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Living and Dying with Christ: Do We Mean What We Say?
NED WISNEFSKE
Roanoke College, Salem, Virginia

The climax of the Christian story is the death and resurrection of Jesus; and the center of
the Christian life is the belief that we die and rise with him. In preaching and practice the
Christian faith proclaims the death of the old life and life anew in Christ, and baptizes persons
into Jesus’ death and resurrection. The language of life and death, evidently, is crucial to the
Christian faith.

Yet I am perplexed at what little effect such language and practice have on us. They do
not shape our thinking and living. Christianity announces a cataclysmic breach in the ages: our
former lives are moribund and passing away; but new life, the very life of God, is united with us
and recreating us. Yet it is astonishing how little this idea with its rich store of images and
concepts animates the thought and life of believers. We are listening to cosmic news but only
hear more pedestrian religious views.

I. TAMING DEATH THROUGH LANGUAGE
Perhaps this is because we suppose: “We have not, after all, died; so such language must

be hyperbole, impressing upon us that we are in a new relationship with God; or perhaps it refers
to the inner self and its experiences of despair and exultation.” But this dilutes the plain sense of
these words. We water down this language and settle for some bland idea about a “new
relationship with God.” What’s worse, when we curtail such language so that it refers only to the
inner self, we concoct the impossible idea that we preside over our own death. That could hardly
be a true life and death.

Do we not paraphrase poorly when we read of our life and death in the
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following words of Jesus, Paul, and Luther, and simply understand them as hyperbole for “new
relationship” or as referring only to our interior state?

Truly, truly I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it
remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. (John 12:24)
We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the sinful body might be
destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. For he who has died is freed
from sin So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in
Jesus Christ. (Rom 6:9-11)
We conclude, therefore, that a Christian lives not in himself, but in Christ and in
his neighbor. Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in Christ through faith, and



in his neighbor through love. By faith he is caught up beyond himself into God.
By love he descends beneath himself into his neighbor.1

Our true life and death is addressed here. Yet the peal of the death of the old and of new
life in Christ—sounded most sharply by “It is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me”
(Gal 2:20)—falls on dull ears. Why?

One reason that we prefer the bland language of “having a relationship with God,” is
probably because it is safer—less threatening to individuals who wish to be masters of their lives.
I would rather hear that Christianity enriches my life than that my life is moribund and must pass
away in order to be renewed. Relationship language is less threatening because a relationship
typically pertains to something secondary to who we really are. Some core of my identity remains
intact before and after all the relationships into which I might enter. More problematically, such
bland language easily connects with other popular ideas: that relationships are a matter of the
individual’s own choosing, that the creature can decide whether or not to enter into a relationship
with its Creator, that the Christian faith must meet the individual’s religious criteria (the real
authority) before it is accepted. Theology might guard against this set of ideas in other ways, but
the language of life and death most decisively wards them off. For life is given to me, death
happens to me, and nothing that I am escapes or determines the redemption God works in me.
“We know our gospel is true,” Luther wrote, “because it takes us outside of ourselves.” The
Happy Exchange, wherein what is ours—sin and death—becomes Christ’s, and what is
Christ’s—life and grace—becomes ours, indicates that life and death govern the Christian
understanding of our relation to God.

II. SEPARATING DEATH FROM LIFE
The deeper reason that the Christian concepts of human life and death fall on deaf ears, I

believe, is that we do not see how life and death join together. Because contemporary thinking
improperly divides life from death, Christian language concerning our true life and death does
not take. Except for those who settle for materialism, the basic framework of religious thought
today separates death from life and regards it as something unnatural. We think that death is not a
part of life, it only ends life; so that, while we live, death is present only as life’s outer limit.
Now, when we accept this separation and simply add an afterlife to it, the true relation between
life and death—life and death as Christianity understands it—is

1Martin Luther, Christian Liberty, ed. Harold J. Grimm (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985) 34.
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lost. Death becomes only a veil to pass through before the soul continues its deathless existence
in a supernatural sphere.

Such implicit immortality is evident in typical religious thinking today. The soul never
dies; its life is completely separate from death. Death is a mere “passing over to the other side”; it
is simply a stage on the soul’s way. Such thinking seems to assume: It’s not over when it’s over.
How are we to understand today’s casual talk concerning reincarnation except for such a
separation of life and death and an implicit immortality? Or how do we explain the casual
certainty that the beloved deceased is not really gone at all, or even the casual acceptance of
abortion, which seems to reason: “It is no great loss if the soul was not born into that body,



because it will be in some other”?
Perhaps deep down we think that we are immortal, and that’s why all the talk of death

and life in Christ does not faze us. If that is the case, Christian proclamation concerning new life
and victory over death can only stir the response, “So what’s such good news about that?” But
the fact is that we are far from being immortal; rather, with respect to the Lord of all life, we are
really dead. The fact is that human life on its own cannot accept and trust in the Lord of life. We
turn instead to other things to support our life; thereby we undermine and even pervert life, and
so work death in ways more virulent than anything found in nature. It was to redeem a life like
that that Jesus had to die. At the heart of Christianity is the conviction that only through Jesus’
death (and ours in his) could there be true life.

A final form of this mistaken separation of death from life, similarly harmful to theology,
is the common idea that life is something in our possession which death takes from us. We are in
charge, to use and parcel out our life as we choose, until death ends our stewardship. The
problem with this is that the self emerges as lord over its life. It is as though the self oversees—
from some independent point—the possession of life laid to its charge. Our language seduces us
into thinking that we receive our life, and so already have some existence to begin with. This,
too, can lead to the belief that we are immortal, in that something—the self, spirit, or soul—takes
and then returns the life it receives, and so persists through the entire transaction.

These misunderstandings of our life and death manifest themselves in our practical
theology, most commonly in our stewardship sermons. Right where our words should sharply
represent the real death and life of the Christian, all we typically hear is, “You should be grateful
for all you’ve been given”—a lapse into relational psychology. Such words do not evoke
spontaneous, joyful acts of love, but rather deliver the severest condemnation. No words afflict
the conscience worse than: “Look at all I’ve done for you. And this is the thanks I get? How
ungrateful.” Of course gratitude is an appropriate response; but we so psychologize it—invert
spontaneous, joyful life into a calculable response—that we trivialize it. Abetter understanding of
the life and death of the Christian, I hope to suggest, more profoundly grounds stewardship.

III. DEATH AS PART OF LIFE
One way to get to the root of these misunderstandings is to assert that death is part of life.

This is the correct way to join together life and death. It is this understanding which Christian
theology engages and finally transforms into the
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true vision of life and death. Death is part of life. This is a truth we naturally hold. We say it to
others when we need to establish bonds of sympathy; we say it to ourselves to help us face our
fate. Death is part of life. This does not mean that death is easy to accept, but it is not an
unnatural scourge or a mere border we pass through. In what follows I will establish the
soundness of that assertion, and then show how Christian theology deepens our understanding of
it.

The origin of life and death recounted in Genesis indicates that death was part of life:
God intended creatures to die, not to be immortal like angels. Remember the second tree in the
middle of the garden, the tree of life, whose fruit would let the man and woman live forever. The
Lord does not prohibit them from eating of it; and (we presume from the end of the story) they



did not eat from it. They can eat of it and live forever, but apparently have no desire to—until
they eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, when they undergo another kind of death,
a theological death, and then desire to live forever, to escape natural death. But God drives them
out of paradise and guards the way to the tree of life, “lest he put forth his hand and take also of
the tree of life, and eat, and live forever” (Gen 3:22). They were mortal in paradise, therefore,
and did not desire immortality until they succumbed to the temptation to be like God. Then they
underwent a more profound death, wherein they also feared the death naturally placed before
them and sought to escape it.

So death is part of life. And to deny this—fleeing the reality of death (in the many ways
psychology shows we do) or alleging immortality (in the way much contemporary religion
does)—is to protest against the Creator who naturally brings about death, and to refuse the
Redeemer who chose death. The god of those who do not see that death is part of life cannot be
the God of life and death who promises to recreate us (body and soul) and the cosmos anew.
Inevitably, the crucifixion looks excessive, not really necessary; and the teaching of the
resurrection of the body disappears behind the belief in the immortality of the soul. We cannot
engage the full range of theological themes, it is clear, until we see how life and death properly
join together.

Now there are two kinds of death in the Genesis account—a natural and a theological
one—which are distinguished but not separate from one another. In Genesis the theological death
Adam and Eve suffer brings with it natural disharmony. Similarly, new life in Christ will include
the resurrection of the body. Body and soul, flesh and spirit, outer and inner, are not separable
realms. Natural life lived under natural law, e.g., confronts the hidden God of natural theology;
and new life in Christ manifests itself in the natural world, for faith is active in love.

These are rich and complex issues. The proper use of the concepts of life and death, I
believe, can illuminate them and ignite our theological understanding today. This is because God
is not only God of my soul or of human history and its future (such would surely be a skinny
God), but also of my beating heart. Natural science took away many of the images, concepts, and
connections theology employed to make real God’s presence in our natural life, until theology
had room for God only to start nature, to fill in the gaps in nature’s causal links, or to add a
metaphysical addendum to our scientific understanding. To win back the lost territory will
require approaches at several levels—from science to medicine to daily living. I propose that our
Christian understanding of life and death is an important
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place to gain some ground for the practical lives and understanding of believers. In the meantime,
to those who are dumbfounded at this idea of reconnecting our natural and theological life—for
whom the dualisms spirit/body, nature/history, and science/theology are complete—all one can
do is point to Jesus. If they find it incredible that sin (theological death) brings natural
disharmony, or that participation in the Christian church (theological life in the living body of
Christ) affects our natural life, then they will also find Jesus Christ (the unity of God with human
life) preposterous. Needless to say, they will find that life in Christ, too, is preposterous. For our
part, we surely would be poor keepers of the fire of faith if we could not marvel with Luther:
“Who then can comprehend the lofty dignity of the Christian? By virtue of his royal power he
rules over all things, death, life, and sin, and through his priestly glory is omnipotent with God.”2



Death, then, is part of life. We do not, however, accept this, and that is part of what it
means to be in sin. It means that we protest against the Creator who naturally brings about death,
and refuse the Redeemer who chose death. Natural consequences follow, in that sin deadens our
common, natural life. But the gospel proclaims that where sin abounds so much more does grace.
New life in Christ, characterized by free selfless love, also has natural consequences in that it
enlivens our common life. Theological death and life, therefore, are inseparable from natural life
and death. Part of preaching and teaching God’s judgment and promise should be to dig up and
cultivate those connections.

So for example, we might represent the natural consequences of sin in this way. Because
we do not accept death as part of life, we strive to preserve our lives a little longer and to ward
off death a little better; thereby we lead lives of fruitless consumption hemmed by excessive
demands for our security and health. In this concrete way we take from the lives of others
(present and future) in order to keep our own. These are natural consequences of sinful lives. Our
excessive need to preserve ourselves proves deadly to our personal, social, and ecological life.

The word of promise correlative to this is that Christian life begins to accept death and
freely lives for the lives of others. Expending rather than preserving life also has natural
consequences. Clearly this is true at the communal level; but we must not shrink from asserting
that the life of self-sacrificial love enlivens individuals as well: God promises us a more
abundant life. Now this is our hope (for God cannot be put to the test) and “hope that is seen is
not hope.” Thus, this is not a matter of material success; on the other hand, neither is it merely
spiritual. The promise that the life of self-sacrifice is true life is not without attestation. The
witnesses in concentration camps and gulags in our own time show us lives buoyed up and
seemingly extended through selfless service. God rejuvenates the lives of those who expend
themselves for others.

As death is part of life, so we can see that dying is part of living. The world rejects that,
and as a result its living is really dying. Christian life accepts it, and believes that living is
expending life for others—which for the world contradicts self-preservation and imperils life.
How God uses a life of dying to preserve and redeem life is hidden from us. Faith clings to the
promise that though our lives are

2Ibid., 18.
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passing away, they became God’s instruments to preserve and recreate life and even to enter into
God’s own life through Jesus who gave up his life for the world.3

It is as though God says to us through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus: “Do not
fear living for others. As you provide for others so I will provide for you. You are drawing from
an eternal life which is yours in Christ, so be generous with life. For even though your life is
passing away into death (in part because of the work and burdens I place upon you), I promise
you that you are heirs to all that is mine.” This grounds stewardship more profoundly. We
represent a life of faith active in love more truly when we see it as dying—a dying which,
through the mystery of God in Jesus, is really a redeeming and recreating of our life into the very
life of God.4

3Many fine books explore the connections between life and death. Among these are Ernest Becker’s The



Denial of Death (New York: The Free Press, 1973), Gerhard Forde’s Justification by Faith—A Matter of Death and
Life (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), Arthur C. McGill’s Death and Life (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), Eberhard
Jüngel’s, The Freedom of a Christian: Luther’s Significance for Contemporary Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg,
1988).

4My thanks to G. McDermott, F. Oehlschlaeger, B. Osterhout, and M. Radecke for their comments on the
first draft of this paper.


