





God 1s one and the world He has created 1s also one. You see, we be-
lieve in the universe. This idea did not exist before the revelation given
m the Bible. If you look at ancient cultures and civilizations, they did
not really have a concept of the universe. You can take examples from
classical Chinese painting. If you look at classical Chinese pamting, what
you see 1s different things being portrayed. You see different things, but
they are not connected. Why are they not connected? Because those
painters do not have a sense of universe. They saw events, of course.
And they could describe them. But they did not see how they connected
with each other. Because they did not have a picture of a one God who
was the creator. But we who believe in Jesus also believe that everything

15 connected.

Now this does not mean that we understand how it is connected, but
we know that it 1s. And we know that if the connection 1s broken, then
there is no meaning in the universe. It has to fit together. And this is why
modern science, for example, can only exist if you believe there 1s a uni-
verse. You see, there are some people, traditional people who believe
that the world 1s held on the back of an elephant. It’s a very interesting
idea, but, who holds the elephant? You see, they never ask this question.
But we as Christians have to have a complete picture of our universe,
which means that even things that we do not understand have a purpose.

Therefore my life has a meaning.

One of the saddest things in life is to meet somebody who says, “No-
body cares about me.” You know, in traditional societies, old people
are very highly honoured. And this is a very interesting phenomenon

because in a way it 1s compensation, because old people are not really
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good for anything. They cannot work. Young people have to take care
of them. And so a reason for their existence has to be found. And so
we respect them for their knowledge. We respect them for their exper:-
ence. But you know, in this generation, our generation, this tradition
1s being lost, Bbecause we live in the first generation of human history

where young people (teenagers) know more (things) than their parents.

When I was eighteen or nineteen, I was useless to my father. Because
I did not know anything that he did not know. I could not do anything
that he could not do. And as far as he was concerned, I was just some-
body who cost him money. I mean, he gave the money. He was happy
to do that. But I could not really give him anything in return. But you
see, 1n this generation now, this modern generation, this has all changed
because of technology. You see, when I have a computer or a phone,
to me, these things are a mystery, because they didn’t exist when I was
young. So when they go wrong, I don’t know what to do. The only solu-
tion 1s to find the child because the child has learnt in school what to do
with this. And it’s very humbling for me to realize that somebody who 1s
twelve years old knows more about computers than I do. But I am glad

about this in a way, because we have discovered a use for children.

Children are important. Of course, they have always been important,
just as old people have always been important. But now, we as older
people are forced to recognize this. And I think this is a good thing be-
cause it shows us that in the purpose and plan of God, there is a place
for everyone. And this is the meaning of the universe. You see? You are
important. You have a place in the plan of God. And you cannot say to

God, “I am too young.” You cannot say to God, “I am too old.” You



cannot say to God, “I have not got a PhD.” You see? Those things, if's
fine. It’s good to have them. But you have a place i the plan of God

whether you have them or not.

This is why we preach the gospel to everybody. If we did not believe this,
we would go around and we would find the best people for our church.
We would say, “This person has lots of money. We want him.” Or,
“This person has a lot of education. We want him.” And we would build
a church on this basis. But what does the apostle Paul say when he writes
to his churches? He says, “Look around you. There are not many rich.
There are not many intelligent people. But God has chosen the foolish
things of this world to shame the wise.” Why? Because everything and
everybody 1s important to God. You are not an accident in the universe.
You are not a mistake. God made you for a purpose. And you and 1
have to know this. Because it is living that purpose which is the basis of
our life. I don’t know what God wants to do with you in your life. God
1s not gomg to tell me this. Why should he tell me when he can tell you
what you should be doing in your life? But that God wants something

from you I am certain, because God did not make you without reason.

This I believe. And this 1s what I am trying to find out, “What is the rea-
son, why God made you?P” And I ask this question because I believe that
God made everybody for a purpose. And so you are important to me
because you are important to God. So I cannot say to you, “Oh, I'm not
talking to you. You don’t matter. You're not important.” Because you
belong to somebody who thinks you are important. In fact, he thinks
you're so important that He sent His son into the world to die for you.

You see? This 1s the heart of our theology. And why we have to think
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this way? In order to live with each other in the night way. What I
think about you comes directly from what I know about God. It
1s because I know that God loves you and made you for a reason,
that I'm commanded to love you also and respect that reason.
And this 1s the foundation of our life as a church. We need each
other because we are important to God. You see, this 1s the practi-

cal application of our belief that God created the world.

Now, God also made you and me i His image and likeness. What
does that mean? Well, of course, I don’t look like God. And you
don’t look like God, either. We are limited human beings. So the
connection between God and me or God and you is not at this
level. The link is a spiritual one. And when we talk about having a

personal relationship with God, this is what we are talking about.

About ten years ago, I was bitten by dog on my leg. And six weeks
later, I was bitten again by the same dog on the other leg. This is
what happens when you don’t kill the owner. Because, of course,
the dog was just doing what dog do. I said to you, everything has
a purpose. So I said, “What 1s the purpose? What 1s God teach-
mg me i this?” So I suppose God was giving me an example I
can use in preaching. Because, you know, there are a lot of peo-
ple today who say that human beings are just highly evolved ani-
mals, that really there is no big difference between a dog, a horse
or a man. We have just evolved in a different way. I even heard
one person say that Chimpanzees are superior to human beings.
Why? Because they can pick things up with their feet. I can’t do

that. You know? So, therefore, the chimpanzee is superior to me.



Now, what 1s wrong with this? And I thought to myself, “the dogs.”
“The dog.” And I said to my students, I said, “I'm going to give
you a choice. Either you can be bitten on the leg by a dog, or you
can bitten on the leg by me.” Of course everybody laughs. And I
said, “Why do you laugh? If you are thinking purely physically,
the choice 1s clear. I have a small mouth. My teeth are not very
strong. I could bite you but it wouldn’t hurt very much. You would
hardly feel it. Whereas the dog has a much bigger mouth, the dog
has sharper teeth, and you will suffer from the dog. So of course
you were going to choose me and not the dog.” And everybody
says, “But that’s crazy.” Well, I said, “Yes, of course it is crazy,
but why 1s it crazy?” And the reason it is crazy 1s because I'm sup-
posed to know better. If a dog bites you, the dog is doing what dog
do. But if I bite you, I'm doing something that I know 1s wrong.
Now, what is wrong with it? Because I am made in the image and
likeness of God, and so I am supposed to understand that this is

not the way to behave when you are dealing with another person.

Now, you see, when you put it like this, the whole question of
evolution finds its own answer. Because even the most highly de-
veloped animals do not have this thing m them. They are not
made m the image and likeness of God. But it is a wonderful
thing to be made in God’s 1mage, because we have a connection
with God. God made us m order that we would have a relation-
ship with Him. But then we sinned against God. And you see,
when a being who 1s that high goes wrong, then the result is much
worse. Because if a dog does something that God does not want,

nobody really thinks much about this. You know, you just kill the
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dog. And that's the end of the story. But if a human being does
something that God does not want, then this is a tragedy, because
this 1s not supposed to happen. And it means, of course, that our

relationship with God is broken because of this.

In your relationships with other people, if something goes wrong,
it can be very hard to put it right. Sometimes it goes through many
generations. You will find people in one village who are fighting
people in the next village. Nobody knows why. But probably two
hundred, three hundred, four hundred years ago, something went
wrong. And ever since then, they have been fighting each other.
And we see this sometimes i families. You know, sometimes
we see brothers or sisters, they don’t talk to each other, because
something has gone wrong in the past. And as the years go by,
we forget it. We don’t remember why we’re not talking to them,
but we're still not talking to them, because the relationship has
been broken, and trying to put that back together is very difficult.
Because once it is broken, you cannot really put it back together

again.

(to be continued...)
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Non-Christian Views of Death

In fact, The Weather Man is a very telling movie. It unveils the ab-
surdities in a life overshadowed by death, and attempts to embrace this
nonsensical life and all the contradictions therein. The Funeral, a 1984 Jap-
anese film directed by Itami Juzo, the famed master of black comedies,
poignantly depicts the outrageously absurd behaviours of the friends and
family of the deceased in the aftermath of his death. In one of the climactic
scenes, the protagonist, son-in-law to the deceased, runs into the woods
with a woman who has come to help out with the funeral, and starts having
sex with her in a most bizarre and repugnant way. This black-comedy film,
like The Weatherman, presents life as death’s sick joke. Our culture today,
as earlier asserted, has come to live with this poignant universal reality by
giving it a fine mask—a “superstitious sugar-coating”, to paraphrase Helm.

It is worthwhile at this point to examine some philosophies of death
in history and in other cultures, and how the particular one in our own (West-
ern) culture has come to be as it is. This survey is not meant to be exhaus-
tive. In particular, | will avoid dealing with other religions, because that will

raise many questions beyond the scope of this article.
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Plato as one of the most influential philosophers in occidental history
may serve as a good starting point. His view of death is intimately related to
ethics. He comments: “No one knows whether death, which people fear to
be the greatest evil, may not be the greatest good.” * Elsewhere he writes,
“...1 have good hope that there is yet something remaining for the dead,
and, as has been said of old, some far better thing for the good than for the
evil.” ®*This hope, of course, has an ontological grounding. However, under
scrutiny, Plato’s ontology is evidently speculative. He claims that the visible
world is but a reflection of pure Ideas, which exist outside the visible world of
particulars. This ontology is based on linguistic analyses of proper names,
but, as Bertrand Russell rightly points out, these analyses reveal Plato’s
lack of understanding of philosophical syntax.® Moreover, | see little reason
to postulate any judgment or reward in the afterlife on the basis of the ontol-
ogy of Ideas.

Though the seed of Platonism has perpetuated in various schools of
thought through the millennia, it is the pre-Socratic philosophy of Heraclitus
that came to dominate Western culture in the latter part of the modern pe-
riod into so-called postmodernity. Whereas Plato and Parmenides believed
in eternity after life, Heraclitus taught
that nothing is eternal except the Fire,
which is not a substance but a process
of eternal flux: the only thing that re- '
mains perpetual in this world is change,
as “you cannot step twice in to the same ¥
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river.” This Heraclitan doctrine remained an under-
dog in most parts of Western history until Hegel and
Nietzsche, with the latter having a greater impact
on our view of death today. In So Spake Zarathus-
tra, Zarathustra, a saviour-evangelist figure bearing
structural resemblances to Jesus of the Gospels,
encounters a dying ropedancer whose body is de-
formed by falling from the high rope. The dying man
says to Zarathustra, “I have known for a long time
that the devil would trip me up. Now he will drag me
to hell: Would you fend him off?” ® The saviour-hero answers, “On my hon-
our, friend, there is none of any of this of which you speak: there is no devil
and there is no hell. Your soul will die even quicker than your body: now fear

Nietzsche in Basel, c. 1875.

nothing any more.” ® Zarathustra’s “good news” brings the man comfort as
he dies in peace.

In this anecdote Nieztsche echoes with Heraclitus that nothing is
perpetual except the endless flux of life and death. Nietzsche and Heraclitus
thus share a similar ethic of proud self-mastery. Nietzsche’s Superman is
able to break free not only of his desires but also of his rationality in order
to determine at will his own state of being. This Superman-ideal, along with
Nietzsche’s view of death, go hand in hand with Nietzschean perspectivism,
which claims that since there is no God, no judgment in the afterlife, there is
no absolute truth or morality—everything is just a perspective.

While Nietzsche’s ethics was that of an egocentric asceticism with
contempt towards instinctual desires, his view of death and his perspectiv-




.

:&,ﬁmw m—-‘- ..~...->«~=r_‘_'____.._‘:_'

ism easily led into moral relativism and materialistic hedonism. In our culture
today, for instance, the autonomous self-definition of the Superman is trans-
lated into cheap As-Seen-On-TV commercial slogans like “Define your own
body.” Our culture, following Nietzsche, talks of death frivolously as if there
were no judgment after life, and in doing so it seeks to mask the poignant
reality of death and find a good excuse for moral relativism and materialistic
hedonism. As long as something brings happiness and causes no harm to
anyone, it is morally irreproachable, because there is no afterlife.

However, Nietzsche’s perspectivism, which is inseparable with his
view of death, is admittedly irrationalistic. The will of the Superman is able to
transcend over all rational categories and dictate the values of truth. Echo-
ing with Protagoras, Nietzsche’s Superman is “the measure of all things.”
This extreme egocentrism and irrationalism causes Nietzsche to see the
world as full of contradictions and absurdities—one may wonder whether
this has to do with his mental state in his later life.

The world after Nietzsche went crazy with him. His view of death
brought Hitler into the world. (On this note, Heraclitus’ other philosophi-
cal descendant, Karl Marx, caused approximately 100,000,000 unnatural
deaths through Stalin and Mao alone). Denying the existence of hell after
death, the great philosopher only brought hell into this present life.
Nietzsche’s cynicism is passed down to the existentialism of the previous
generation and the deconstructionism of our generation, as expressed in
movies like The Funeral and The Weather Man. Under this view, life has be-
come death’s sick joke and a preview of hell. Zarathustra’s “good news” of
the absence of an afterlife not only fails to serve as a comfort for the dying,
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but also the absurdities of life makes death and dying all the more repug-
nant and detestable. It seems, under this view, that the only way to live is to
shun or sugar-coat the reality of death and unhappily try to embrace its dark
humour in life.

A Christian Perspective on Death and Dying
Genuine Engagement with the Reality of Death

Christianity does not pretend that death is a painless end to all
things, nor does it adopt a Platonic attitude of heroic self-confidence in the
face of death. Christianity stares at death right in its face without any attempt
to disguise its poignancy. The Qohelet does not pretend that death’s sick
joke—the “vanity of vanities”—is something that we can learn to embrace
(Ecclesiastes 2:16, 3:19, 4:2, 7:1-2, 8:8). The Psalmist frankly admits that
this life overshadowed by death is “but trouble and sorrow” (Psalm 90:10).
The apostle describes death as a judgment of sin (Romans 1:32, 5:12-21,
6:21-23); it is the “enemy” (1 Corinthians 15:26); it carries a poisonous sting
(1 Corinthians 15:55-56). Death boasts of dominion over humankind, and
human beings are powerless before the face of death (Romans 5:17). Helm
offers a penetrating explanation of the horror of death:

While coming death is obvious, and thus is something which is natural
and expected, it is also unnatural. For death brings our life, which is
the gift of God, to an end... Death may be natural, and necessary, yet
i’g_does not represent the true fulfillment of mankind. It is not inevita-

» p i e = .._.‘.__‘_.:‘_-‘_\



ble, part of a biological process that could not be otherwise. It is a
judgment... This is borne out by the fact that, with the exception of
suicide, death is not sought. We may on occasions wish for it, yet at
the same time we shrink from it as something terrible... It is laid upon
us, it is an intrusion.”®

It is true that Christ has triumphed over death, but, as Helm points
out, He has not removed the need to die." Death always carries an acute
sense of grief and loss. How Christ responds to the death of a loved one
should teach Christians that death is no occasion for celebration. “Jesus
wept” (John 11:35). Our Lord wept so bitterly, that he out-wept all the other
weepers, who marvelled, “See how he loved him!” (John 11:36). Could
Jesus possibly not have known that He was about to raise Lazarus from
the dead? Did He not know that eventually He would triumph over death
for all those who believe in Him? He who is the Lord of life and death wept
before the tomb of Lazarus. Helm comments that “it ill becomes those who
are followers of him who groaned and wept at the grave of Lazarus to talk
glibly about the death of anyone.”

(to be continued...)

4_ Plato, The Apology of Socrates. [On-line] available at: www. wsu. edu/~dee/GREECE/APOLOGY.
HTM.
5. Plato, Phaedo. [On-line] available at: www.greece com/library/plato/phaedo_01._html.
6. Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2000), 142.
7. Ibid., 63
8. Friedrich Nietzsche, Also sprach Zarathustra in Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari, eds, Sdmtlische
Werke—Kritische Studienausgabe in 15 Banden, Bd. 4 (Munich: Dt. Taschenbuch Verlag, 1980), 22.
Translation mine.
9. Ibid.

- 10. Paul Helm, The Last Things: Death, Judgment, Heaven and Hell (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth,
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No author can predict who w i1l read his book, but the aim of this one is

to reach those who would not normally find systematic theology appealing
or even comprehensible. Technical terminology has been avoided and the
cen explained as simply and
lImark of classical literature and can be seen at
s was the Word, and

concepts underlying it have b directly as possible.
Profound simplicity is the ha
sospel according to John. “In the beginning

its best in the €
‘I Nothing could be more

the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
d than that, yet the depths of what it means
|, Only when we grasp 1ts simple profundity

straightforwar have never been
fully sounded by the human mind
can we begin to understand the Bible and appreciate why it remains the inex-
haustible source and wellspring of our spiritual life.
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Some people want to say that Paul is here describing the spiritual struggle
of unbelievers before they come to Christ, as if such people are constantly
ng. That interpretation is

frustrated by trying to do the right thing and f.

mistaken because it goes against the plain words of the text and contradices

our experience of spiritual life and death. A spiritually dead person does
Even if he knows what good is and
bili : hi im for the
s to what is achievable. This is what the

not suffer from any such inner conflic

to achie

:d by h
lapts his go,
sus” day, and

Pharisces were doing in | is why he condemned their good
intentions so severely. It is only the spiritually alive person who knows what
spiritual death really means because he understands that he cannot modify

his goals in order to make them attainable. If God is present in our lives, then

we have to accept that his standards must be ours, and that in our fallen state
we cannot do what we know is right. We did not struggle with this uneil we
wnd the problem only when Christ

discovered Chirist, and we started to unde

“discovered™ us. It was then that we came to realize that we must cling to him

for salvation because, without him, we could never have done the right thing
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From the Christian standpoint, Islam is 1 regression from the saving
message of Jesus Christ to something altogether more

fiver limited. It is a religion
b justice rather than of love, of fage s daeligion

. rather than of forgiveness and restora- 1
tion to new life, Like Judaism, it is a religion of law more than of salvatic
by grace, and so from the Christian point of view j .
gospel of Christ, not an advance on it. In some ways it is virtually a retrear
into the Old Testament, where God cannor be knu;vn directly and all corr':-
munication between him and us comes through incermediate beings, such

as angels or jinn."* Shorn of such doctrines as the Trinity and the divin‘ity of :

Christ, Islam can justly claim to offer jrs followers a simpler form of mono- '
theism than Christianity does, but the price it has paid for this js the loss of
any personal relationship with God and the abandonment of the good news
that we have been saved from our sins by the shed blood of Jesus, Islam claim;
that Muhammad was a prophet who was closer to God than any human being
before or since, bug Christianity claims that Jesus Christ was (and still is) God

n of sa lvation
regression from the !
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