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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• Different ways in which world religions understand the afterlife to include:
 – Belief in resurrection;
 – Belief in final judgement and
 – Belief in reincarnation;

• Non-religious views of the soul and the afterlife;
• Possible ‘proofs’ of life after death and the extent to which these are real or illusory e.g.

 – Near death experiences and
 – Remembered past lives;

• How different beliefs about the afterlife affect the way believers live in this life.
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DIFFERENT WAYS IN WHICH WORLD RELIGIOUS UNDERSTAND THE AFTERLIFE

Christianity
Belief in the resurrection
Christians believe that Jesus died, rose from the dead on the third day and ascended into heaven 40 days 
later. In doing so, he also granted eternal life to his followers. It is important to note that within Christianity, 
resurrection is not the same as resuscitating a dead body. Christians accept that after death, human bodies 
disintegrate and turn to dust. Resurrection is about people continuing to exist as spiritual individuals.

Jesus’ own death and resurrection shows Christians today that Jesus defeated death. For example, in Mark’s 
Gospel, an angel tells some women who were following Jesus:

“Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is 
not here. See the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter, ‘He is going ahead of you into 
Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.’”

Jesus’ death has also made eternal life possible for his followers: In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus said to the repentant 
thief I promise you that today you will be with me in Paradise which clearly indicates that there is life after 
death.

In John’s Gospel, Jesus said:
I am the Resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies.

Belief in final judgement
Christians also believe in some kind of future judgement of humanity to determine where individuals are to 
spend eternity. Christians believe that one day Jesus will return from heaven to judge humanity and people 
will be judged for what they have done or have failed to do throughout their lives. The return of Jesus to do 
this is oftern referred to as the ‘Second Coming’ of Christ or the Parousia. A number of scripture references 
suport this idea:
• At the Ascension, two angels inform the apostles that Jesus will come back in the same way you have 

seen him go to heaven;
• Jesus teaches that no-one except God (the Father) know when this will happen: No one knows when that 

day and hour will come … neither the angels in heaven nor the Son; the Father alone knows.
• In the Parable of the Sheep and Goats we are informed: 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his glorious throne. All 
the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd 
separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 
The sheep are those who fed the hungry, welcomed strangers, etc. They are rewarded with eternal life in 
the Kingdom of Heaven. However, those on Jesus’ left have refused to help the poor and needy in society. 
They will receive eternal punishment in Hell.

• The parable of the weeds from Matthew 13 outlines what will happen at the time of judgement: 
“As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will 
send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do evil. 
They will throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then 
the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Whoever has ears, let them hear.”

Note the different types of judgement outlined above.

General judgement refers to the last judgement when God will pass his judgement on the whole of humanity 
and each individual person. The parables of the sheep and goats and the weeds describe this final judgement.

Particular judgement refers to the judgement given to every soul when a person dies. Jesus’ words to the 
criminal on the cross beside him also supports the idea of particular judgement:
Today you will be with me in paradise.
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In Catholic teaching, people have to go to purgatory to pay for their sins before thay can enter heaven. 
Prayers for the dead can shorten a person’s time in purgatory.

Heaven
• Aquinas described heaven as perfect happiness or The Beatific Vision which describes a direct union 

with God.
• Scripture says very little about Heaven, but there are a few references. For example, in Heaven, There 

will be no more death, no more grief or crying or pain. The old things have disappeared according to the 
book of Revelation.

• Jesus also tells us that when the dead rise … they will be like the angels in heaven.
• St Paul elaborates and tells Christians that in the afterlife they will get a new spiritual body as opposed 

to a physical one:  
So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised 
imperishable; it is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is 
sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.

Hell
• Hell is traditionally seen as a place of eternal fire that is a punishment for abuse of human free will. In 

the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, for example, when the rich man dies he says: I am in agony in 
this fire.

• On the final day of judgement, God will decide who is to be saved and who will be sent to hell. In the 
parable of the sheep and goats, Jesus tells us that the wicked will go away to eternal punishment.

• The Book of Revelation describes Hell as a lake of fire. Matthew’s Gospel describes Hell as a blazing 
furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth and as an eternal fire prepared for the devil 
and his angels.

• Finally, just as the reward in heaven is eternal, so too is punishment in hell.

Note
Dualism is the belief that humans are made up of two natures – the body and soul (or mind). The French 
philosopher Rene Descartes was a supporter of dualism. He believed that the mind and body did interact 
even though they were separate. For example, our thoughts are influenced by what is happening to our body 
and our bodies can be directed by the frame of mind we are in.

In relation to life after death, Descartes believed that the body is mortal and is subject to decay. At death the 
body is discarded. However, the soul is immortal and is indestructible.

A dualist such as Descartes will accept a disembodied existence after death – an existence without a body 
as our soul holds the qualities that makes us who we are. For a dualist, this is how we survive death.
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Islam
Belief in the resurrection
Muslims believe that life on earth is preparation for life after death. They believe in the resurrection of the 
body and the dead being brought back to life. Surah 46:33 of the Qur’an states:

Do they not see that Allah … has the power to raise the dead to life.

The Qur’an uses the analogy of a plant dying in the winter and coming back to life in springtime to illustrate 
how Allah will give new life to the dead.

He who gives life, will raise the dead to life. (Surah 41:39)

A person’s behaviour on earth will determine what happens in the afterlife. Muslim beliefs in the final 
judgement, heaven and hell are similar to Christian views described above.

Belief in final judgement
• When a person dies they enter a state between death and resurrection called Barzakh. Angels ask them 

questions. If they answer correctly, because they have lived a good life, a window opens where they can 
see different levels of Paradise. If they answer incorrectly, a window will open on hell. This continues 
until the day of judgement.

• The end of time will be announced by the sound of a trumpet. The world will disappear and the dead will 
be raised to life and will join those who are still living.

• Muslims believe that throughout our lives we have two recording angels: one records our good deeds and 
the other records the bad deeds. On the last day, Allah will open the final record and judge people on 
how we have lived our lives: 
And every soul will be paid in full the fruit of its deeds; and Allah knows best all that they do.

• A person is judged based on both their belief or faith and action or good deeds: 
Those who have believed and worked righteous deeds shall be made happy … and those who have 
rejected faith and falsely denied our signs … such shall be brought forth to punishment.

Heaven
• The Qur’an describes heaven or Jannah as a ‘garden of bliss’ or Paradise. People who are rewarded with 

heaven will be eternally young. They will lie on jewel encrusted couches, will be served fine foods and 
will drink wine taken from fountains. The wine will give pleasure but will not intoxicate.

• Heaven is a place of peace. Trees will have no thorns and fresh water will flow constantly. Surah 76:11-20 
states: 
God will … make their faces shine with joy. He will reward them … with robes of silk and the delights of 
paradise … They will be served with silver dishes … when you gaze upon that scene, you will behold a 
blissful and glorious kingdom.

Hell
• Muslims believe that hell is full of fire, boiling water and black smoke. People cannot escape from the 

heat and will be desperate for a drink but will only have boiling water to drink! Surah 22:19-22 states: 
Scalding water will be poured on their heads, melting their skin as well as what is inside their bodies. 
They will be beaten with rods of iron. Whenever they try to escape from hell, the angel will drag them 
back.

• For Muslims, both heaven and hell are physical places and they are eternal – they will abide therein 
forever.
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Hinduism
Belief in reincarnation
The Hindu idea of birth, death and rebirth is a key aspect of Hindu belief in creation and it also applies 
to individuals as well as the universe. So, for Hindus, humans are born, grow old, the physical body dies 
and the soul lives on. The soul (atman meaning eternal self) is reborn into another being which is called 
reincarnation and the cycle begins again.

Samsara is the word used by Hindus to refer to the process of reincarnation or the ‘wandering’ of the soul 
from one body to another. Therefore, for Hindus the soul is eternal and Hindus are supporters of the dualist 
philosophy.

The Bhagavad Gita states:
As a person casts off worn-out clothes and puts on new ones, so does the atman cast off worn bodies and 
enter new ones.

The type of rebirth a soul has depends on the good or bad karma built up in the previous life. For example, 
some Hindus believe that humans may be reborn in animal form if an atman has repeatedly failed to learn 
lessons in human form. However, the atman can work off some karmic debt and eventually earns another 
chance to act as a responsible human.

Living a good life through doing good deeds will create a positive effect and will eventually lead to moksha 
which is the ultimate goal for Hindus. Moksha marks the end of the death and rebirth cycle when the soul 
returns to Brahman. Some Hindu scriptures describe moksha as the atman becoming absorbed within 
Brahman, from where each atman is said to originate. 

The Maitri Upanishad states:
Even as water becomes one with water, fire with fire, and air with air, so the atman becomes one with the 
Infinite Atman (Brahman) and thus attains final freedom.

Buddism
Belief in reincarnation
The Buddhist faith has been described as agnostic and was founded by an Indian ascetic Gautama Buddha 
(c.563 – 480). Like Hindus, Buddhists believe that people are born, die and are reborn in a great cycle called 
samsara. However, it is important to note that Buddhists do not believe in the idea of an everlasting soul.

Buddhists believe that humans must take responsibility for all of the evil in the world and that Karma will 
reward good actions with a better rebirth while actions which bring about bad effects or human suffering 
(such as greed, selfishness and ignorance) will ensure that a person is reborn in a lower human station, or 
as an animal. A continuous state of ignorance will lead to a continual cycle of rebirths – imprisonment in 
samsara.

However, people who continue to produce good actions such as being compassionate towards the poor and 
are not selfish or ignorant will be in a cycle of better births to a ‘higher human station’. Eventually, these 
people can escape from samsara and achieve the ultimate goal, Nirvana. Once Nirvana is achieved, the 
individual dies and they will no longer be reborn.

He who has realised the truth, Nirvana, is the happiest being in the world. He is free from all ‘complexes’ and 
obsessions, the worries and troubles that torment others. His mental health is perfect … He gains nothing, 
accumulates nothing, not even anything spiritual, because he is free from the illusion of self, and the ‘thirst’ 
for becoming.
W. Rahula, What the Buddha Taught
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NON-RELIGIOUS VIEWS OF THE SOUL AND AFTERLIFE

Secular belief in a soul and an afterlife
Greek philosopher Plato believed that life after death was a reality. Plato was a dualist and believed that 
people have souls which are separate from their physical bodies. Plato believed that the soul consisted of 
three parts as described in the chariot allegory:

I divide the soul into three: two horses and a charioteer. One of the horses is good and the other bad.

The three parts of the Platonic soul exists in three different regions of the body:
1. The Logical part of the soul is located in the head is the thinking part of the soul. It tries to guide the 

soul, similar to how the charioteer tries to direct the chariot.
2. The Spirited part of the soul makes us angry or temperamental and is located in the chest region. 
3. The Appetitive part of the soul that makes us desire pleasure e.g. food, water, love and even money and 

is located in the stomach.

After death, Plato argued that the body belongs to the physical world – it will decay and turn to dust. It is 
only a temporary thing. However, the soul is immortal and lives on. He therefore argued that the soul was 
eternal – that it exists forever and even existed before being joined to the body.

The soul exists within a body until that body dies. It then sets up house in another body. Plato referred to the 
body as the prison of the soul – a sould enters the body and aims to break away from the body in which it is 
trapped so it can return to the eternal world where values like justice, truth, beauty and goodness exist. He 
calls these The Forms – perfect versions of important ideas.
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Secular rejection of the soul and an afterlife
Athiests such as David Hume argue that there is no scientific or empirical evidence (knowledge from 
experience) for the existence of a soul or for life after death. They believe that, as with all other life forms, 
there is absolutely no possibility of any life beyond clinical death for humans.

Some atheists claim that humanity has invented the notion of life after death to ease fear of death and the 
unknown. For example, British philosopher Bertrand Russell believed that the idea of god (and the afterlife) 
was constructed by humans to combat fear, for example, fear of the unknown, fear of suffering and fear of 
death. Religious belief helped people overcome this fear.

Many athiests accept what is referred to as materialism. Materialists believe that there is only material – 
there is no separate soul and that there are no features of a human body which can survive death. Athiests 
such as Richard Dawkins, for example, view death as ‘terminal rather than transitional’ and argues that there 
is no such thing as a soul.

Humanists (a group of athiests) reject the idea of God existing and do not believe in an afterlife of any kind. 
Consider the following from humanism.org.uk:
 
“Throughout recorded history there have been non-religious people who have believed that this life is the 
only life we have, that the universe is a natural phenomenon with no supernatural side, and that we can live 
ethical and fulfilling lives on the basis of reason and humanity … people who share these beliefs and values 
are called humanists and this combination of attitudes is called Humanism.”

Humanists believe that when a person dies they simply cease to exist. There is no future reward or 
punishment for the way we behave now. However, humanists believe that we must live in a civilised way in 
order to get the best out of our lives while they last.

Humanist philosopher Antony Flew believed that the concept of life after death was illogical and it isn’t 
meaningful to even talk about it: if there is life after death, then in a sense, there is no real death at all!

Note
Monism is the opposite of dualism and rejects the possibility of a separate soul. Monists claim that each 
individual exists as one and our mental aspects and consciousness are connected to our physical bodies. 
They therefore believe that our mind and bodies are united as one. Materialism (referred to above) is a form 
of monism.
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OTHER PROOFS OF LIFE AFTER DEATH

Near death experiences
American philosopher Raymond Moody (born 1944) coined the phrase near death experience in 1975. A 
near death experience is an experience whereby people have sensed that they have left their bodies and 
have seen something beyond this life. Near death experiences are used as evidence that the soul lives on 
after the physical body has died. People who have had near death experiences have either been near death 
or have clinically died but have been resuscitated.

Those who have had a near death experience describe having experienced some of the following:
• A sense that they have died or have been removed from the world;
• A feeling of pleasant emotions such as calmness and peacefulness. Others have had an intense feeling 

of love and acceptance;
• An out of body experience e.g. a sense that they are separate from their physical body and are floating 

above things. Some have said they observed doctors performing resuscitation on them;
• Movement towards a bright light which many associate with God;
• A tunnel experience – the feeling of being drawn down a dark tunnel;
• An awareness of being in a beautiful garden;
• Meeting dead friends or relatives or beings dressed in white;
• Finally, a sudden feeling of being pulled back into their physical bodies.
 
There are, however, other explanations for near death experiences which are summarised by the sceptic 
Robert Todd Carroll as being the result of a ‘dying, demented or drugged brain’:
• Change of blood pressure can evoke a floating sensation;
• Oxygen reduction to the brain can cause hallucinations;
• Some psychologists believe near death experience could be our brain’s way of protecting our mind from 

the reality of our death;
• Others argue that this is a product of evolution: near death experiences can make humans less afraid of 

death and we are therefore willing to take more risks in order to survive.

Remembered past lives
Supporters of reincarnation argue that many people have memories of previous lives. Psychiatrist Dr Ian 
Stevenson (1918 – 2007) claimed to have discovered approximately 3000 cases of children from all over the 
world who had past life experiences, all able to give intricate details from the previous life, many of which 
his research was able to verify by speaking to the deceased’s family and by looking at death certificates. 
Stevenson also believed that some of the children who had remembered past lives also has physical 
anomalies matching the causes of death from the previous life. For example, a Burmese girl born without a 
lower right leg spoke about the life of a girl run over by a train. Many also had lasting birthmarks which, he 
claimed, were evidence of physical injuries that were transferred from one lifetime to another or the death 
they suffered in a previous life.
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For example, on the front of a young boy’s head in Thailand was a large, irregular birthmark and on the back 
of the head was a small, round birthmark, resembling the entry and exit wounds of a bullet. Stevenson had 
already confirmed the details of the boy’s statements about the life of a man who’d been shot in the head 
from behind with a rifle.

However, alternative explanations for ‘remembered past lives’ have been provided. For example, details 
of a historical period could have been subconsciously absorbed from films or books. With regard to the 
birthmarks as evidence for reincarnation, the majority of birthmarks can be attributed to genetic factors, 
virus infections or chemical causes leading to abnormal blood vessels under the skin – not injuries from a 
past life! 

HOW DIFFERENT BELIEFS IN THE AFTERLIFE AFFECT THE WAY BELIEVERS LIVE IN 
THIS LIFE
Belief in the afterlife can provide great comfort to people who are suffering. Someone who is suffering may 
be comforted knowing that death is not the end and that there will be eternal life in heaven e.g. Lazarus 
People suffering from grief can be comforted knowing that their loved one is with God and are now free 
from pain e.g. Revelation says there will be no more grief or crying or pain. People who have lost a loved one 
can be comforted knowing that they will meet up with loved one again in heaven and remain with them for 
eternity. People who have suffered injustice can be confident that those who have hurt them will be judged 
by God and can be punished for eternity for their actions e.g. punished in hell.

Some people argue that beliefs in the afterlife does affect the way they live in this life. For example, if a 
Christian believes in hell then they should avoid acting in a way that is displeasing to God e.g. they will not 
kill, steal or commit adultery. Likewise, if a Hindu believes in reincarnation then they should aim to achieve 
moksha. To do this they will serve others and be devoted to doing good. Finally, Muslims have recording 
angels – it is in their interests to have more good deeds recorded than bad. Muslims believe that donating 
to charity (Zakat) is one of the five pillars of their faith and all Muslims give a portion of their wealth to the 
less fortunate. Whereas an atheist can behave in whatever way they want in this life with the knowledge 
that it will have no consequences for them after death. Atheists can be hedonistic and selfish without fear of 
punishment.

However, it is evident that atheists don’t have a less developed sense of morality just because they 
don’t believe in life after death. Many atheists are humanists and are morally decent people e.g. atheist 
philosopher Peter Singer donates 20% of his income to charity simply because it is the right thing to do 
– not because he thinks he will be rewarded for it.

Also, many people who have sincere beliefs in the afterlife have not been deterred from committing some of 
the most immoral acts imaginable e.g. child abuse scandals.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. What is meant by the word resurrection?
2. What is meant by the word reincarnation?
3. Outline what one religious tradition believes about resurrection.
4. Explain what one religious tradition teaches about final judgement.
5. Outline what one religious tradition teaches about reincarnation.
6. How can belief in an afterlife provide comfort to someone who is suffering?
7. Outline some arguments a person might use to prove that there is life after death.
8. “Without belief in the afterlife there is little motivation to do good.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your 

answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

