclusive p roof for t h e reality or fu

ture life. But we come to a different consideration when we 

look upon the i:'.1l!Ilortal hop e not as a belief to be accepted , but 

a s an idea to be exnlained. For the idea of immortality, 

• 



· whatever may be said about the ac ceptance of the idea, is a 

phenomenon which is universal. The significance of this 

universal presence of the idea of immortality within the human 

mind, as an intimat ion of a reality corresponding to the idea, 

has ever been apparent to the propheti c mind. Theodore Par

ker defined this significance in his Se rmon on Immortal Life, 

when he said, 

''What is thus in man is writ there of God, who wri tee 
no lies. To supnose that this universal desire has no cor
responding gratification, is to represent God not as the 
Father of all, but only as a deceiver. I feel the longing 
after immortality a desire essential to my nature, deep as 
the foundation of my being. -------- I cannot believe that 
this desire and consciousness are felt only to mislead, to 
bequile, to deceive me.-------- For my own part, I can 
conceive of nothing which shall make me more certain of 
immortality." ' 

If, therefore, anything is clear, it is that man's con

sciousness of God, the soul, i mmortal life, his persistent 

endeavour to verify this consciousness and answer the prob 

lems which it has raised, and his development and utiliza

tion of spiritual faculties as me a ns of adjustment to the 

invisible realm revealed by his consciousness, are themsel

ves the only verification we need of ''the ever l . sting real ity 

of religion.n As the eye p roves the exstence of light and 

the ear the existenc~ of sound, so may we not say that ttthe 

human soul vaguely reaching forth toward---------an external 

world not visible to the senses,~ ' gives us something very 

akin to a proof of the existence of this world . 

See A Sermon on Immortal Life , Centenarry .. ~d . Pages 
321 - 22 . 
See Through Nature to God, John Fiske, ,age 188. 



Thus does the though t of i~mortality, when regarded not 

as a belief to ·be accepted, but as an idea to be explained , 

present to us the arg ument for its own verification . The 

fact that man , from the very earliest period of his existence , 

has had this extraordinary idea of an eternal life, of which 

the life that now j_s gives no least suggest ion , ~ the fact 

that all men have had this idea , have never been able to get 

~way from it, have never succeeded in killine it by themr 

disbelief or weakening it by their ddubt, have always tried 

to solve its problems a nd overcome its difficulties , and 

especially have found in it the answer to their noblest hopes; 

_ highest asp(irations, and deepest affections - all this would 

seem to be the sure adaption of the strugglinc; spii:-it to the 

reality of the Unseen . Is it not wonderful also, that we 

have in man a crea ture who is capable of containing this idea 

of immortality? Man has all the faculties he needs for his 

earthly existence and infinitely more, which seems to have 

no relation to the nec8ssities of his present career. If 

this life be all, wha t need has man of these stupendous nental 

p owers, intense ~oral convictions, lofty spiritual aspirations, 

wh~nh characterize him as a be i ng apart from the rest of the 

ma t e rial universe? If death be the end, bow s hall we recon

cile this vast endow~ent of spir itual force with an environ

ment tor which the physical endowment of the animal is found 

to be a sufficient provision? If t hi s world be all, then are 

not the physical powers -of an animal more useful than the brain 

of a Plato or the heart of a Christ? In the face of these facts, 



the conclusion that this life is all is manisfestly impossible. 

In the divine economy of this great universe , no such malad 

justment of condition is thinkable. When we find man dowered 

with these marvelous faculties of ind and spirit, it means 

but one thing - that his life, unlike tha t of the brute, is 

adapted to the conditions of a sphere for transcendin that 

in which he is now living - , that he is the heir of an eter

nal life , wherein the powers of his soul may find their tnue 

purpose and · f t1lfilment. Ja es Martineau in his Study of Re 

ligion illustrates thae point with a very apt parable : 

••r go down to one of the great docks which line the water
front of New York , and there I find a · little vessel, which is 
of weak construction, manned by a scant crew of three or four, 
laden with -prov is ions adeq m te for a week only , equipped with 
means for meeting the hazards of only the lightest seas. I 
know at once, from the whole character and outfit of this ship, 
that she is a coaster, bound for no more distant port than 
Balti~ore or Portland. Close by , I see another vessel of quite 
a different character. She is superb in every rope and timber, 
b u ilt with a streng th calculated to withstand t h e mi ghtiest 
gales that blow, manned by a larg e and diciplined crew, and 
stocked wit h p r ovisions that mi ght last a ye a r or ~ore . And 
here a gain I know at once, from the mere ap pearance and equipp~ 
rn ent of the s h i p , t hc3.t she is a merchantman bound for the most 
distant ports of Africa a nd Asia. 

So also with man! Is i t not true of him , as of the mer 
ch a n t~an , t ha t t h e equippment points with perf e ct accuracy to 
the character and direction of t h e voyag e? 11 

' 

~e come n ow to what we call p roofs of Immortality. By 

proofs, we admit we do not mean the kind of inductive· demon

stration that is common to modern science . Immortal life is 

by the very nature of its being be y ond the conscious experi

enc e of th i s ~1re sen t life. It cannot be seen , heard, explor

e d , a,nd therefore its real existence cannot be demonstrated . 

See James Martineau's Study of Religion, Vol. 11, · 
pa.g es 34 7-59. 



All hope, therefore, or proving immortality, as the scien

tist proves b is laws of physical phenomena , by act1al ex- . 

periment , must be abandoned. But tbis method of observation, 

expermentation , and induction are not the only kind of proofs 

at our d"isposal . Scholastic philosopb y offers t e best of 

proofs. Here the soul is considered as the ultimate substan

tial principle of everv activity. By ultimate principle is 

meant the last ground , ~he top root fro ~ which everything 

else flows. By substantial is me.ant not bulk, or length or 

breadth etc., but it does mean, as its latin root sub et 

stare would indicate, "to stand beneath' . Substance there

fore is the permanent subject of successive modifications, 

it is tha.t which is ca.pable of subsistence, of standing by 

itself, it is that which does not need a further subject of 

inhesion. 

Now the question is , is this vital principle simple and 

spiritual, and hence immortal? In the first place as to the 

s im 11 l i c i t y o f the so u 1 . 

Simplicity is defined as some absence of compositi~n~ 

that is , not made up of parts. To prove this we argue from 

the nature of the effect back to the cause . If the acts 

themselves of the soul have no sp ce nor p rojection, the 

cause must be e qual in this perfectabili ty. For example, 

acts of the mind , the rational activity of the soul, such 

as ideas of loyalty, beauty, justice etc., acts of judg

men~ an act of phychological reflection, and cts of the 

will, are effects simnle, a.s far a s absence of parts is 



concerned, a.nd therefore demanding this same simp licity in 

their cause, the soul. 

Spirituality presupposes simplicity, and at the same 

time a dds something to it. A spiritual substance is one 

not made up of parts , and intrinsically independent of mat 

ter. Spirituality a nd simplicity, therefore, are not con

vertible terms, for while every spiritual substance is simple, 

every simp le substance is not spiritual. For example ; the; 

soul ·of an animal is so boind up and immensed in matter that 

it can function only con-jointly with that matter . The soul 

of man , however, in its existence and it at least some of its 

activities is intrinsically independent of matter. It is the 

subject and source of many spiritual activities, and must , 

therefore, be spiritual also . For exa mple we are capable of 

forming ideas of the abstract, the niversal, a nd the particu

lar. Can ideas of this nature be formed by any material facul

ty1 The answer is no. They are t hemselves spiritual, and de

mand a spiritual cause. Also ta.ke for example the wi 11. If 

the soul is entirely i mmersed in ma tter, b ow can t he will ever 

desire objects above the material, such as lustice for Justice's 

sake, God , happiness? Also the very freedom of the choice of 

the will shows a spirit ual faculty, for all matter is necessi

tated. 

Now as we have defined immortality before it means . th2 t 

the soul will not die, will not be destroyed, but wil] con

tinue in n endless, conscious existence. Dea th, or the ces

sation of life, 111ay be brought about in two ways: (1) by 



corruption, (2) by annihilation. So it is only by one of 

these two way~ that the soul wo~ld cease to live. The propo

sition to be pro ved, therefore, is that the soul cannot be 

corrupted and it will not be annihilated . 

By corruption is meant dissolution into arts , which may 

happen directly or i ndirectly . Direct corruption will in

vol~e two things, somethin~ was broken up _ into either its 

integ rant parts or its constituent parts. For examp le fire

wood burning reduces wood to i t s essenti 1 and quantative 

elements. Indirect corruption c cnsists in destroying the 

subject directly and the accidents i ndirectly t hereby. For 

example a ball of snow. The color and shape cannot be de

stroyed directly, the subject in which they inhere must be 

destroyed. The color and shape are mere ace idents of the 

subject. 

By annihilation is meant destruction so complete that 

the object destroyed absolutely ceases to be. Science knows 

of no instanc e of such complete destruction. 

So the question of i mmortality resolves itself into this: 

can the soul be d irectly corrupted, indirectly corrupted, or 

will it be .completely annihilated? We have already proved the 

simplicity of the soul, its absence of parts. Direct corrup

tion involves a breaking u p into parts . The inference is ob

vious. How can a simn le soul be broken up into parts? . There

fore it cannot be destroyed by direct corruption. 

Nor c n t h e soul be destroyed by indirect corruption. 

If we could destroy the soul indirectly it would mean that the 



soul was an a ccident of the body. But again , we have proved 

that the so 1 "is not an accident. but a substance, a.nd there

fore cannot be destroyed by indirect corruption. 

The so u l of an animal ceases beca1se the animals soul 

is not spiritual. Its functions are material , dependent on 

material organs. Hence when these or gans cease to function 

there is no reason for the soils continued existence. But 

in t h is respect the soul of man is different, it has reason 

for continued existence. During its existence in t he body 

it had functions above the material , so after t t e body is 

separated from the soul, why should the soul not continue to 

perform these functions? It is · only reasonable to conclude 

that it will. 

Now comes th~ final step. Since the soul cannot be de 

stroyed by corruption, if it is to be destroyed at all, it 

m1lst be by annih ila tion. Just what is annihilation? Actual

ly it is the withdrawing of the p ower wb i ch keeps a thing in 

being, the withdrawal of a power from a thing upon wh ich pow

er the thing essentially depends. Now upon just what p ower 

does the soul essentially depend . It is intrinsically inde

pendent of matter. This power upon which the soul depends is 

none othe r than God . In fact God a lone is the only power 

c~;pable of anni h ilating anything. No action of man 's can 

result in nothingness. But how do we know that God wil~ not 

destroy the soul? The answer is simply this, were He to de

stroy the soul He would thereby be . contradicting Himself , and 

this is inconceivable of a Supreme Being. Ve can judge God• ·s 



intentions towards the soul by a study of the soul's nature, 

by its acts, aspirations, yearnings, desires etc. For ex

ample all men yearn for happiness. This springs from mans 

very nature and is never satisfted here. Would it not be 

most unreas ona,ble for God to have placed this in man, and 

still, through no fault of man's, never to allow it to be 

satisfied? Is there not, also, a final sanction to the moral 
. . 

law, a.nd an adequate one? Does not reason demand that we 

conclude that Justice, when not administered here in this 

mortal life, will be administered in tbe spiritual life to 

come? This argument does not, of course, prove the sou~ to 

be eternal or immortal, for gustice could be done in perhaps 

a certain length of time, and does n ot necessarily de mand im

mortality. But, if the soul can exist for even one moment af

ter death, why can it not exist forever? It has been by re

lying upon conclusions such as these that men have come to 

trust in immortality a s an necessary outcome of man's nature 

and God's wisdom . 

Proving the reality of immortal life does not put an end 

to all inquiry. At this point there arises the highly i~port

ant question as to whether immortality is universal. Is it 

reality for all men born into this world, without discrimina

tion, or for only a selected few? Is it a natural or an ac

quired characteristic? Is it an inheritance upon which men 
. . 

enter, or a prize whic h they are challenged to win? In short, 

to use the techinical phrase, is the immortal life to be re

garded as absolute or condi ional? 



In anci e nt Pa.gan my thology, immortality, a.s a state of 

continued and -glorified existence, was the happy fate reserv

ed for king s a nd heroes, a.nd those immediately associated with 

them. All the rest of mankind constituted a n incong lomerate 

mass of being s who were consigned to a g reat pit benea tb the 

earth, where they were not actually a nnihila ted, but doomed to 

a condition so close to extinction that they co u ld hardly be 

said to live at all . Certainly there was nothing in their 

existence whic h even remotely suggests what we now mean by 

immortality. 

Late r on the conception changed so that t h e division 

of souls wa s due to a n ethical distinction. Immortality, in 

the t.nue sense of the word, is here confirmed to t h ose who 

are a ble to attai n to certain exalted standards of moral worth 

or meet certain vi g orous conditions of spiritual salvation. 

1he aristocra tic view of immortality, so characteristic 

of t h e 9agan world, was , of course, overthrown once and for 

all by the sweeping democracy of t he Christian g ospel • . Jesus 

calling fisherman and publicans to his band of disciples, -

St. Ambrose ref using t h e g reat Theodosius admission to his 

church until the emperor had repented a nd atoned for his sins

St. Franc is crowning with rede mpthre love the poorest of the 

earth ' s inhabitants. Hence t h e impossibility of conceiving 

that the immortal life was condi tione.d upon anything wh.ich even 

remotely reflected the class or c a ste distinctions of human 

society. If there are any distinctions, they must be moral 

and not t,Oc ial. 



To assert that all men are immortal does not in any sense 

involve the as·sertion that sinful men are to escape the ~ nal

ties of their sins. It is simply to declare that the penalty 

is not des true ti on. Universalism ~ds that the punishment 

comes to purify , not to avenge, that the deeper the sin, the 

more terrible the punishment and the longer postponed the hour 

of recovery. 

Just what immortality will be like we cannot say, further 

than that it will be a condition or a state of the soul. It 

is reasonable to conclude that the soul will have the same ac

tivities and functions in the future life that it has in the 

present. P hysical senses with their limitations and weaknesses 

will have gone . Only a state of pure existence will be left. 

To believe that death is the end, is to accept, whether 

we will or no, the whole sum and substance of materialism. 

To accept the spiritual interpretation of life is at the same 

time to accept .the immortal hope . These things belong together, 

as the part belongs to the whole and the whole to the part. 

The final and perfect justification of the idea of immortality 

is its immediate kinship with that great family of ideas which 

thought of God; it matches the conception of the soul; it har

monizes with the ideals of truth, goodness, and beauty; it 

answers to the noblest dreams and as pirations of the human 

spirit. Therefore and therewith it is true! 
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