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Introduction

Death, a bitter truth about human life, follows us like our own shadow and has a hundred percent success rate. It is the greatest leveller - it stalks the rich and the poor, the educated and the uneducated, the young and the old, and the religious and the irreligious. It is no respecter of race, color or creed and brings all to the same level. Many are terrified by death and die many times in life with the fear of death, before they actually die. Many others do not even like to think or talk about death. But when some dear one dies, we are all forced to think about it. Solomon, a man of great wisdom said, “It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, for death is the destiny of every man; the living should take this to heart.”
 Job asked, “If a man die, shall he live again?”
 This question should be taken seriously, because if there is nothing beyond the grave, death becomes our final destiny and life becomes meaningless. That is why there is longing in our hearts for life after death. Our ancestors in India cried out saying, “Mrithyorma Amrithangamaya,” which means “From death lead me to life or immortality” (Brihadranyaka Upanishad, I. iii. 28). But are there any good reasons and evidences to believe that there is life after death?

Are there reasons and evidences to believe that there is life after death?

It is indisputable that there is a universal longing for life after death. Except for the few who commit suicide for various reasons, all human beings have an intrinsic desire to live and live on. If there is no life after death, then we cannot explain this desire and it cannot be satisfied. What does this universal human desire to live reveal about our nature and destiny? Lewis who taught at both Oxford and Cambridge said, “ . . . we remain conscious of a desire which no natural happiness will satisfy. But is there any reason to suppose that reality offers any satisfaction to it? “Nor does the being hungry prove that we have bread.” But I think it may be urged that this misses the point. A man’s physical hunger does not prove that man will get any bread; he may die of starvation on a raft in the Atlantic. But surely a man’s hunger does prove that he comes of a race which repairs its body by eating and inhabits a world where eatable substances do exist. In the say way, though I do not believe (I wish I did) that my desire for Paradise proves that I shall enjoy it, I think it is a pretty good indication that such a thing exists and that some men will. A man may love a woman and not win her; but it would be very odd if the phenomenon called “falling in love” occurred in a sexless world.”
 So our longing for eternity does indicate that death is not our final destiny and that eternity is real. If death is our final destiny, then to those who are dying we cannot offer any words of hope and comfort. Even if we do, those words would be meaningless or baseless.
Out-of-the-Body Experiences (OBEs) or NDE (Near Death Experience) may not prove that there is life after death. But they do give us strong indications that there is such a thing. In OBEs, people who were revived after serious accidents, or patients who ‘died’ for a few moments on the operating table, while undergoing critical surgery, claim on recovery that they had a glimpse of the afterlife. In the 1970s thanatologists, those who study what happens after death like Raymond Moody, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, Maurice Rawlings, etc., did a lot of work on cases of NDE and published some best-selling books. These experts make conflicting claims. But the fact that doctors, psychologists and psychiatrists are now studying these phenomena that have been ignored for long shows that we cannot ignore them. There are at least indications of life after death that OBEs provide. 


There is a powerful argument that physicalism or materialism (because of which atheists think that death marks the end of life and is our final destiny) cannot be true; it refutes itself and destroys its own credentials. If the brain is nothing but blind atoms (as materialist argue), we have no reason to trust it when it tells us about anything, including itself and atoms. Thus, if there is nothing but atoms or molecules in motion, we have no reason to believe there is nothing but atoms. So materialism is not true. This means that there is immaterial reality (spirit or soul) too, which need not be subject to the laws of material reality, including the law of mortality.
 I think we have a reasonably strong basis to believe that we have an immaterial aspect to our being (soul) which survives physical death. But between the two most popular views of the afterlife (reincarnation and resurrection) which is more plausible?

Life After Death: Reincarnation or Resurrection?

Let us now take a critical look at reincarnation and resurrection in the remaining space.

Reincarnation or transmigration or rebirth of the soul: It is a widely accepted doctrine among Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, and Sikhs. Some Greek philosophers like Plato too held this view and termed it metempsychosis, change of souls. There are finer nuances in which all the above groups differ from each other. The Hindu view is that all life is essentially one – plant, animal, and human life are so interconnected that souls are capable of ‘transmigrating’ from one form of life to another or one body to another including the mineral bodies. We are bound to the cycle of births and deaths (samsara) by karma and hence it is also called karma-samsara. In all 8.4 millions rebirths are possible, according to some puranas. If karmic debt is paid off, then the soul is liberated or attains moksha. In the Upanishads, the soul either returns to the earth through the way of the fathers (pitr-yāna) or gets liberated through the way of the gods (deva-yāna). The Gitā also teaches reincarnation: “Just as a person casts off worn-out garments and puts on others that are new, even so does the embodied soul casts of worn-out bodies and takes on others that are new.”
 On this view, the soul is eternal. Are there any evidences offered in support of this view and how valid are they? 

Critical evaluation of the claimed evidences for reincarnation: The main evidence we find in the reincarnationist literature is retrocognition (hypnotic regression – the achievement of retrocognition or past life memories/recall through hypnosis or spontaneous past-life recall among children), knowledge (memories as some would say) of the past achieved through some paranormal means. Every now and then we read reports of this in the News Papers. There are some books that list examples of this.
 But there is one assumption that is rarely questioned: that cognition implies presence, that is, if I remember a past life, then it has to be my life. There is the fallacy of non sequitur – ‘it does not follow’ here. Cases of retrocognition are generally manipulated into ‘proof’ for the reality of past lives. If we could show beyond reasonable doubt that some of the best examples of retrocognition are cases where reincarnation is impossible, then we need not look to reincarnation for an explanation.
 We need to look to alternative explanations instead. Even Stevenson, who through his research compelled the otherwise skeptical academic world to consider the hypothesis of human survival after death and its subsequent reincarnation as a distinct possibility, admits that the question regarding the cases of retrocognition whether they are memories of what the subjects have heard or learned normally, of what they have experienced normally, or of what they have experienced in a previous life is still unanswered.


Some of the best examples of retrocognition, for example, Peter Hurkos, actually exclude the possibility of reincarnation. Hurkos was accurate in his knowledge of past things, events, and people a startling 87-99 percent of the time and the form of his knowledge is strikingly similar to that of the ‘memories’ that supposedly point to reincarnation. But the problem Hurkos creates for the reincarnationists is that he possessed knowledge of people, places, and things that existed after his birth. Moreover, he was capable of ‘remembering’ intimate details of the lives of tow or more persons who lived simultaneously.
 Can any one argue that he obtained such knowledge during a previous life? In fact, reincarnationists do not dispute the psychic abilities of Hurkos and their argument that cognition indicates presence, that is, ‘I could not know it unless I was there’ is falsified by the evidence he offers. Psychic research provides us with many similarly documented cases, where people have experienced cognition of events and people in the distant past, the recent past, the present, and the future. In these instances reincarnation is the least plausible explanation.


The only other evidence that the reincarnationists present is the appearance of birthmarks.
 A rope burn on the neck could indicate that a person was hanged in some previous life; a series of what appear to be healed-over bullet wounds could mean a person was shot in another life. However, unless the reincarnationists first show that there is some mechanism that enables a reincarnated personality to reproduce physical scars on the new body, they cannot use this argument. And no such mechanism is know to explain how marks can be transferred from one body in one life to another in another life. 


Keeping this lack of indisputable evidence in view, many look for alternate explanations for the evidence: Fraud, Cryptomnesia, Genetic ‘Memory’, Extrasensory Perception Plus Personation, and Possession. Stevenson repeatedly admits the possibility that the alleged cases of reincarnation may in fact be instances of spirit-possessions, 

although he personally favors reincarnation as a hypothesis.
 

Resurrection followed by eternal existence: The Christian view of life after death is that there is a continuation of conscious personal existence after death and the hope of lifer after death rests on God’s promise of the resurrection of the body, though personal existence continues between death and the resurrection in some ‘intermediate disembodied state’, in which those who are saved are with God.
 On this view, the body-soul being is immortal, because God sustains in existence. Those who are redeemed in Christ by faith and through grace are destined to life again in renewed, transformed bodies after death. The pattern for the resurrection of believers in Christ is the resurrection of Christ himself, whose body was raised from the dead on the third day. The nature of the resurrected bodies is mysterious, but it is generally believed that there will be both continuity and discontinuity between our current earthly bodies and our future, glorified, resurrection bodies.
 Our present bodies that will be sown into the ground as ‘perishable,’ will be ‘raised imperishable’. They will be sown as ‘natural bodies’ and raised as ‘spiritual bodies’ (1 Corinthians 15: 42-44). It is in these new, glorified bodies that we will be in the presence of God forever. Even those who do not have a relationship with Christ will be raised with new bodies with which they will be away from God (in hell) forever (John 5:24-28). The hope of resurrection and life everlasting is great. But do we have a basis for this?

The Final or Most Reliable Proof: The Resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ: In 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11 Paul talks about the day in future when the believers in Christ would be resurrected. In 1 Cor. 15: 12 – 19, Paul draws out the implications of the truth or otherwise of Christ’s resurrection, showing that it has the most practical of implications for us. 

If Jesus did not rise from the grave, then Paul’s preaching is useless, their faith is futile, they remain unforgiven, all Christians misrepresent God, dead Christians are finished and live Christians are deluded. If Christ did rise, he is alive to be encountered (verses 4ff.), he has cleared our accusing past (v. 3), he had broken the fear of death (v. 54), his resurrection is the pledge of our own (v. 22), he can change human heart or give us victory over sin (v. 57), and he has a plan for our lives (v. 58). So the importance of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead for our everyday concerns can’t be exaggerated.
 This perhaps was why Prof. Joad, a former broadcaster and philosopher at London University, when asked who of all the past figures in history he would most like to meet, and what he would most like to ask him, said that he would most like to meet Jesus Christ, and he would want to ask him ‘the most important question in the world: “Did you or did you not rise from the dead?’”

Christ’s resurrection shows that death is not the end. Throughout history humans have been wrestling with the question: is death the end? Are we snuffed out like a candle, or is death the doorway to some future life. Arguments, speculations, séances, and so on are aplenty. But there would be only one certain way to find out – if someone had died and had come back, not just to die again in due course, but as the undisputed vanquisher of death. Jesus Christ had accomplished just that. He returned from the grave and demonstrated that there is indeed life after death. By his resurrection, victory over death Jesus has ‘forced open a door that had been locked since the death of the first man. He has met, fought, and beaten the king of death. Everything is different now because he had done so. This is the beginning of the new creation: a new chapter in cosmic history has opened’, as C. S. Lewis wrote in Miracles. The day of the resurrection of Jesus, the Lord of life, the first Easter Sunday is the day death died. The fangs of death were drawn and its finality reversed.
 

Men need no longer dread death, because there is life after death in the one who defeated and de-fanged death. Easter indeed is the day when death, in all its fearsome finality, died, and a way was opened up to the country of eternal life for which so many had longed, but of whose existence there was no clear proof. Paul had put his finger on this truth when he wrote, ““Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 15: 54-57). Elsewhere Paul speaks of Jesus as one ‘who has destroyed death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel’ (2 Timothy 1: 16). The writer to the Hebrews makes a similar point when he says that one of the main reasons why Jesus came to share our flesh and blood was ‘that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage’ (Hebrews 2: 14ff.). So the resurrection of Jesus does give us a firm basis for our hope of afterlife, the living Christ does remove the fear of death, and transform our attitude to bereavement and everything else in life like suffering, loneliness, injustice, and so on. All this sounds great. But did Jesus really rise from the dead? 

Did Jesus really rise from the dead? It is because of this significance of resurrection to Christianity and humanity that anybody who wants to disprove Christianity, tries to disprove resurrection. For example, Frank Morrison, an English lawyer, journalist, and atheist set out to disprove resurrection to disprove Christianity, did his research, examined the evidence and finally wrote the book Who Moved the Stone? (Faber & Faber, 1930), for a totally different purpose - to prove the resurrection. He argued very powerfully for the truth that Jesus Christ rose from the dead bodily to live forever in the glorified body (Rom. 6: 9; 1 Cor. 15: 35 – 54; Luke 24: 39). There have been many more people like this through out our history who tried to disprove resurrection and ended up proving it. 

Here is what Thomas Arnold, Author of History of Rome and once professor of History at Oxford University has to say about the evidence for resurrection:  “I have been used for many year to study the history of other times, and to examine and weigh the evidence of those who have written about them; and I know of no one fact in the history of mankind which is proved by better and fuller evidence of every sort, to the understanding of a fair enquirer, than the great sign that God has given us, that Christ died and rose again from the dead.”
 
 
The Transformed Lives of millions of people in history are a powerful proof of resurrection. Down through the centuries the power of resurrection has been transforming lives and such transformed lives stand as living proofs of the power of resurrection and hence of resurrection itself. Here are some examples: The first disciples, Saul or Paul, Malcolm Muggaridge, C. S. Lewis, Sadhu Sunder Singh, Unnikrishnan, Sudhakar Menon, and Bhaktha Singh.

Conclusion: The fact of Christ’s resurrection proves that death is not our final destiny and that in Christ we have hope of life after death or life ever lasting. Christ said, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; . . . ” (John 11: 25). Jesus assured his followers that their destiny is linked irrevocably with his own. He said, “In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it is not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And when I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you ma be also” (John 14: 2-3). His resurrection proves that he is able to perform what he had promised. Because He conquered death and lives He can give us life. There is nobody like Him. So there is no hope of life after death apart from Him and the only alternative is eternal death or separation from God, the source of life, joy, and all good things. 
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