The Destiny of the Soul after Death in the writingg=athers of the Church of the East

Introduction

Life after death is an elusive reality; there & clear dogmatic teaching in Christian
tradition on what happens when we die. Theologangrious traditions — Assyrians, Greek and
Latin—have elaborated about the soul after death it intermediate state (i.e. the period
between when we die and the world's end) andHifesaven.

There are four everlasting aspects to be remembenen pondering this subject, which
are:Death JudgmentHell, andHeaven The study of these is called eschatology, whmmes
from the Greek wordgschatawhich means “the final things.” We have to bigamind that the
reality of heaven and hell is a speculative thepltit is found implicitly in Sacred Scripture
and Apostolic Tradition.

Traditionally, judgment is divided into two parisidividual (particular) judgment and
final (general) judgment. The greatest exampleasti€ular Judgment is that of the Good Thief,
who was promised paradise right after death bysJ€uist. The latter is what might be called
the cosmic perspective — the big picture aboubhysthe end of time, and the manifestation of
the new heavens and new earth, the final judgnvemth is given on the Last Day, when all
men are summoned before the Judgment Seat of Christ

It has to be clear that tlessentiacharacteristics of paradise, hell, and heavehatthey
are statesof being rather thaplaces which is what is commonly perceived and represeim
human language. This languageptdceis inadequate to describe the realities invohsage it
is tied to the temporal order in which this worlttave exist.

This article represents a modest attempt to pteékerteaching of the Church of the East
concerning what awaits a man after death. We sisallof the patristic sources of the Church of
the East reflecting on the state of the soul afeaith.

Common Elements among Church fathers of the East

Generally, Syriac fathers held a tripartite divisiof man: body, soul and spirit. This is
based on St. Paul’s triad of body, soul and sffirifthess 5: 23). Death is referred to as a state of
sleep, in which there is a semiconscious knowleafgehat is happening, as in the case of a
habitual ‘light sleeper.” Though dead, there sgease of being “asleep;” the body which diseases
can plague has come to an end. It becomes a cangsgecomposes, passing away into dust, but
it is not altogether lost. The time will come whiémvill be resurrected, spiritualized and made
incorruptible, at the time of the final judgmerBut the soul, preserved in life, as it is now, is
without corruption. Syriac tradition portrays Rdise as a sacred temple, a cosmetic mountain,
and a Garden of Eden. The Syriac fathers, in thew of humans in tripartite divisions of the
body, the soul and the Holy Spirit, therefore podi¢hat the body dies yet the soul and spirit
live.

Syriac fathers, like Aphrahat (d. 345), Ephrem3d3) and Narsai (d. 502/3), refers to
Adam prior to the Fall asabrz, which can refer to infancy, yet which is usedehenly to
connote Adam’s naivety, a lack of experience arsdetnment. Before the Fall, Adam was not
perfect in terms of spiritual maturity; he only hid@ potential tdbecomethe heir to Eden. For
instance, Ephrem describes Adam and Eve as a “ygongle” in direct contrast with the
serpent’s cunning wisdom, which implies thatung has a connotation of “gullibility or



inexperience. Narsai, does not recommend his readers to gotoatle original Adamic state,
and he is not interested, in imitating childrerorder to enter the kingdom.

For Narsai, ‘Eden is but the waiting rocnfior the righteous: the state of things in Eden
did not represent God'’s final and perfect willthe life which Adam may have had, had he not
eaten from the tree, is not the same life whichrigleteous will lead in the kingdom on high.”
To the early Syriac fathers, humanity's perfectgogeen as a final, ultimate goal which can only
be attained after a life has transpired and agtiteof time.

To the Syriac fathers, humanity's perfection isnsas a final goal ultimately realized at
the end of time, not at the starting point or a& thoment of creation. God intends to guide
humanity through a process of learning and educatioorder to reach its final objective,
heaven. The first couple's short stay in Paradigeart of this process aimed at giving them a
foretaste of a perfect life. Hence, humanity'dguion is the final, ultimate goal, only able te b
achieved in the hereafter, not at the starting tpamd certainly not, then, at the moment of
creation.

1. Tatian the Assyrian (d. 173)

Tatian was born in Assyria of pagan parents, arakived a rhetorical education,
acquiring a reputation for learnedness. He tradelledely, and in Rome became a student of
Justin Martyr, and a member of the church. He wassidered an apologist for the deity of
Christ, along with Justin and Clement and otheTatian later broke away from the Roman
church and returned to Mesopotamia, where he ekedsasiderable influence around Syria and
Antioch. His writings exercised a strong influermeer the Syrian church up until the fourth and
fifth centuries.

Tatian maintained a tripartite division in mankindwhich was comprised of the soul,
the body and the spirit. In regard to the relatlop among these three components, Tatian
emphasized the closeness of body and soul andé¢dempinant role of the spirit.

According to him, “the human soul is complex, swhple. It is composite in order to be
manifest through the body. For it [the soul] conllver appear by itself, without the body; nor
will the flesh rise again without the sodl.” Tatian affirms that the soul and body are
inseparable in thought, in fact and in hopeThe soul is what binds the flesh and the flesh is
the dwelling place of the souHis writings mention that the body cannot ris¢haut the soul
seeing by means of the physical eyes of the bddhe spirit takes the central position; in fact,
the soul is preserved by the spirit, for the sgidmes from above at Baptism while the soul’s
birth comes at the time of earthly existence begirisrth.

He further explains that the image of God in man ot identified with rational and
immortal soul, as held by many early fathers, bugibg the temple of the Holy Spirit He
states: “The character of man’s nature is suchif like a temple, God is pleased to dwell in it
by the Spirit, His Ambassador. But if it is notchua dwelling, man is superior to the beasts only
by virtue of articulate speech; otherwise his wélife is like theirs, as one who is not an image
of God.™
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Titian’s rejection of the immortality of the Soul

Tatian rejects the natural immortality of the sdwdld by Greek philosophers who
believed in the pre-existence of the soul andutsigal after death due to its superior part of its
being. Tatian ironically stating that if the Greekaintains that only the soul becomes immortal,
“| declare that the flesh also does withSt.He explicates his standpoint by claiming thah
soul had no need to God’s creator act in ordertaecinto existence since it is endowed with
power of pre-existence, as claimed by Greeks, theéoes not need an act of creator in order to
come to life after death since it can continuenlgvon its own power.

Hence, Tatian affirms that the “soul is not imnagrbut mortal O Greeks. Nevertheless,
it is capable of not dying. If it does not knowettruth, it dies and is dissolved with the with
body.” The soul is capable of dying and not dying isedadepends upon its relation to God.
The life giving spirit of God grants the soul trepebility life after death.

Fate of the Body and the Soul after Death

At the time of one’s death, there is a dissolutbthe soul and body; the body and soul,
in life, must abide together because they are ssety united and complementary. However,
death holds an immortal punishment. At the Restioe, the spirit comes back to raise the
bodies of the righteous up while the wicked aredemnned to death in immortal punishment.
Whereas the righteous will rise up with the bodg aaul reunited, the wicked must face eternal
death.

According to Tatian, the eternal life doesn’'t mdmng for ever in heaven after our
earthly existence comes to end. It means livingealow and always. Although for Christians,
death is a dreadful reality to contemplate or ngag#, nevertheless, it is far less appalling
prospect when a person dies with total separatibm @od. Hence, death for Christians, is a
door to access to the life and joy eternally witbdGwhile for non-believer is a complete
frustration and emptiness of life without God.

2) Aphrahat the Persian Sage (d. 345 AD)

Aphrahat was a prominent Christian figure and vared Syriac writer, in the first half of
the fourth centuryin the Persian Empire. Ephrem’s contemporary,rApét initiated a native
Syriac literature. He is best known for his twetityee Demonstrationsor treatises on
theological, ascetical and disciplinary subjedte wrote hisDemonstrationdetween 336 AD
and 345 AD.

The Tripartite Division of Man

Like Tatian, Aphrahat set forth a viewpoint of taristence of a tripartite division of
humanity: the body, the soul and the Spirit (thedtperson of the Trinity). Aphrahat stated that
a person at his natural birth (physical birth)nsl@ved with a soulish spiritri(kha nawshanaita
~haras uai) Which is the principle of natural life (Geneg&i¥). At baptism (spiritual birth), a
person is then endowed with the heavenly spiré,Hbly Spirit, the third person of the Trinity (1
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Cor 15: 44), through which we become the sons angjltters of God by adoptioruls =)
and are incorporated into Christ’'s body and sharélis mission. Hence, until Baptism, the
Spirit is absent from all born of the body and w#main absent unless they come to this
regeneration of baptism.
Aphrahat states iDemonstration¥/I:

The Spirit is absent from all born of the body lthiey come to the regeneration of

baptism. For they are endowed with the soulishitdfriom] the first birth, which [spirit]

is created in man, and is immortal, as it is wnift#Man became a living soul" (Gen. 2. 7,

cf. I Cor. 15. 45). But in the second birth-thgtaf Baptism-they receive the Holy Spirit,

a particle of the Godhead, and it is immortal. Wheen die the soulish spirit is buried

with the body and the power of sensation is takemfit. The Heavenly Spirit which

they have received goes back to its own naturthe@resence of Christ. Both these facts

the Apostle teaches, for he says: "The body iseblusbulish, and rises spiritual” (I Cor.

15. 44). The Spirit returns to the presence of €hits nature, for the Apostle says:

"When we are absent from the body we are presehttie Lord" (Il Cor. 5. 7). Christ's

Spirit, which the spiritual have received, goeskbticthe Lord's presence; the soulish

spirit is buried in its own nature, and is deprivafdsensation.' (293. 2-24, Parisot's

edition)

The State of the Body and Soul after Death

At the state of death, which Aphrahat refers td'sksep,” the spirit, which was added
through baptism, goes back to Heaven, its orighadditat. The heavenly spirit returns to “its
own nature, at the presence of Christ.” This cphég based on 1 Corinthians 15:44 and 2
Corinthians 5:6-7. 2 Corinthians 5:6 states whenane absent from the body, we are present
with the Lord.

With death, the soulish spiritvfuisai ~xen) is buried with the body and the power of
sensation is taken from it. At death, the soul diedepart from the body. Similar to Tatian,
Aphrahat argues that they are buried together. é¥ew Aphrahat continues to discuss the lack
of sensation. The soulish soul is deprived off#oalty of distinguishing between good and evil.
This means that after death a person cannot tedt vghgood from what is evil in this state of
sleep, since the soul is buried in its own natueia deprived of sensatidnHowever, a lack of
sensation doesn’t mean an absolute emptiness stiousness during the sleep.

This theory also asserts that the righteous m&rnwigh a good conscious and sleep well,
walking alert and refreshed at the ResurrectioneyTare expecting their future of salvation even
while they are sleeping. To the contrary, the witknen are restless and disturbed, for they are
uneasy with a sense of foreboding and impendingndodo a certain degree, then, the soul
remains active in the period of death.

Two Types of People: awaiting Praise versus Punistent

Aphrahat uses the parable of the two servantst(léat 24:45-51) and the ten virgins
(Matthew 25:1-13) in elaborating about two grougspeople who are awaiting praise and
punishment. Although, according to Aphrahat, afteath the soulish spiritukha nawshanaita
is buried with the body, nevertheless the conditaord the state of soul—blessedness or
tormented—is determined by the soul's relationsloipGod and by the way it has spent its
earthly life. Aphrahat on the parable of the tengias, he demonstrates the final destiny of the
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two groups is based on the manner of which theyeweaiting for the second coming of our
Lord. The people who ready for the arrival of Jeswill admitted to Heaven and those who are
not will be destined to hell. Aphrahat illustratéss notion of expectancy based on the parable
of the two servants in Matthew 24: 45-51, one obmhis expecting punishment and the other
praise from their lord in the morning.

Aphrahat states iDemonstration®n Faith
And when you have read and learned the works tf,fgou may be made like that tilled
land upon which the good seed fell, and produceid dr hundred-fold and sixty-fold and
thirty-fold. And when you come to your Lord, He mawll you a good servant and
prudent and faithful, who on account of His faithat abounded, is to enter into the
Kingdom of his Lord

Hence, we find an allusion to particular judgmemitich is the experience of the individual at
the time of his or her death, at which time God d&cide how the soul is to spend its time until
the Second Coming of Christ. In Syriac traditidms judgment occurs on the third day, while
for Eastern Orthodox on the fortieth day, aftertdea

3) St. Ephrem (d. 373)

St. Ephrem of Nisibi&? acclaimed as the “Harp of the Spirit,” the “Piltafrthe Church,”
the “prophet of the Syrians}is one of the most prominent theologians, exegates above all,
religious poets of early Eastern Christianity, dhd best known of the Syriac Fathers in the
Western world. St. Ephrem is increasingly recagdias one of the greatest theological poets in
history as well as a source of inspiration for sdditerature.

The Tripartite Division of Human Nature

Similar to Tatian and Aphrahat, Ephrem holds athtthat there is a tripartite division of
man: the body, the soul and the Holy Spirit. WIikgahrem speaks of the three persons of the
Trinity, he relates their activity to a tripartitgew of humans, namely, that they are spirit, soul
and body: “The three Names are sown in three wewyshe spirit, the soul and the body,
mysteriously. When this trinity within us is pested by the Three it dominates even the
sword."?

The soul loves its dwelling place, the body. Wiies soul gets on well with the body,
the soul expels the evil, indwelling demon, andliin invites the Holy Spirit to dwell within
both—the soul and the body.

Unlike Aphrahat who connects the spirit to Baptigphrem traces the root of the spirit
back to Genesis 1: 27 which states that God “fasddchim with His hands and He breathed a

% Aphrahat, Demonstration | (on Faith).
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soul in him!* In his Hymns on ParadiseEphrem underlines the important of the soul to
enhance and complete humanity. He says:

When the hand of Creator fashioned and formed ¢laly o that it might sing hymns to
its Maker, this lyre was silent and had not voiodjl at last. He breathed into it the soul
which sang therein. Thus the strings acquired doand the soul, by means of the body,
acquired speech to utter wisdom. When Adam wadl ithings complete, then the Lord
took him and placed him in Paradise. The souldmalt enter there of itself for itself,
but together they entered, body and soul.

Hence for Ephrem, God fashioned Adam’s body outsidBaradise. Yet, when God breathed
into man’s nostrils the breath of life, that is emhhe became a complete living being. God
placed man inside Paradise when he had both—admatig soul.

The State of Death

For Ephrem, death is the split of the three paftsumanity, the body, the soul and the
Holy Spirit. While the Holy Spirit returns to itsriginal place in Heaven near God, as we
observed in Aphrahat, the body and soul have tanbagpther long journey. Unlike Aphrahat,
Ephrem argues that the body and soul must sepiarateath. At the Resurrection, they will
recover their initial companionship.

Sleeping of Souls at Death

For Ephrem, the departed faithful are not deadrbuotersed in a deep sleep that lasts up
until the final judgment. The entire state of lgpimfter death and before the Resurrection is
defined as sleep. Ephrem says: “Your deeper gteeyents you from seeing the multitude of
symbols how she speaks loudly of the ResurrectibnDeath is the period of the soul sleeping.
Sometimes this period of sleep is described as fi@gtspeaking of sleep in terms of overnight
rest of the day laborers, Ephrem articulates hés ity stating that “just as in the eventide
laborers rest, so do they rest for a time in daathi like sleepers waked from their sleep in the
tomb, they shall don glory:?

Light Sleeper (a semiconscious knowledge) of thellSud the State of Death
For Ephrem, the soul remains active even in sleffhe concept ofight sleeper
highlights Ephrem’s position toward the issue aflssleeping. He notes, therefotkere could

14 Ephrem,Commentary orGenesis, Vol 91, 94; Sebastigt, Ephrem the Syrian, Hymans of Paradise
200.

15 SebastianSt. Ephrem the Syriaklymns on Paradisdymn8, stanza8.

16 Ephrem,Carmina Nisibend.XV. 9, CSCO 103, 91.

e 17 Quoted from F. Gavin, “The Sleep of the Soul ia frarly Syriac Church,” in JAOS, Vol 40
(1920), p 105. The period of sleeping is often tifed by Church fathers as the interim or
intermediate period. The state of men's souls #figir departure from the body and before the
Resurrection of bodies at the Second Coming ofstisrreferred to as the intermediate state of
souls. Tertullian (d. 230) speaks about the interim stditdhe soul. To him, the period of death is
viewed as the soul being in exile until the timetefResurrection. Similarly, Origen (d. 253/4), i
his Dialogue with Heracleides, speaks about therimt state of the soul. Hence, Ephrem also
speaks of the soul in its interim stage.



be a semiconscious knowledgé what is happening, just like “a light sleepetit the state of
death, “the body which diseases bring to an end-ewthe soul preserved in life, as it is now,
[is] without corruption.?® However, the soul at death will not possess\ita eenses since is it
is not united to a body wherein the senses carcto@leed.

If the soul, while in the body, resembles an emlawyd is unable to know either itself or
its companion, how much more feeble will it thendpee it has left the body, no longer
possessing on its own the senses which are alslerte as tools for it to use. For it is
through the senses of its companion that it sHioiéls and becomes evident.

The blessed abode is in no way deficient, for filate is complete and perfected in
every way, and the soul cannot enter there [Pahdisne for in such a state it is in
everything deficient —in sensation and consciousnmst on the day of Resurrection, the
body with all its sense, will enter in as well, erithas been made perfétt.

For Ephrem, the soul after the separation fronbtiay (= death) is still endowed with the power
of reason identified metaphorically as a light plea semiconscious knowledge; however, the
soul in this stage lacks any faculty of percepaod memory of the past world. He argues in his
homily Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion and Bardaidhat “if its companion left it when
rational and went to sleep, it lost all its memoryhen it entered the body and was clothed with
their senses, then it gained perception, and & seen in a dream because it has the body; but it
loses its senses in deafi.” He indicates although the soul has semiconsdimgsvledge, it
loses its senses and all memory in death.

The Place of the Souls of the Departed

It is now understood that death means the spth®three elements of humanity between
the body, the soul and the Holy Spirit. We knowttthe sprit returns to heaven, the body is
deceased but the soul is still alive. Where wdl flouls of the departed go?

Ddelightful Mansions (ante-room)

Ephrem speculates about the fate of the soul aéath based on the story of the
repentant Thief who was crucified with Christ (Luk®&:39-43). When Jesus was on the Cross,
he said to the repentant Thief, “Truly | tell ydaday you will be with me in Paradise” (v. 43).
At first glance, Ephrem imagined that he would bd>aradise; then immediately, he raised this
important question: how could a soul enter Paeagighout a body? For Ephrem, the soul
without a body lacks perception to be able to kikaskadise and lacks “true existenég.”

Blessed is the Thief who has freely received thes te Paradise. | imagined that he was
already there, but then | considered how the sanmhot have the perception of Paradise
without its mate, the body, its instrument and fire

18 Ephrem,Necrosima, Opera Omnj&Rome, Ed. 4, p 225. Quoted from Gavin, “The Slegthe Soul,”
105.
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.... See how each looks and attests to the other,thevbody has need of the soul in
order to live, and the soul too requires the badgrier to see and to hear.

.... Though the soul exists of itself, yet withowt dompanion it lacks true existence; it
fully resembles an embryo still in the womb, wheséstence is as yet bereft of word or
thought®*

The soul cannot enter Paradise right after deatméthing imperfect enters Paradise;
being separated from the body, the soul is int@ stdeficiency in sensation and consciousness.
He states:

That blessed abode [Paradise] is in no way deficilem that place is complete and

perfected in every way, and the soul cannot ehieretalone, for in such a state it is in

everything deficient—in sensation and consciousnagson the day of Resurrection the

body, with all its senses, will enter in as welice it has been made perfétt.

Then, the question remains, where is the soul goitmyawait while sleeping from death to
Resurrection?

In his Hymn on ParadiseEphrem indicates that since the soul cannot dnéeadise
without its body, it has to wait for the final Resection in an ante-room to Paradt€e.He
states:

Thus in the delightful mansions on the borders arfaBise do the souls of the just and
righteous reside, awaiting there the bodies thes,Iso that, at the opening of the
Garden’s gate, both bodies and souls might prockaimdst Hosannas “Blessed is He
who has brought Adam from Sheol and retuned hinfPdoadise in the company of
many.” of paradise to await his final bodily Resation?’

At the opening of the gates at the end of time,jaisé and righteous souls will be together and
will rejoice together. At the final Resurrectiohetbody and soul become perfect and, as a result,
can enter Paradise, united.

The Imagery in the Story of Gehenna

Ephrem’s work in the hymn cycle group nan@armina Nisibenagives a glimpse into
the meaning of Gehenna. For him, Gehenna is destéb a holding room of all souls, good and
bad, until the final Resurrection. Ephrem makedistinction between the place of good and
bad souls after death; in fact, both types of sg@asto Gehenna. The holding imagery of
Gehenna is similar to the ante-room imagery.

Satan and Death are personified as guardians eofstluls in Gehenna. Just like a
guardian at the grave of the crucified Jesus, SatahDeath guard all the souls until Jesus
descends and asks His souls to be freed from thiEere the guardianship is rather passive,
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although portrayed through the foreboding figurésSatan and Death. Satan and Death must
obey and fall to their knees when Jesus orders therlease all the captivés.

The Imagery in the Story of Sheol

Similar imagery is found in thBlymn on ParadiseEphrem narrates that “Adam’s Lord
came out [of heaven] to seek him; He entered Saedlfound him there, then led and brought
him out to set him once more in Paradige.”

Ephrem echoes the ransom theory elaborated by €ddirch fathers like Origen, St.
Gregory of Nyssa, and St. Augustine of Hippo whbvawed the atonement as “Christus
Victor” (the Victory of Christ). Essentially, thisheory claimed that Adam and Eve sold
humanity over to the Devil at the time of the Faknce, justice required that God pay a ransom
to free us from the Devil's clutches. God, howetricked the Devil into accepting Christ's death
as a ransom, for the Devil did not realize thati€€hrould not be held in the bonds of death.
Once the Devil accepted Christ's death as a rangusntheory concluded, justice was satisfied
and God was able to free us from Satan's grip.

The State of the Body and Soul at Resurrection

At the time of the Resurrection, “the body andlsmiter again togethef® To Ephrem,
the union of body and soul plays a crucial roleeimering to Paradise. The final union of the
body and soul echoes the Genesis story: “When Adasicomplete, then the Lord took him and
placed him in Paradisé? Similarly, at the Resurrection, a faithful beirsgdomplete since the
soul returns to the body and enters Heaven reunifesl Adam in creation was not placed in
Paradise until his body and soul were sanctiondiclwresemble purity and perfection in God’s
creation of man, similarly, “at the Resurrectiomyttjbody and soul] enter again together.”

Ephrem implies that death is akin to sleeping awdkening to the Resurrection: “One
road, my brethren, lies before us all: from childdounto death, and from death unto the
Resurrection; thence branch out two ways, the ortlegt flames, the other to ParadieOnly at
the final Resurrection, “the body with all its seaswill enter in as well, once it has been made
perfect.’®?

The Final Judgment

Ephrem doesn’t mention where the souls reside &fteist’'s conquest of death in Sheol
or Gehenna. However, he gives a description ofghament for the wicked and reward for the
good. He states “Behold how [the dead] are encesgzhin Sheol, and awaiting the great day,
till He comes to delight in them, and brings hopehe hopeless.” In Carmina Nisibenus, St.
Ephrem makes a distinction between what he calisflimes and Paradise. “One road, my
brethren, lies before us all: from childhood untaith, and from death unto the Resurrection;
thence branch out two ways, the one to the flatiespther to Paradis&” He is herein clearly
suggesting that Sheol is temporary, while Paraaligethe flames are eternal.
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The Letter to Publius, which mainly deals with fast judgment for the good and the
wicked, begins with mirror imagery. He denotes that the souls of the wicked will baar
terrible time in Gehenna. In the Letter to Publj€Ephrem further demonstrates this concept.
Even the promise for the wicked will be grievousawhhey see their masters abased in stéture.
On the other hand, Ephrem acutely describes thartewf the good stating that the judge of
righteousness portrays all the riches in the tmeasiwwuse for the divine children (Letter to
Publius 6-8).

Solomon of Basra (18 century)

Solomon of Basra was the metropolitan of Prath aisklan (Basra) in 1222. In the
Catalogue of Ecclesiastical Works compiled by Ahdibar Brika, he is stated to have written a
number of works but his main piece is tBeok of Bee.It is a collection of theological and
historical texts that consists of 60 chapters disitig various topics including the creation story,
heaven and earth, the angels, darkness, paradide]@3tament patriarchs, New Testament
events, lists of kings and patriarchs, and the filag of Resurrection. A Latin translation of the
Book of Bedby Dr. J. M. Schoenfelder appeared at Bamberg886.lit is based upon Munich
MS only, and is therefore faulty in many places. Bmglish translation made by Wallis Budge
from four manuscripts is available online.

The State of the Soul after Death

In Chapter 56 of thBook of Beealled “Of Death and the Departure of the Soutfithe
Body,” Solomon of Basra doesn’t specify exactly venthe soul abides after death till the time
of Resurrection. He attempts to indicate variousiops that might be stated by Syriac tradition
or Greek or Latin traditiod’

1) Some would say that the departed souls “are tagdn beaven, the region of Spirit.”

2) The soul might go to “Paradise, that is to the @hatich is abundantly supplied with the
good things of the mystery of the revelation of Gaghd the souls of sinners lie in
darkness in the abyss of Eden outside Paradise.cbnicept is held by Eastern Orthodox
tradition.

3) The souls are buried with their bodies. Since sawmés granted by God at the time of
baptism, so in death the souls dwell in Him urii# day of Resurrection. This concept
was elaborated by Aphrahat (d. 345).

4) The souls will stand at the mouth of the graves andit their Redeemer, that is to say
they possess the knowledge of the Resurrectiohedf bodies. This notion is attributed
to St. Ephrem (d. 373).

5) The souls are in a state of deep sleep, which agitlount for a shortness of time; for
some point out that what seems to us on earth gusy long time is to those resting as
if it is merely momentary. According to Syriac titéah, especially to Ephrem, the soul is
in a state of sleep after Death and awaiting Judgay. After death, the souls have

35 Letter to Publius, FC vol. 91, 336; Beck, Das Bilmnm Spiegel bei Ephraem, in Orientalia Christiana
Periodica 19 (1953): 5-24.

36 Letter to Publius 3, FC vol. 91, 340

37 Solomon of Basrah, tH&ook of BegE.A.W.BUDGE (ed. & ET), Oxford 1886, 132.
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“an intermediate knowledge” which is a higher méatatude than that of this world and
yet do not attain consciousness until after theuRestion.

6) Some say that departed souls are like infants wiéste no knowledge. Even knowledge
of the truth by some faithful is ultimately ignonin comparison with the intimate
experience in knowledge of the truth which shall lbestowed upon souls after
Resurrection. Solomon draws this concept most fmglfaom early Syriac fathers such
as Aphrahat, Ephrem, Book of Steps and Narsai.

7) Solomon draws a point from early Syriac fathershsag Ephrem, Aphrahat, and Narsai.
As aforementioned, the early Syriac fathers desdriadam and Eve before the Fall as
Sabe, which we now understand does not convey the mearfirmdpildhood or a single
stage of life but rather it conveys the meaningcbfldishness, naivety, a lack of
experience and a lack of discernment.

The State in which Men will Rise in the Day of th&Resurrection

Solomon describes how the Resurrection is goindpeo First, Elijah will come and
conquer the son of destruction and encourage tievbes, in a period of space and a time which
is known to God alone. Then, the living sign of dord’s Cross will appear, honored and borne
by Archangel Gabiriel. Its light will overpower thight of the sun, to reproach and put to shame
the infidels and the crucifying Jews. He quotesddore of Mopsuesfi&d who said that
“Christ’s victory comes before Hint® He goes on to say:

Then the first trumpet of the Archangel be heasdtyaifies the parable of the wise and
foolish virgin “At midnight there will be a cry, ‘@hold the Bridegroom comes go you to
meet him.” (Matt 25: 1-13). “At first trumpethé sun shall become dark the moon shall
not display its light, the earth shall totter anehtble, the mountains and hills shall melt
and everything shall be destroyed except few hub®ings who shall remain alive, and
whom the Resurrection shall overtake of whom Pasl daid “We who are left shall not
overtake them that sleep (Thes 4: 15), meanin@yalsat those who are found alive at
the time of the Resurrection will not sleep theepl®f death; as the apostle says again
“Behold | tell you a mystery; we shall not all gledut we shall all be changed...

At the sound of the trumpet the firmament will hgened and our Lord will appear from
heaven in splendor and great glory. He will comen with the glory of His divinity as
far as two thirds of the distance between the fimmat and the earth. It is the place where
St. Paul was taken. (2 Cor 12: 2). Christ will makeend to the son of perdition, and
destroy him body and soul, and he will hurt Satachthe devils in Gehenna.

38 Theodore (350-428) was acclaimed in the late foartd early-fifth centuries as the preeminent eteege
of the School of Antioch as well as one of the mrespected theologians of his dae was honored by the
authors of the Church of the East asittierpreter, one who became a model for subsequent East Syibtical
commentators.According to tradition, Theodore's works were siated into Syriac by Makba | and Thomas of
Edessa in the early sixth century. However, théaSyranslation of Theodore’s writings along witie works of
Paul of Samaia, Diodore of Tarsus and Nestorius had already loaered out byTbas of Edessa (d. 457) with the
aid of his contemporaries Probus anghiX. They also devoted themselves to the task o$ka#ing into Syriac the
works of Theodore.

39 Solomon of Basrah, th@ook of Beg133-134.
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The third trumpet is the last, at which the dealll ige, and the living will be changed,
as St. Paul says, “Swiftly, as in the twinkling afi eye, at the last trumpet when it
sounds; and the dead shall rise without corruption, we shall be changét.

According to the opinion of the faithful and gemlerwidespread perception, the
Resurrection of the whole human race will take @léagster than lighting. The generation of
Adam to the latest generation shall arise at teiettampet. Solomon states:

For Christ will not make the world pass away befibwe vivification of the dead, but first

he will raise the dead and men will see with tleges the passing away of the world, the

uprooting of the elements, and the destructioneafviens and the earth and the sun and

the moon and the stars; and from here sorrow vedit to reign in the mind of the

wicked and endless joy in the mind of the righteBus

After elaboration on various modes of man’s Restioa, he states:
St. Paul shewed plainly and laid down an exampléhefResurrection in the grain of
wheat: just as that grows up entirely with allgtery, without any portion of it having
perished, even so we; for the whole of man shsdl with all his limbs and parts, ordered
in his composition as now, only having acquiredffmation from the humors And this
is not surprising, that if an earthen vessel acge# firmness and lightness when it goes
into the fiery furnace, without any change taking iits shape or form but it is lightened
of its heaviness and density, whilst it preservissshape uninjured, so also should the
Holy Spirit burn us in the furnace of theResurrection and drive forth from us all the
foul material of the present (life) and cloth us thi incorruptibility. It is sown an
animal body; it raises a spiritual body. We shalither see nor hear with all our bodily
members although some men have thought that théewaan will be sight and hearing;
but we shall carry out action with these same ukomis, if it happens to be necessary;
although we shall not there need speech and cati@mrsvith one another, because each
other’s secrets will be revealed to*s.

When we die, we undergo what is called the pdercwor individual, judgment. Scripture
says that "it is appointed for men to die once, after that comes judgment” (Heb. 9:27). We
are judged instantly and receive our reward, fasdgor ill. We know at once what our final
destiny will be. Solomon of Basra describes theddtmon of men after the Resurrection before
the final judgment: “he (Christ) will raise the deand men will see with their eyes the passing
away of the world.and fromhere sorrow will begin to reign in the mind of thécked and
endless joy in the mind of the rightedésHe quotes from the book of memorials: “This wded
the world of repentance but the world which is eone is the world of retribution. In this world,
repentance is saved until the last breath, soenatbrld to come justice will be exacted to the
uttermost farthing. As it is impossible to see hstréct justice unmingled with mercy, so it is
impossible to find there strict justice mingled lwihercy.*4

Hence, at the end of time, when Jesus returnsjeadf general judgment will come, to
which the Bible refers, for example, in Matthew 2632: "When the Son of man comes in his
glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sh his glorious throne. Before him will be

40 |bid., 134.
41 |bid., 135.
42 |bid., 136.
43 |bid., 135.
44 bid., 139.

12



gathered all the nations, and he will separate tbeenfrom another as a shepherd separates the
sheep from the goats." In this general judgmemntpat sins will be publicly revealed (Luke
12:2-5).

Does the Church of the East Believe in Purgatory?

The Assyrian Church of the East has no formalriteetabout Purgatory as it is believed
in the Roman Catholic Churéh However, it acknowledges that the souls undergooaess of
purification after death, which is widely attestieg Church fathers. In fact, Solomon of Basra
guotes several of these forefathers. Solomon sfdBstates that “the Holy Spirit burns us in the
furnace of the Resurrection.?®” In the Book of BeeChapter 60, he raises a question as to
whether mercy will shewn to sinners and the dawil&ehenna, after they have been tormented
and suffered and been punished, or not. He makexenees to Church fathers who allude to the
cleaning and purification of the souls after deatte quotes Mar Isaac of NinveH(@entury}”:
“Those who are to be scourged in Gehenna will bdumed with stripes of lovethey who feel
that they have sinned against the love will sufi@der and more severe pangs from love than
the pain that springs from fedf® Solomon makes the following attestation based lo@odore
of Mopsuestia’s writings:

Those who have here chosen fair things will receivilne world to come the pleasure of

good things with praises; but the wicked who havedd aside to evil things all their

life, become ordered in their minds by penaltied tire fear that springs from them, and

choose good things, and learn how much they hawreedj and by these things receive

the knowledge of the highest doctrine of the feaGod, and become instructed to lay

45 To the Roman Catholic Church, Purgatory is reallylessing, for not only does the soul know thé it
destined for heaven but Purgatory purges anythimmg the soul which would limit its vision and enjpgnt of God
in heaven. Catholics base their beliefs on thdrohecof Purgatory on the Second Book of Maccal{¢2s39-46),
which tells of when Judas Maccabeus found pagaretsnon the bodies of dead Jewish soldiers — athiginthey
had sinned by practicing idolatry. Judas “thenktop a collection among all his soldiers....Which dent to
Jerusalem to provide for an expiatory sacrifice..u§the made atonement for the dead that they miglitded
from this sin.” The passage concludes: “It is & temd wholesome thought to pray for the dead.thGlics also
claim that the New Testament speaks about Purgatgpiicitly. In Mathew’'s Gospel, Jesus says thahbever
speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiyveither in this age or in the age to come” (Mattli: 32). They
also quote St. Paul who taught that Christians afeoless than completely faithful “will be savedt lonly as it
were through fire” (1 Cor 3:15). That metaphorifiaé’ is the purification of Purgatory. In the B& of Revelations
(21:27), it is stated that “nothing unclean wilteri heaven. Hence for Catholics, Purgatory isatesof purification
of all uncleanness—the effects of a lifetime ofsin

46 Solomon of Basrah, thigook of Beg139.

47 |saac of Ninevah is considered the most famous&ynonastic writer of the7century. He was born in
Qatar and entered the monastery of Mar Matthewgabaith his brother, near Ninevah, and receivedt@astic
tonsure. He was consecrated bishop of Ninevali,medern day Mosul, Irag, around the year 670. Haweafter
only five months as bishop, St Isaac resigned agmt imto the mountains to live with the hermitstdrahe went to
the monastery of Rabban Shabur, where he lived histdeath, attaining a high degree of spirituafection.

Isaac devoted himself to writing on mystical theritet became a fundamental source for both EaatetrWWestern
Christians. He died around 700 near Susa in Umaylyaaal.

Isaac believes in the trichotomic conception ohmble writes that there are three elements in rady,
soul and spirit. Isaac calls the presence oftthisn of the elements a “Trinitarian union.” Heites, “prefer to
make peace with thyself, in harmony with the tginitithin thee: body, soul and spirit.” [Isaddystical Treatisesn
A.J. WensinckMystical Treatises by Isaac of Ninydfil' of Bedjan’s ed. Of Syr. Test, Amsterdam, 192rint
Wiesbaden, 1969. 32; Isadscetical Homiliesn D. Miller, The Ascetical Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syyridaly
Transfiguraiton Monastery’'s ET from Greek Text &hderpts from Bedjan’s Syr. Text, Boston, 1984] 32.

48 Solomon of Basrah, thgook of Beg139-140.
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hold of it with a good will and be deemed worthy the happiness of the Divine
liberality. For He (Christ) would never have said, ‘Until thopayest the uttermost
farthering’ unless it had been possible for us te lireed fromour sins through having
atoned for them by paying the penalty; neight woulid would have said “he shall be
beaten with many stripes,” or “he shall beaten witbw stripes” unless it were that the
penalties being meted out according to the singowdd finally come to an end. These
things the Expositor (Theodore) has handed dowrhis books clearly and distinctty®

He quotes Diodore of Tarsu®swriting, saying:
A lasting reward which is worthy of the justice tbe Giver, is laid up for the good, in
return for their labors;and torment for sinners, but not everlasting, thatthe
immortality which is prepared for them may not be worthless They must however
be tormented for a short time, as they deserve, iproportion to the measure of their
iniquity and wickedness, according to the amount ofhe wickedness of their deeds;
but immortal and unending happiness is prepared fothem.®*

God’s Mercy overshadows the sinners of Gehenna

According to the above attestations, God intermdsave everyone and God’'s mercy
exceeds His Justice. Solomon goes on to quote BeoofoTarsus: “God pours out the wages of
reward beyond the measure of the labors (wrought), in the abundance of His goodness He
lessens and diminishes the penalty of those whamitge tormented, and in His mercy He
shortens and reduces the length of the titde.”

Solomon considers the idea that the eteriaddrfi) punishment for sinners in Mathew
25:46 is not everlasting. He says that the Newtahesnt [e-‘alem everlasting) is not without
end.”®® He supports his position with the aid of Biblisarses: “... for if it be not so, how did
Peter say to our Lord, ‘Thou shalt never wash nemy,f (John 13: 8) and yet He washed him?
And of Babylon He said, ‘No man shall dwell therdor ever and ever,” and behold many
generations dwell therein.” (Isa 13: 20)”

Does the Assyrian Church of the East believe in Tiehouses?

The subject of toll-houses is not specifically agpit of much discussion within the
Assyrian Church of the East: it is not a dogmahefChurch, but it comprises material of a moral
and edifying character, and one might say is pegiagb The "toll-houses" are the experiences
of the Christian soul immediately after death, asadibed by the Fathers of the Church and
Christian ascetics like John Chrysostom, St. Eph®m Athanasius, John of Damascus and

49 |bid., 140.

50 Diodore of Tarsus (d. ca. 390) was a Christiamdgis a monastic reformer, and a theologian. He was
born in Antioch. During his priesthood, Diodoreufmled a monastery and catechetical school neacithef
Antioch. It was through this school that Diodorecéme the mentor of the controversial theologian lgndyist
Theodore of Mopsuestia and also of John Chrysost@indor's works were translated into Syriac Aids of
Edessa (d. 457) with the aid of his contempordPiedus and Emi. They also devoted themselves to the task of
translating into Syriac the works of Theodore ofpdoestia. A strong supporter of Orthodoxy in Nicd@adore
played a pivotal role in the Council of Constanfiteoand opposed the anti-Christian policies ofaluthe Apostate.
Diodore founded one of the most influential centefsChristian thought in the early church, and marfyhis
students became notable theologians in their ogi.ri

51 Solomon of Basrah, thgook of Beg140.

52 |bid., 141.

53 Ibid., 142.
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others. Among the Syriac fathers, I'll provide atsgion from St. Ephrem and Solomon of
Basra’s wittings.

The departure of the soul from the body is a gnegdtery. We must keep in mind that
there is a process involved in the passage froglithito the next. And, how we live here in this
life determines our condition in the next.

As the soul departs from the body, something nnigate and terrifying occurs. We know
from the Scripture that the soul will be testedtgmsses from this life to the next. St. Paulstell
us, “It is appointed for men to die once, and aftext comes judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). For
those who are pure, nothing, “neither death, rfer lhor angels, nor principalities, not things
present, nor things to come...nor anything else lircr@ation, will be able to separate [them]
from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Roma 8:38-39). They will be accompanied by
angels into the Presence of God there to awaitRasurrection and their eternal reward.
However, for the souls of the unrighteous, the desnwill meet them and taunt them for the
passions which the person cultivated in this lifeotigh their “inspiration” and of which they
never repented or overcame. The Church fatherscesdly of Greek tradition speak about the
‘Taxing of the souls.’

We have to keep in mind the so-called toll hows®esnot material. Rather, they are the
passions rooted in the soul and the demons whargaspheir cultivation in our lives. The
language used is only symbolic, but reflects amuacexperience. These demons have no
authority over the souls of the righteous sincerigleteous did not cultivate the demon-inspired
passions but overcame them by God’s grace. Weldmot be afraid of demons as long as we
live in God’s grace and attempt to repent and ouresoul and cleanse our minds and wills from
defilements. While we are alive, we should alwdysréby live with the Church faith and do
spiritual work to ward off such passions.

Ephrem makes a reference about the journey ofdhé after departing from the body.
He describes the hour of death and the hour ofmgig at the toll-houses:

While the dying person addresses his last words tgsuddenly his tongue is at a loss, his
eyes dim, his mouth falls silent, his voice paratyzvhen the Lord’s troops have arrived,
when His frightening armies overwhelm him, when ¢tidne bailiffs invite the soul to
be gone from the body, when the inexorable laysd loblus to drag us to the tribunal...
Then the angels take the soul and go off throughdin. There stand principalities,
powers and leaders of the adverse troops who gdlerworld, merciless accusers, strict
agents of an implacable tax bureau, like so maaynéxers that await the soul in the air,
ready to demand a reckoning, to examine everythirapdishing their claims, that is to
say our sins: those of youth and of old age, thinsntional and those not so, those
committed by actions and those by words or thoudghteat then is the fear of the poor
soul, inexpressible its anguish when it sees i@elfrips with these myriads of enemies,
who stop it, push and shove it, accuse it, hinddrom dwelling in the light, from
entering into the land of the living. But the halygels, taking the soul, lead it aw4y.

Solomon of Basra, in chapter 56 of tBeok of Begdescribes what actually happens to the soul
once it has departed the body. He states:

54 J.S. AssemaniBibliotecae Orientalis Clementino-Vaticanapl 3, Roma, 1719-1728, 275-276.
Excerpted from Jean-Claude Larchktfe After Death According to the Orthodox TraditioET by G. John
Champoux, Orthodox Research Institute 2012, 90-91.
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When the soul goes forth from the body, as Abb@lBasays, the angels go with it: then
the hosts of darkness go forth to meet it, seetangeize it and examine it, if there be
anything of theirs in it. Then the angels do gl with them, but those deeds which the
soul has wrought protect it and guard it, that teeyne not near it. If its deeds be
victorious then the angels sing praises beforatit it meets God with joy. In that hour
the soul forgets every deed of this world. Consetly, no one who does not obtain
remission (of sins) in this world can be free frtme penalty of examination in that day.
Not that there is torture or pleasure or recompdredere the Resurrection; but the soul
knows everything that it has done whether of gooevi.>®

Conclusion

The Fathers of the Church of the East have illtestir@&arious theories about the concept
of death and life after death. They have expres#iseid theological stands, in rich pedagogical
ways that underscore the importance of living orléés on earth with morality, about: the
distinction between soul and body and similarlyre@pirit, the soul and its intermediary state,
the period between when we die and the world's and, life after death. Nevertheless, the
Church of the East has never formulated a dogmhaadeen expressed in Catholicism, which
speaks expressly about Purgatory, and in Protéstanivhich expressly maintains that once a
person is saved, he/she will always be saved rfoother words, once a person has confessed
Jesus Christ as Lord and God and Savior, that passand will be saved). Whereas the latter
churches have a written dogma on the subject, thedd of the East leaves room for mystery.

In this article, we have attempted to illustratavh@ deceased person may endure two
types of judgements. Individual judgment focuseswhat awaits each man after his death.
When we die, we begin to immediately experienceratéste of heaven or hell. This foretaste
experience, based on the general character ofives in regard to our behavior, character and
communion with God, is known as the partial judgm&e do not know exactly what death is
doing. But, our faith affirms that the last enemgath, is destroyed in Christ. Christ is risen, and
life lives.

On Good Friday, the stone was rolled in front ddudes tomb (darkening it), while on
Sunday, the stone was rolled away (bringing aboligletenment) and the Resurrection of Christ
takes place, which points to the non-finality otle When death is viewed from a scientific
and/or naturalistic standpoint, death signifiegrninable end; it is the final station of life and
this ending is absolute. From the standpoint & @hristian, on the other hand, death is
something more than mere sleeping. Death is tinsitranal state to a greater and richer mode of
existence. Death is, therefore, akin to a peribdleeping that will lead to an awakening, to
those who have faith. Why? Because, before witngsthe resurrection of our Lord, the
Prophet Ezekiel had foretold this: “I will open yograves and have you rise from them.”
(Ezekiel 37: 12) What was dreamed about in the pas become a living reality through the
figure of Jesus Christ. God, through opening tfevgrof his Son, and bestowing life upon those
in the tombs, the bonds of death have been shatterever.

55 Abba (‘Father’) Isaiah, late 4th century A.D., laatt of Christian ascetical texts; from these iteqs
that he was a hermit who lived in the desert ot&oeEgypt.
56 Solomon of Basra, thBook of Begl32.
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