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Has Christ made

DEATH

our friend?

1

Brad Jersak

reader asked if the gospel news, “Christ is
Arisen!” has somehow made death our

“friend’? | have reservations about calling
death a “friend,” but it is well worth doing an
autopsy on death to explore how Jesus’ death and
resurrection fundamentally changed (1) our
relationship to dying and (2) the nature of death
itself.

We'll find the mystery of death easier to parse if
we begin by distinguishing the event of dying
(passing from this life to the next) from death
as an afterlife destination once feared but now
conquered by Jesus Christ. So when I refer to
dying, keep in mind the transition between worlds,
but when I use death, I'm referring to what happens
or where we go after we die.

Let us look first at how death is not our friend,
then explore how dying may become our friend
and finally, how we might best orient ourselves to
death and dying.

HOW DEATH IS NOT OUR FRIEND

Why is the statement “death is our friend” not
true? Most obviously, in Paul’s “resurrection
chapter” (1 Corinthians 15), Paul calls death an
enemy and, in fact, the last enemy to be destroyed!
(verse 26) Death is our enemy until the very end.

Second, the New Testament response to death is
not described as befriending it. Rather, through his
death and resurrection, Jesus conquers death—
abolishes it (2 Timothy 1:10) and swallows it up!
(Isaiah 25:8). On this, Paul is unequivocal.

Third, the event of dying is still grievous. Yes,
we may imagine dying as natural, like “falling
asleep” or “passing through” a gateway into the
joy of Mount Zion (see Hebrews 12:22-24). But
the causes of dying are usually unnatural, cursed
experiences. For example, the following table
lists by percentage the top 10 causes of dying
globally:

Ischemic heart disease 12.8%
Stroke / cerebrovascular disease 10.8%
Lower respiratory infections 6.1%
Chronic pulmonary disease 5.8%
Diarrheal diseases 4.3%
HIV/AIDS 31%
Trachea, bronchus, lung cancers 2.4%
Tuberculosis 2.4%
Diabetes 2.2%
Traffic accidents 2.1%

Which of these ways of dying could we ever call
our friend? None! So yes, we long for Paradise in
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the presence of God, but if these
ways of dying are the doorway,
what shall we say? Are dying and
its ominous causes inseparable?
Or is dying perhaps a grateful
release from those cursed causes?
Truly, death and dying are
complex—a mystery! We're left
asking, “What, in fact,
is “death”? And how has the
nature of death fundamentally
changed through Christ’s death
and resurrection?

“Where, O death, is your
victory? Where, O death is
your sting? [Gone!]... Thanks

be to God! He gives us the
victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ.”

—1 Corinthians 15:55,57

HOW DYING MIGHT BE OUR
FRIEND

We may not be ready to embrace
death as a friend, but it’s worth
considering how the statement
“dying is a friend” might be partly
true. Three points bear
considering.

If death is an enemy, how
might dying be a friend? The
answer hinges on (1) an altered
relationship to death, (2) a
change in the nature of death
itself, (3) and Christ’s denial of
death as a reality.

1. Christ has forever altered
our relationship to death.

While death is not our friend,
through Christ, the scriptures say
that it has “lost its sting.”

This is not to say death causes
no grief or that grief doesn't sting.
That's another issue. The sting of
death, in Jewish contexts, came
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with the belief that death entails
either non-being or worse, a
gloomy afterlife in Sheol—the place
of the dead. In Greek imagery,
Hades was a fiery dungeon and
personified as the god of death
(similar to our “grim reaper”).

When taken literally, death’s
sting is our bondage to fear of
death (“death-anxiety”), common
to humanity. Gratefully, Hebrews
2:14-1S tells us that Christ came to
free us from death and the fear of
death. Although death remains
an enemy, it is no longer a tyrant
we need fear.

2. How Jesus’ resurrection
changes the nature of death

The victory of Christ has forever
changed our relationship to
death and fundamentally altered
the nature of death itself. Death is
no longer our terrifying destiny.
In Christ, death itself has
changed. While death once meant
“consigned to the grave,” in Paul’s
view, to dieis to be “present with
the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8).
With Christ’s conquest of hades,
death is no longer our final
destination or inevitable destiny.

Jesus said, “I am the
resurrection and the life. The
one who believes in me will
live, even though they die;

and whoever live believing
in me will never die. Do you
believe this?”

—John 11:25-26

In Christ, death is defanged and
reduced to dying—it's no longer
a place you go. Now, our mortality
opens a doorway from this life
into an entirely new reality—a
destiny in God’s care we can
accept and embrace.

Whereas death was thought to
be our descent into hades, dying
becomes our promotion to God’s
throne of grace. That is the
new reality, and if that reality
IS ourreality (everyone dies), we
can reframe dying as our rebirth
from death to life. Dying is much
more than a trauma where our
spirit is torn from our body, but
instead, to be subsumed as the
labor pains of our delivery to joy.
In Christ, dying has become a
birth canal.

3. Christ’s denial of death

Another prominent theme in
the NT is Christ’s denial of death
altogether. While we all die, Jesus
promises that death (or
“perishing”) is something we
will not experience:

Clearly, Jesus didn’t mean
Christians won't experience
the event we call dying, but
rather, that our destiny is not and



never will be death in the “house of
death.”Referring to our old
notions of death, Jesus promises,
“You won't perish. That’s not going
to happen to you! That’s not where
you're going!”

This may be why Jesus resists
referring to dying as death. Rather,
Christ usually calls that episode
in our lives “falling asleep.” He
won't concede to calling it
“death” because in the power of
his rising, he holds the keys of
death and hades (Revelation 1:18).
Christ entered death to plunder it
and forever end its reign.

This is how the NT deals
with death-as-destiny. But this still
leaves us with the reality of our
personal journey through the
event-of-death. Do we fight that
tooth-and-nail? Do we embrace it
without reservation? At the end,
is it a grotesque curse that we
resist to the end? Or can the
gateway of our mortality become
a friendly entrance to heaven?

HOW WE COME TO ACCEPT
THE REALITY OF DYING

Once we see that death has been
vanquished, we see it cannot be
synonymous with three ongoing
challenges:

(1) the causes of dying

(2) the experience of dying

(3) the grieving process

These inevitable realities remain
grievous and in need of God’s
compassion and comfort. And we
only welcome dyingin light of
our equally inevitable and more
glorious resurrection.

Dying is no longer associated
with death, but is seen as our
transition into glory.

That said, when confronted
with the cursed causes of dying, we
tight them in every way—through
prevention, medicine and prayer.
But when the causes of
dying have done their work,
we enter an irreversible end-that-is-
not-the-end. We can be assured

we're bound for Paradise. Instead
of fretting and thrashing against
reality, we practice acceptance and
surrender (to God, not to death).
Thus, dying itself becomes an
occasion for an experience of God’s

presence. Christ now stands at the

door, and in a real way, IS the Door.

SURRENDER: A POSTURE
TOWARD MORTALITY

In our experience, the tension
between fighting for a healing or
accepting and processing the
grief of dying can be unbearable
and leave us doubleminded.
Those who want to maintain an
atmosphere of healing may lapse
into denial and try to approach
healing faith through a sort of
spiritual willfulness that we
mistake for faith or authority.

In that case, the sick or dying
person often feels emotionally
abandoned, shamed, or refused
permission to process the reality
of their pain.

Our cover article features

the art of ]. Kirk Richards.
Readers can visit the artist’s
gallery at www.jkirkrichards.com
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On the other hand, those who have simply despaired
of life or are afraid to pray for healing may also leave the
sick or dying with a similar sense of isolation. Their fate
is prematurely sealed by fatalism, and they are
abandoned to their disease and despair. Either error
can be worse than dying!

But what if we don’t need to discern when it is time
to surrender a loved one to dying because instead, we can
always surrender them into the care of Christ, both in life
and in death?

As Christ-followers, we never need to surrender
to disease, dying or death because our surrender is
always, only to God. We don't need to calculate our
transition from fight-mode against disease into
acquiescence to dying. And we don’t decide when it’s
time to despair because we never do.

Rather, we live in constant surrender. We offer our
healthy children and our ailing loved ones into God’s
care at all times. We surrender dying friends and family
into God’s care—as we always have—with an openness
and expectancy that “surrender to God’s care” always
gives them (1) the best odds of a divine healing or a
medical success, while also (2) enjoying the peace of
God’s loving presence whether they battle disease or
undergo dying.

PRESENCE: A MORE LIFE-GIVING PATH

A healthy path through life’s “final portal” begins with
“presence.” As caregivers, we begin with our
compassionate presence in their situation, to their pain,
to their needs. And we continue embodying “God’s felt
presence” throughout, whether the journey leads to
healing or becomes the pathway of dying in God’s
arms. The way we practice this presence is through
attention, openness and receptivity to the presence of
Emmanuel—God with us.

When we have practiced that posture of surrender,
presence and expectancy, we occasionally see a dramatic
healing. But more importantly, if we can stay present
and attentive to the sick and dying AND to God’s
nearness, the dying don’t feel abandoned. We'll avoid
heaping shame or striving onto the unhealed and their
loved ones.

We need not flip-flop between fighting and despair,
because it all about surrender to the embrace of both
human and divine presence. More than that, we need not
worry about whether death or dying are enemies or friends.
Instead, we focus on the presence of the living Christ
with us through every experience. Q

Brad Jersak is an author, editor and teacher for PTM.
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Memory Albums

Bradley Jersak with Wm. Paul Young

Do you ever have trouble remembering good
things about someone? You know there had to
be some good in them, but it feels impossible to
recall a single instance. This is especially true of
someone we were close to after they hurt us.
Maybe it was an abusive parent or a spouse
who betrayed us. Remembering good things
might even feel unjust, a self-betrayal in the
shadow of harms they did. It's a sure sign that
some part of us still needs healing.

Our friend, Paul Young (author of The Shack),
shared a profound insight. When we experience
repeated traumas from those we rely on, we
begin to create a memory album—snapshots of
their offences. Each episode is stored and
accumulated in this “record of wrongs.”

Meanwhile, any kindness or service they do
feels like a lie, so we set those memories aside
in a second album and forbid ourselves from
opening it. To do so creates confusion and
double binds. Those memories threaten the
consistent narrative we create for our offender.
But the choice to close “the good album”
imprisons us in the trauma of the pain album.

Paul had sincerely forgiven his fundamentalist
father for the rage and violence he experienced
as a child and they had reconciled to a great
degree. But | don’t recall hearing any good
stories about him. To me, he just sounded like a
monster. Then one night, as Paul surrendered
his dad into God’s loving care, something
changed. He caught a glimpse of the other
photo album and refused to turn away. He lay
awake all night as our Papa God (as Paul calls
him) flooded him with memory photos of dad—
venturing into a snowstorm to help someone,
being a good storyteller, praying constantly for
those who betrayed him, and working hard to
overcome his own history so Paul received
these memories.

When Paul shared these beautiful stories with
me, it felt like he was describing another man—
virtually a saint! How was this possible? Grace
flowed as Paul became willing to see that good
doesn’t erase evil, but it does overcome and
redeem it! He didn’t have to deny the sorrow of
the first album, but the goodness of God in the
second album offered the gift of cleansing tears
and a redeemed memory.
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What is the “False Self”? by Richard Rohr

HE FALSE SELF is all the
I things we pretend to be

and think we are. It is the
pride, arrogance, title, costume,
role, and degree we take to be
ourselves. It's almost entirely
created by our minds, our
cultures, and our families. It is
what’s passing and what’s going
to die, and it is not who we are.
For many people this is all they
have—but all of it is going to die
when we die.

When we buy into the false
self and overidentify with it, we
have to keep overidentifying
with it, defending it, and
promoting it as “the best.” The
false self is overidentified on a
social level, a corporate level, a
national level, an ethnic level.
There is the Catholic false self,
the Protestant false self, the
American false self—we can pick
on whatever group we want.

Many people in the United
States really think that God has
shed unique grace on our
country—but have they ever
walked outside our borders?

There’s plenty of grace to the
North and the South, in Europe
and Africa. Grace is everywhere!
When I was growing up as a
Catholic boy in Kansas, we
viewed all Protestants as heretics
who were going to hell, but then
[ grew up and met a few nice
Methodists, and I found out they
thought [ was going to hell too!
It’s just laughable.

We have to undercut the
illusion right at the beginning,
and when we do that, we discover
the True Self “hidden with Christ
in God” (Colossians 3:3). Our True
Self in God becomes our
touchstone and absolutely levels
the playing field. It gives us a new
set of eyes.

We each have different faces
and different colors of skin; some
of us have hair, some of us don't;
some are tall, some are a little
shorter. If we are living out of the
false self, all we can do is measure,
compare, evaluate, and label.
That’s what I call dualistic
thinking, and it's where our
world lives. Many people think

that all they have are these
external costumes—but when we
put on the eyes and mind of
Christ, we have a new pair of
glasses. We can look around and
know that the world is filled with
infinite images of God. Isn't that
a nicer world to live in? It's the
ultimate political-social critique.

I hope we're all moving in the
direction of knowing who we
really are, letting go of our
preoccupation with how we look
or measure up. As we come to a
deeper acceptance of our True
Self, we know our identity comes
from God’s love, not from what
other people think or say about
us. There’s nothing wrong with
wanting to present our best face;
in fact, my mother would be
disappointed if she thought I
were saying otherwise.

We just can't take any of it too
seriously.Q

Adapted from Richard Rohr’
Immortal Diamond (Center for
Action and Contemplation,
Albuquerque, NM).
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Pastoral Perspective

GregAlbrecht

Did God Forsake God?

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
—Matthew 27:46

QUESTION

Thank you for all the great resources you provide.
I'm trying to reconcile what seems to be Jesus’
“forsakenness” or the estrangement/alienation of
God and Jesus on the Cross. How are we to interpret
the Cross in light of his “cry of dereliction”?

RESPONSE

My sense is that we should approach this (or any)
debated statement with a Christ-centered
interpretation. The following seven assertions are
my attempt to do so:

1. Jesus was and is God (see John 1:1-3). He was
never not divine, and forever will be divine.

2. In his humanity, Jesus was and is God incarnate,
fully human in every way.

3. In their deity (divine nature), the Father, Son and
Holy Spirit are eternally One God—co-equal, co-
eternal and co-essential—in three divine Persons.
They share one essence, one nature, one substance.
They were and are and forever will be perfectly
“one,” in perfect unity and harmony. All that exists
flows from the Father through the Son and in the
Holy Spirit. This is the collective biblical revelation.

4. Given these revelations, how can God—eternal,
perfect and uncreated—become human—mortal,
imperfect and created—in one person?

Confronted with this question, early Christians
believed and proclaimed that Jesus Christ was one in
nature (homoousios) with both God (the indivisible
Trinity of Father, Son and Spirit) and with humanity.
The two natures are united in Christ’s one undivided
person (hypostasis). Thus, early Christians believed
that Jesus was and is both “very man and very God.”
Not as a 50-50 hybrid, but perfectly and fully divine
and perfectly and fully human—the singular
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revelation of God in Christ, the incarnate God, in
the person of Jesus.

S. Thus, according to the biblical evidence, for the
Father to literally “forsake” the Son is not possible.

6. What then did Jesus mean in his last cry to his
Father? Had God forsaken God? The answer comes
by recognizing that, from the Cross, Jesus directly
cites a verse from Psalm 22:1. Jesus, in his humanity,
was expressing “felt abandonment”—a very human
experience of feeling distanced from God. But we know
in his divinity, Christ was then, as he forever had
been, one with the Father and the Holy Spirit—
without division then or ever.

Nor were Jesus’ two indivisible natures torn apart.
Rather, as God Incarnate, he entered the human
experience of abandonment for our sakes. He knew
by experience every human feeling and emotion,
quite apart from the divine logic that makes
forsakenness by the Father and the Holy Spirit
impossible—for him or for any of us!

On the Cross, Christ experienced humanity in a
way that divinity does not—in the weakness of
human flesh. He suffered as every human suffers.

7. Did Father God forsake Jesus in his suffering? No,
but that sense of “felt absence” is part of the profound
significance and meaning of the Cross. Jesus knew
that he was not being “abandoned” in totality, for
he completely trusted his Father. He said to his
disciples, “You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not
alone, for my Father is with me” (John 16:32).

Jesus applied Psalm 22:1 to the specific and
existential events he was enduring—being mocked,
beaten and tortured, pierced and having lots cast for
his garments. But he was also fully aware of the
totality of Psalm 22, including the punchline in
verse 24: “For he has not despised or disdained the
suffering of the afflicted one; he has not hidden
his face from him but has listened to his cry for
help.” 0

Greg Albrecht is President and Pastor of Plain Truth
Ministries.
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