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56 Man and Death in Philosophical Perspective

by side. And after death, what then? Death is only the blissful
sleep in which everything dissolves, in order then to come to life
rejuvenated, to fear, to hope, to desire anew.

His Diwan poem, “Selige Sehnsucht” celebrates this proximity
of death to the mystery of love and life in the symbol of the
butterfly burning in the flame. It is that alien feeling that over-
takes us and gives us a premonition that behind the act of repro-
duction, as an act of mystical unfolding of life, there is a yet higher
secret of life which is simultaneously the secret of death. This is
the mystery of dying and becoming, the mystery of transformation
through flaming death. Here the perishing of which the “Prome-
theus fragment” speaks is raised to a higher level. To “die and
become” transforms man from being merely a dismal guest upon
an equally dreary earth.

However, in conversation—above all with Eckermann—it is
always the notion of entelechy which appears as the grounds for
the indestructibility of life and the conquest of death. Several con-
cluding examples can document this more fully. “The thought of
death leaves me in complete peace. For I have the solid conviction
that our spirit is a reality of a completely indestructible nature.
It is constantly operative from eternity to eternity. It resembles
the sun which only seems to set according to our earthly eyes,
although actually it never does, but shines forth unceasingly."%*
“But not all of us are immortal in the same way; in order to
manifest oneself as something in the future, one also has to be
something now.”?® “Those who hope for no other life are also
dead to this present one. Yet such incomprehensible things as this
lie too far away to become the object of daily observation and
thought-destroying speculation. . . . A worthy man, one who sets
out to be something decent and therefore has to strive and fight
and achieve every day, lets the future world take care of itself
while he is active and useful in this present one."??

23 From the conversation of 2 May 1824. Goethes Gesprache, 3:104-5.
26 1 September 1829, Ibid., 4:163.

27 Conversation of 25 February 1824. Ibid., 3:76-77. See the discussion above
of Goethe's concepr of action.

P RS A RS G R e

Death Repressed and Privatized in

Contemporary Secular Religion

We cannot conclude our treatment of the various types of non-
Christian conceptions of death without evaluating secularized man
and seeking to understand the way he comprehends the horizon
of his existence. Qur interest is conditioned less by the contem-
porary nature of the situation we are here treating than by the
posture that secularized man assumes within the various types we
have found.

Secularized man is characterized by two circumstances which
we must clearly explicate. One is that here man’s autonomous
self-understanding has arrived at its ultimate possibility, namely,
at the boundary of nihilism. And the other is that the movement
toward this boundary is shaped by constant interplay with the
message of Christ: either by an unconscious historical web that
binds it to Christianity or by a conscious polemic whereby man
seeks to secure his own indigenous life by rejecting what is pre-
sumed to be alien. Nihilism is the most extreme consequence of
secularization, and precisely because of its tie with secularization
it is nihilism post Christum. By virtue of his contact with Chris-
tianity the autonomous man of the Western world has in hand
a most ultimate standard by means of which he can measure the
interior truth about himself to 2 terrifying degree. Perhaps it is a
curse imposed by Christ on those who desert him, that they have
come to knowledge because of him without yet having the com-
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58 Mar and Dearh in Philosophical Perspective

fort that sustains them in chis knowledge. No one can finally
endure such knowledge without comfore. The law, as the genetic
source of such knowledge, kills. Knowledge that cannot be en-
dured leads to repression which expresses itsclf either in glorifying
an illusion while ignoring ostrichlike the dangerous facts, or else
in heroic defiance or frenzied attempts to forger. We shall have
to keep this unconscious tendency in mind as we try to specify the
secular incerpretation of death. For death is the most dangerous of
those dangerous facts; thus in secular man we see death variously
glorified, ignored, or held in contempt.

HOW SECULAR RELIGION RANKS DEATH AND LIFE

The relationship berween death and life as drawn by secular
religion shows its antithesis to the Christian relationship berween
the two powers all the way down the line. But from the very
outset we must once more keep in mind that this ancithesis dare
not be understood as a goal for its own sake, as though secular
religion were only roored in negativism. Even though this does
apply to cerrain forms of Nazism's “Germanic faith,” whose nega-
tive artitude has condemned it to sterility, it cannot be applied to
secular religion per se. The anti-Christian aspect of secular religion
signifies rather its desire to remove all alien religious veneet in
order to present its own real essence in authentically pure form.!

Secular religion’s designated goal is sclf-liberation of life,
whereby life is understood on the basis of its own resources, as
represented in the sustaining biological energies of existence (folk,
race, etc.). This life receives its structural norms not from the
ouside but from its own interior resources, thus making the norms,
as it were, an ideological superstructure originating from physical
life itself.? Hence the pragmatic character of these norms, since
axing ool ot vt Chrenis s D sy of i
Christenssm. Vom Wosen geschichslicher Begegnang (Leipzig, 1939).

2 See at chis point Alired Rosenberg, Der Myshus des 20. Jebrbunderts (Mu-
nich, 1930}, with his thesis that race, 30 to speak, is the soul viewed from the
outside and the soul is race vicwed from the inside. The same applies ¢o Hans
Heyse, ldee end Existexz (Hamburg, 1935) who correlates logos and bsos in
similar fashion. See my debate with the notion in Tbheologische Blaetters 16, no.
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Death in Contemporary Secular Religion 39

life is not responsible to them as a subordinate is to a super.iot
authority, but on the contrary the norms are subordinate to life,
inasmuch as they must benefit, promote, and sustain it Such an
inversion of auchorities is expressed explicitly in the Nazi thesis,
“Good is what benefits the Volk.”

The process whercby life is liberated to become an autonomous
authority cannot, of course, occur apart from constant.m.ference
to the “bondage” imposed upon life by Christianity. For it is frolp
this bondage that life is liberated. What this means can be clari-
fied by examining the way that life and death are related in both
camps. Here we are once more back at our central theme.

If we were to attempt a crass contrast between the two it might
be stated like chis: From the perspective of the Christian faith, life
is conditioned both forwards and backwards by a totality that
encompasses it entirely. This is the horizon line of human existence
which is visible in the events of birth and death. These terms
themselves are but ciphers for much more complex events. Birth
is a cipher for God's bestowing my life to me: “I believe that God
made me.” Death is a cipher for God's extermination of a life that
is at odds with him and has not remained faichful in its creature-
liness. (We will treat this in more decail below.) Death so under-
stood cases a retroactive shadow upon birth—or, expressed without
ciphers, the fatal end characterizes also the created beginning of

the course of human existence so that one can no longer speak
of creation without at the same time spcaking of the fall and
man's vulnerability to nothingness and to the end. Equally certain
is the fact that death puts its distinctive stamp upon the horizon of

/i ! 1937). See also Kaethe Nadler, “Theologische und politische
&?afn?{‘gﬁﬁm o Heyse)" in Der ldes, 1936, pp. 344 .

3 See Niewrsche's remarks abour truth as a force that either promoces or suan-
glesslgc. He ranks teuch m:bythedc;rceofn.smdlfuhm.s. bnunnofdm.;tothe
dm«&nhdwmﬁpmﬁuw Truth is not something that
“exists and is to be found or to be red. Instead it is something that must
be creased. It is the name for s process which per se is without end, a process of
grappling with truth and, in the fray, actively determining ie. It is nOt & process
of ing conscious of something already estblished and dewunin«? (Frisd-
rich Nietzsches Werke [Leipaig: Alfred Kronetr, 1917 :—J._ngSG). "Uncondi-
tional knowledge is 2 madness of the period of virtue; with it life would be de-
molished. We must sancrify the lie, the insanity of faich, the ace of unrighteous-
ness” (ibid., 13:124).
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hu_man existence. The adage memento mori is a legitimate re-
minder of the precipice that death injects into human life, how
completely life stands in death's shadow and is conditioned by it.
From this basis the New Testament even goes further 1o view
death triumphing masterfully over life as the last enemy (1 Cor.
15:26), maineaining its dominion to the very end (Rom. 1:17
21; 8:38; 1 Cor. 15:55). o

While the biblical proclamation sces life as qualified by death
and conditioned by death’s horizon, secular religion reverses this
and views death as receiving its distinctive trademark from life.
It cannot be otherwise when life is elevated to the judge’s bench
as authority, when it becomes the supreme power of being, not
only producing all values from itself (instead of receiving them
from above) but also having to incorporate within itself as its
own most basic content the process of becoming and perishing.
Ald::ough in the Christian message birth and death constitute the
horizon line which encompasses life, in secular religion life en-
compasses even the powers of being represented by birth and
death,‘ or in secular religion's more appropriate labels, the powers
of !:emg represented by becoming and perishing. Becoming and
perishing are but variations of this life that is constantly in process
and constantly self-renewing.*

) To contrast these two positions very emphatically and one-
sidedly we might say: Christian thought interprets life from death,
and secular thought interprets death from life.

THE VALUE-FILLED LIFES
What does such an interpretation of death from life look like?

4 Compare the notion of death as metamorphosis, especi i
€ ; pecially in the -
l‘:_ secular literature on death. Typical of the group, paniculully in i:b l:lm
Wtf:r;:rmre‘;m;n. is Xul{]%o;:cmen, Freund Hein. Eine Dichiung (Magde-

2 rland-Verlag, nd.). This though i
secular religion, including its genre of (unclnlp:r:?oz S emilc Ll of 5
3 Since secular thought has not yet produced e classic spokes is uni
versally u:knowlcdged as such, I am fol:tcad (] pi.n;oimcthe cm:::n th'el:; :nu:ll;
own. Even if we buld our argument on the rather narrow foundadon of che
Jespoce e ol Jeow, ocs evrpmmin dom etttk S
Aot i et o a:ély a:sc Ym’ the whole intellecrual milieu out of
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It unfolds in rather schizoid form from a basic notion of value.
We shall take the liberty of citing a series of newspaper articles
symptomatic of this thinking. They can serve in a special way as a
seismograph for specific secular idcological eruptions and thus
their views on death carry a definite symptomatic weight.®

“The basic thesis is as follows: “The value of human life, yes,
the very measute of achieved human perfection, is expressed in
the individual's relation to death.” This takes placc when he is
face to face with eternity (this word remains very ambiguous),
when the value of that existence now terminating is decided. A
person who has filled his life with value, whose life has been
decent and hence perfect, is able at the time of its conclusion to
enter “the peace of eternal sleep virtwously . . . worthily, and
serenely,” while one who has nor lived his life to the full, hence
imperfectly, has to die “with the cry of the beast.”

The conquest of death envisioned here is not so much focused
on some durable immortal quality of man from which only his
individual shell is taken away. On the conuary, what is durable
and immortal is the timeless value in a perfected form (acwually
in the sense of the Greek concept of morphe as a concretization of
the reality in the world of ideas), a form that has made icself
authentic. Death in consequence is rendered impotent not by being
¢he transition to another form of existence, but by being simply
the period placed at the end of a timelessly valid and thereby
perfect sentence.

Although this view also understands that a man is unique,
granted only once the chance to fll his life with value or fail
do so, still at the moment of death it allows time hardly any role
at all. Certainly time has nothing to do with overtaking and
extinguishing this unique phenomenon that has arisen within it
No, time can only carry on the work of perfection; at the moment
of death time can only “"promote the developmental success of the
form.” Whatever else is there dies with the cry of the beast.

Of course that immediately raises the question: Where is the

. “gee the article already cited above on p. 13 in Das Schwarze Korps, 22 June
939.
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judge who can measure and determine the worthiness of a given

life, who can decide nothing less than whether death is con-
demnation or perfection?

In ‘view of the ideology thac underlies these thoughts one thing
here is clear. This way of thinking must measure the value of a
particular heing exclusively on the basis of a predetermined idea
of “life.” Either it fulfills this idea or does not fulfll it, either it
becomes the morphe of life or else it fails to do so. Such a life
h-owever, is placed within the plenitude and processes of historicai
life, of which it constitutes one individual representation. Value-
fulfillment, then, is not conceived in the sense of Goethe's entelechy
which realizes itself in an individual phenomenon as thar individnal'
portrays life. On the contrary, the underlying idea here is an or-
ganic toaality as it exists, for example, in the supraindividual
entity of race. Perfection of life consequently can only mean a
pure expression of the race. However, since this race does not
exist in the abstract, but drives toward historical expression and
Plstorical realization, perfection necessarily also entails meaningful
u.wolvcmcnt in this process of realization. But being meaningful
signifies nothing else than being a serviceable means to the end
which the supraindividual reality has itself.

It is obvious that these underlying factors for determining the
v.alue of a man’s life, that is, its rooting in the teanssubjective reali-
ties My mentioned, do not always have to be explicit in his
consciousaess. His existential experience of value generally can and
will more likely occur in apparent existential isolation. Either a man
looks at his life and rejoices o see the evidence of his value, for
efample, his accomplishments, or in the face of the evidence of
!usvaluclmneshedspairswidtd)ecryofdnebem It is not
unposib!e, however, bue necessary, that when these values are
bfought into consciousness, for example, when he gives account for

his performance or when he reflects on his life, he also sees the
supraindividual framework within which the values are sketched.,
_Atdxispointweseet!ntd:cmicxocosrnicem’sa:nceofthein-
dividual is closely aligned to the macrocosm of the encompassing
power, race. And thus the victory over death receives yet another

T T Tty A T e ot v o
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accent It is not only the petfection of a value-filled existence, but
also incorporation into the historical process whereby the encom-
passing power comes to realization. Thereby perfection is no
longer merely the end of a life that has fulfilled its meaning and
destiny, not merely a falling away into dreamless sleep. For how
could something be labeled perfection if it were at che same dme
annihilation? Instead perfection means being caught up and sup-
planted by the value thac fills life. This value, however, is not
to be understood in analogy to a timelessly valid Placonic idea;
after all, it is only an expression of, and a higher moment of ele-
vation for, life itself. Victory over death does not occur in some
abstract timelessness as though existence were caught up into some
timelessly sound values (e.g., a universal idea of the good) and
were translated from temporal annihilation into another world
beyond time. If this were true, one could and would have to en-
vision an eternal eye before whose timeless view would stand every
being that ever existed and was yet to exist, who had ever exhibiced
the etsrnal value in himsclf. On the contrary, death in this view is
conquered when a being realizes those values which express and
enhance life and thereby enters into the tealm of this vetry life
process. Time, which sets the punctuating period behind a com-
pleted exiscence and thus asserts its dominion, is the time of the
race or, in other words, the time of the Volb. In any case it is a
macrocosmic temporal reality in the framework of which an
individual being arises and then again declines. Hence time is not
the hostile executioner of perishability, but time is a friend. It
does not destroy, but it perfects by accepting the gift of a value-
filled life.

For this reason whatever else is present in the I can drift into
oblivion without qualms if only the real task has been fulfilled.
It is clear enough that when we follow the fragmentary basic
thoughts of this extraordinarily contemporary proposition to the
very end, we encounter the division of the I It is not the sleep of
death which constitutes petfection, bue death itself as culmination
of a value-filled life. This culmination simulcanecusly means a
translation of the value-filled life into that stream of history which
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never ceases to flow. Whatever is translated into the “sleep” is
merely what was nonintrinsic. This is the immortality offered by
secular religion when orientated toward the idea of life.

SUPPRESSING THE ANXIETY ABOUT DEATH

In rather strange contrast to this ideological program stands the
concrete face of anxiety in the face of death; anxiety is undeniably
there, even though it is given short shrift by the author of the
article. In fact his basic thoughts are intended to be nothing but a
fortifying answer to irrational anxicty about the specters of death’s
night It is no wonder that the author js unable to explain chis
anxiety on the basis of his value ideas, and therefore must try to
explain it historically. The specters of anxiety, in his view, have
gained entrance into thar dreamless sleep via Christian ideas of
hell and similar alien apparitions. Thus they owe their exiseence o
what Nieczsche called the nonsense Christianity has promoted about
the hour of death. This factually present anxiety cannot be ex-
plained by any sinking into dreamless sleep, into nothingness, as
it were, and still less by the idea thar one's value-filled life is
translated into history's realm of value. For with this idea that
what is essential in one’s life does not fall prey to annihilation but
is translated (in the Hegelian sense), death could really come
only as “Freund Hein and not as the power of destruction that
drives me t0 despair® In the face of this one canaot deny the
ircitating face that de facto anxiety about death is present not only
in spite of that experience of value but is in fact based on the

experience of value, albeit value of another kind.
In his study of French secularism and ies concept of death,

7 “Freund Hein" is 2 designati 'mfordtnhindnepoetryomehu’sClmdms.’
81t is in chis sense that Peul Krannhals is logically consistent when he meas-
ures the value of an individual according to his achicvements for the supraindi-
vidual entities (scace, Vold, cultural community, “soul” of the species, idea of
. deduces chat in view of a man's L‘hamem within the supra.
individual realities his individual death is meanin, s i
organische Welthild, Grundlage einer nen enden Kulter, 2 vols. (Mu-
nich, 1928). In addition Religion als Sinnerfallung des Lobens (Leipaig,
1933); Revolution des Geisses (Leipzig, 1933). See also the exteasive ap-
Ppropriadion and approbation of Krannhals in Otto Dietrich, Dis philosophischen
Grondlagen des Nationalsozialismus (Munich, 1935).
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Bernhard Groethuysen arrives at the entirely correct conclusi?n
that in every instance where “the last moment” is af:corded special
significance it receives this significance not by being a fi.uew?ll
from a basically valueless life. On the contrary, de'ath. .:ecem its
significance from “the value that is ascribed © life.® On such
grounds one could say that anxiety about death is actually sooted
in a man's consciousness of value, in that his life as person (th'e
I) ceases to exist; the unique fades away. In the face of de?d:s
darkness the “cry of the beast” grows silent sinfe an animal
possesses no such value-filled life; a much more terrifying, though
perhaps suppressed and sublimated, cry comes frcm. man whf) sees
his own self, his distinctive I, exverminated. Speakmg.of d.us cry,
then, who is really doing the crying: man or beast? Is it a life that
is value-filled or a life where value is not involved? '

But precisely when we realize that such suptaindiv:dua{ value
which is to be translated into history provides no explanation for
such a cy, we are directed to that other straum of value from
which the anxiety does arise, namely, the value of the self s.a
person, an irreplaceable entity now coming to an end :fnd in
mortal isolation acrually moving toward this end. Speaking in
another context, Heidegger very forcefully portrays hO:I human
“ralk” about death as “its reality is publicly interpreu?d. fou?ws
the line not that 1" die, but that “one” dies'® and that it is anxiety
that represses the thought of “I'" dying and transposes it upon
“one” as something exteriot to me.!! On this level, anxxcty about
death and consciousness of value are interrelated. By pushing the
element of value onto a suprapersonal level, the level of that which

2 i ‘ ich, vol. 1, Das
s g o M Wb e

30 Mariin Heidegger, Besng and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward
Robinson (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1962), p. 297.

11 See the words of Peter Ivanovich in Leo Tolstoi, The Desth of Ivan llych
ond Otber Stories (New York: New Amerian Library, 1960), pa;gi. %hl;e
views the dead lvnn:h" “l'brc;d;en'o;efnghtful m:nd then ahl Wi
?z—n:cd:l‘j“d u:tml:symell’fmlmow how—the customasy reflection at oace

happen im. . .. hich reflection Peter Ivanovich felt
m@wm &?&h&mngmmcdwlm Tigch but cereninly
not to himself.”
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endures, therefore pulling it away from any anxiety about perish-
ing, man only represses that more profound anxiety about the
personal value of his uniqueness, his I, sinking into oblivion.

It is expressive of such anxiety repression that the paradigm
for death is a far-off sacrificial death for a cause, especially a hero’s
death, in comparison with which normal dying in a deathbed
secems strangely unreal. Such emphasis on sacrificial death, con-
sidering the ideological backdrop already presented, is entirely
logical and consistent. For sacrificial death is the most explicit mode
of filling life with value, inasmuch as a supraindividual value, for
example, the nation that I am dying for, is certainly incorporated
into my life as I die. Inversely, my life is also delivered up to the
higher power where it is translated in a twofold sense. On the
one hand this suprapersonal power is granted continued life by
virtue of my sacrifice and thereby, so to speak, assumes the role
of representing my departed life and maintaining its value; sec-
ondly, the memory of my sacrifice is kept alive. The cult of the
dead hero is the primeval expression for this.}?

REPRESSION AND STYLE OF LIFE

One cannot speak of these episodes of repressing anxiety about
death and projecting the death-event to another level without
calling to mind the style of life which secular man assumes and
in which such reinterpreration of dying comes to expression.

In public secular life death plays practically no role at all
except pethaps in terms of dying for a cause. Death is banned
from secular life in such a remarkable way that one might ask
whether its banishment from public view is the cause or the result
of that conspicuous conspiracy of avoiding everything connected
with death.

12 Heidegger rightly calls attention to the fact that when one dies for another,
despite the vicarious sense, the conclusion dare never be drawn that the other is
relieved of dying. “No one can take the Other's dying away from him. Of
course someone can 'go to his death for another’. But that always means to sacri-
fice oneself for the Other 'in some definite affaic’. Such 'dying for' can never
signify that the Other has thus had his death taken away in even the slightest
degree. . ... By its very essence, death is in every case mine, in so far as it ‘is’ at
all. . . .In dying, it is shown that mineness and existence are ontologically consti-
tutive for death.” Op. dir., p. 284.
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The following are some aspects of this banishment:**

1) All events which hint of the boundaries of human life. are
purged—whether consciously or unconsciously, whether gnsn.ng
from the will or the confusion of human beings—from public life.

Sickness as the symptom of perishability is largely ban'shed.to
the hospitals. This applies especially to the gruesome borderline
cases of mental illness. They are isolated and removed from public
view. Movies and the theater of prewar Germany simply mirrot
the healthy life to such an exclusive extent that they thereby not
only engrave the ideal image of a healthy person upon the spec-
tator’s heart, but at the same time nurture the illusion that this
picture of health is life in rot0. As a consequence of fhis i‘llusory
repression it then becomes possible to play off something like t%:e
idealized figure of a Kolbe'* sculpture as the one symbol of life
against the unnerving sculpture in the Bamberg cathedral of Bishop
Friedrich von Hohenlohe (d. 1351), whose emaciated figure not
only testifies to physical pain but also to the torment brought on
by an overpowering knowledge of truth that has grown via
suffering.

Relaced to this is the cult of youth, which is not part of the
conscious intention of the public either, but results more as a
consequence from the cule of good health. .

The same repression is apparent in the events of birth and
death. Only in rural areas might one still hear the cry of a x.nother
giving birth. In the city the sound most often dies away belfmd the
walls of the maternity ward. In any case the general consciousness
is much more deprived of the glorious dreadfulness of this event
than it was in earlier times. It is all the more so since the birth-
event usually comes to public attention only in terms of popula-
tion explosion, biological energy, and life’'s own joyous self-renewal.
Birth is hardly ever considered in terms of the one’s own persona.l
perilous hour, an hour whose peril resides not merely in the physi-

8 Thi ion is closel relatedwseveullinesofdnoush&inmyyo;kon
m:mmr:icc‘i‘;; l;"r:gm ydc: Christentums an die moderne Wels (Tibingen,
1948). )

14 Kolbe, 1877-1947, a German sculptor whose statues and national
memxszci;gtsre e:wed the Greek ideal of physical beauty, was for a time highly
favored by the Nazi regime.—Trans.}
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68 Man and Death in Philosophical Perspective

cal suffering, but in risking one’s life and in the thrilling horror
of exposing one’s own life as well as that of the newly born to
the grand and ominous mysteries of human existence. Birth as a
boundary situation of life is privatized and removed from the
public eye.

Thf:' same applies to death, with which birth and illness are
essentially related. Symbolic of this is the fact that in our cities, our
genf.xinely public places, no longer do funeral processions ’pass
ominously through the streets, ar least not the major streets, the
expressways. Instead these are reserved only for the ghetto of the
c.emete‘ries. This banishment is not intentional but resules from con-
siderations of transportation, hygiene, and economics. Still it is a
remarkably crafty product of the dominant idea: indirectly and yet
.explicitly showing that death is ignored, and simultaneously help-
Ing create the conditions which allow for jts being ignored.}®

How are these facts to be understood? Are they the expression
of life’s genuine triumph that no longer knows death? Or are they
the expression of a catatonic attitude that no longer wants to accept
death as true because it cannot come to terms with it, because it
can no longer generate the “courage to confront the anxiety about
death”® and therefore in despair grasps at such systematic
frepression?

2) :Ib this must be added that secular man intentionally avoids
the e.:ustential situation into which death places a man, namely,
th? situation of solitude. For solitude throws him back onto the;
pmfxcv'al roots of his personhood and strips him of the illusion that
he is simply a piece of something called the crowd, The more a
maa becomes conscious of the vacuity and lostness in his person-
hood, the more he flees from it into the anonymity of being part
f’f the crowd, into the frenzied activity of overwork and orgies,
into the constant companionship of amplified noise that drowns’
out all the voices of emptiness. “The man caught up in the tempo
of the times can find a vacation with relaxation and recreation only

15 For a brilliant description of this depletio i ic li
Schiiez, Warum ich noch ein Chriss b:'n e(pBerli::, olfgggl;(.em Aicimil: b s

18Heidegger, op. cit., p. 298.
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if he does not feel the stress of solitude.”” In his borror vacui
he is comforted by the voice of the portable record player even
out in his canoe, while normally the cafe, the movies, and the
lights of the city are able to take possession of his empty I-region.
“All the unhappiness of men arises from one single fact, that
they cannot stay quietly in their own chamber.”8

In terms of the attitude toward death this style of life is signifi-
cant because it eliminates any situation of personal solitude—
Heidegger would say that quality of my life and death which makes
it “mine and mine alone”—in which one would have to reckon
with death. Thus it deceives man about the factual presence of his
own indelible character as a person, even an inevitably mortal
person. This seyle of life is also significant for the attitude toward
death simply by brutally and physically disallowing the least space
for the thought of memento mori to arise. Death does not exist; it
is not supposed to exist for the man of secular religion.

The most significant illustration of this can perhaps be found
in the mass dying of the Bolsheviks in the great offensives of the
Second World War. Some ultimate aversion restrains Western
man, who has at least a Christian tradition behind him, to speak
here simply of “sacrifice” (ie., of individual self-oblation) and of
“heroism” (ie., of a position consciously assumed in the face of
personal death), since for him something decisive is missing for
both terms. Such collective death of collective man renders it
almost impossible to surrender one’s spirit or to breathe out one’s
soul since both are dissipated into the collective nonexistence of
the self. There no longer exists any self who encounters death as
“his and his alone.” All that is involved anymore is the elimination
of a number. Death has taken a somewhat biological, animal cast.
It has here become an extreme, but nevertheless especially clear,
paradigm of secularized death per se, namely, death within the
realm of anonymous man, a “crowd” death, whereby death has
ceased to be “my” death because I have ceased to be “my self.”

Rilke succeeded in expressing anonymous man’s elimination

17 From an advertisement for radios.

18 Blaise Pascal, Pensées, Modern Library Edition (New York: Random House,
1941), p. 48 (#139).
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of authentic human death in terms that pierce beneath the surface.
He calls such collective death “little death” in contrast to grand,
“mature,” “authentic” death, giving the following eerie picture:
“Now they are dying there in 559 beds. Factory-like, of course.
Where production is so enormous an individual death is not so
nicely carried out; but then that doesn’t matter. It is quantity that
counts. Who cares anything today for a finely-finished death? . . .
the wish to have a death of one’s own is growing ever rarer. A
while yet, and it will be just as rare as a life of one’s own. Heavens,
it's all there. One arrives, one finds a life, ready made, one has
only to put it on. . . . One dies just as it comes; one dies the death
that belongs to the disease one has (for since one has come to know
all diseases, one knows, too, that the different lethal terminations
belong to the diseases and not to the people; and the sick person
has so to speak nothing to do)."*®

Within the collective, therefore, man is forced into a kind of
death that is alien and impersonal to him and only characterized
by the sickness that leads to it. Thus Rilke can say in his Stunden-
buch, “For this is what makes death alien and hard, that it is not
our death; it is one that finally takes us simply because we do not
mature our own; therefore the storm proceeds to wipe us all out.”*
For this reason he pleads for a death that is personally his own,
which makes a man solely a man and protects him from an ani-
mal’s demise. “Oh Lord, give each one his own death. The dying
that proceeds from such life, wherein he had his own love, meaning
and troubles.”?!

19 Rainer Maria Rilke, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, trans. M. D.
Herter Norton (New York, W. W. Norton & Co., 1964), pp. 17-18.

20 Rainer Maria Rilke, Das Stundenbuch (Leipzig: Insel-Verlag, 1931), p. 87.

211bid., p. 86. Rilke is here propounding the thought that each one should
bring his own death to maturity. Death has the significance of a fruit, which a
man should let grow in his own life and which then belongs to him as his very
own, grown to his own specifications. Bullnow's article “Existenzphilosophie” in
Systematische Philosopbie, ed. N. Hartmann (Stuttgart and Berlin, 1942), p. 391,
aalls attention to the fact that “in the final analysis the notion of death as a fruit
to be nourished is still an evasion of the full force and sinister character of death.”
It approaches “once more certain conceptions already occasionally expressed in
Romaaticism.” In Rilke's later works, especially in the “Sonetten an Orpheus,”
this changes completely and he understands deach as failore and fragility, yet
simultancously something that enables “other men to perceive the meaning of
being buman a¢ all” precisely in its own qualities of transformation and destruc-
tion.
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But now back to our description of the secular style of life with
its depersonalization via artificial maneuvers to avoid every en-
counter with one’s own solitude. To express the secular style .of life
in a strict formula that would do justice theologically to th.e idea of
flight from oneself and thus flight from death, onc.xmght say:
the directional movement in the life of man when he is bonded to
God is one of centripetal gathering, whereby he reflects on .the
basics and unifies them for restoration and growth. Thus he gu'd:s
up his mind” (1 Pet. 1:13; see Eph. 6:14; 1 Thess. 5:.8) and is
protected against losing himself centrifugally to the outside.

In complete contrast to this gathering movement s.ecular man
finds his recovery in dissipation,” that is, in losing. himself. It is
basically man’s inability any longer to confront hnmself and lus
own emptiness face to face. A synonym for this dxssnpatfon is
“diversion,” which is not so much a sidestepping of some discom-
forting, worrisome thing as it is 2 sides&pping of' one’s own I,
entangled as the I is in this worry, vulnerable to it with no c'ounuet-
force of its own, and thrashing aimlessly as it confronts its own
emptiness.”® Secular man as a rule does not seek to confront the
reality of suffering by standing fast (that would be a movcment'of
centripetal gathering), by placing it within some !arge.r meaning

or by conquering it with a frontal attack. But l?y d.lvers:on and by
looking the other way, he nourishes the fascm.atmg dream tha}t
such tactics might make the fear and the reahty that caused it
disappear. A monstrous, even if unconscious, self-u.ony- resides th'us
in the illusion that he might thereby successfully disdain the rea{nty
that generates the fear, as for example, death. The contempt .whnch
perhaps does arise is the contempt of concern, of refusing to
acknowledge the reality. It is contempt assisted by an act of
repression. But is that really contempt or is it not rather a uemfymg,
even if unconsciously attentive, fascination with death? Is this not
isely to be spellbound by it? .

pte'Ic'he flissipatioﬁewhich avoids death is thereby unconsciously an

" 3 . which in prasis are
i gom witbot g e whale they can claly be Fecognized

as types.
23 Pascal, op. i, the section on diversion, pp- 48 f.
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important existential interpretation of death. In consideration of
what we have already said about it we can specify its characteristics
in several respects.

1) On the one hand dissipation shows that the one doing it
is unable to withstand the objects of his anxiety, but turns away
from them and to that extent represses them.

2) The frightening thing in this situation is not the object to
be avoided, but the frightened man himself who is threatened
with exposure in his lostness, his inability to master the problem.

3) The existential cause of dissipation is thus one’s own empti-
ness. In other words, no counterforce is present to achieve mas-
tery of the problem, neither the counterforce of intellect which
might take the spellbinding object of terror and draw it into the
light of some meaningful totality, nor the counterforce of power
which could defy the specters.*

4) The existential cause of dissipation therefore is one’s own
vacuity which drives one to flee in the face of nothingness. When
such cases arise we are accustomed to say that a man is bored,
or when several are together, that they are bored with each other.

5) Dissipation is therefore simultaneously an expression of, a
consequence of, and an actual occurrence of this vacuity. It is an
expression of vacuity inasmuch as it proclaims anxiety vis-d-vis a
nothingness that is becoming all the more obvious.

It is a consequence of vacuity inasmuch as the dissipating man
can no longer be alone and no longer has any singularity, any
self; this situation of having nothing anymore reminds him in
terror that he ought to have it, that he has lost himself and that
it is his own faule. Finally, dissipation is the occurrence of vacuity
inasmuch as it drives 2 man to surrender ever more completely
and o lose himself ever more totally. Man can still endure the
vacuity only by ever more frantic attempts to have something ex-
ternal occupy his empty I-region, the vacated temple of God, for

241bid, ] o -
view. The chief characteristic of their fugdm:l.m :3 ::nding
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this zone is never unoccupied long. The more he reels, the more
furiously he plunges into the frenzy. He seeks release from the
impressions madly storming in upon him and taking possession
of him, but he seeks it only through even stronger impressions,
through the centrifugal tendency of an even more frenzied dissi-
pation for which modern technology willingly supplies all sorts
of auxiliary media. Of dissipation it is quite true: He who has
nothing (and thus in dissipating seeks to forget and be secure),
even what he has is taken from him by this very dissipation.
Though dissipation may appear to be the pursuit of happiness,
it is born of unhappiness. “If man were happy, he would be the
more so, the less he was diverted, like the saints and god."*

6) Dissipation—always understood as the expression of an
existentially conditioned style of life—must in the first place be
understood as a direct diversion from death. Secondly, it is also
an indirect one, that is, a diversion from the solitary I of human
personhood, which in dying has no vicarious substitute and which
hopes somehow via diversion and via “self-extinction by losing it-
self in” something to save itself from death. (A characteristic
symptom for both forms of diversion can be found in the fact
that secular man craves intoxication precisely at those stations of
life which most clearly reflect his transitoriness: on the eve of
battle and on New Year's Eve.)

7) Dissipation therefore is flight from nothingness and from
the annihilation which man still sees approaching. Both of these
—flight from nothingness and from annihilation—are inextricably
interwoven. This becomes apparent if one considers that nothing-
ness—as Heidegger labels it, “Being-toward-death”—is the loom-
ing shadow of annihilation coming to exterminate an existence
that already knows itself to be null and void. Heidegger is right
in connecting anxiety about death with anxiety about “Being-in-
the-world” itself2® since death conditions such Being-in-the-world
and belongs to it. Anxiety, or as we said, flight from deach, is
characterized by the knowledge that we are at the end of our rope

25 Ibid., p. 60.
26 Heidegger, op. cit., p. 295.
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just as surely as we will be someday when our actual death takes
place; for it will be only confirmation of the public secret that
we were already at the end of our rope. “Every man is a mere
breath” no matter how securely he lives, or how much repression
he practices (Ps. 39:11). Biblically interpreted, security might be
labeled repressed anxiety. Conquered anxiety, however, when one
is pulled free by the saving hand of God, is called “peace.”* If
Christ be not raised, that is, if there exists no real conquest of the
power of death, liberating our self from subjection to death, then
we are of all men most miserable (1 Cor. 15:14-19). This misery
signifies that both the internal and excernal security of our life
was no realistic peace, but repression of the paramount reality.
It signifies that our self in its attempts at security by dissipation is
exposed as one lost in nothingness. And our self in a dreadful
involution of its nothingness—by means of dissipation and re-
pression—has even lost that which it did possess. Is it not ob-
vious to everyone, legible right from the faces of people today,*

27 “Peace” according to the biblical use of language is not a psychological
phex_xomenon. If one were to isolate peace psychologically, the psychologist’s per-
o;pnon of it would probably be similar to the psychially isolated phenomenon
of “security.” Nevertheless the phenomena are objectively different. For peace
initially takes place outside of man, in the objective peace with God by virtue of
the recondliaton in Christ. This reconciliation, however, entails man's appro-
priating it from the posture of repentance. And repentance in turn means will-
ingly turning away from the spellbinding powers of existence, from sin and its
csuses and consequences, in such 2 way as to face these powers realistically, con-
sciously letting oneself be placed under judgment. Peace therefore is granted to
man standing under the law; it comes even while man realistically shoulders his

235:; Erast Jiinger, Das abentenerliche Herz, 1st ed. (Hamburg, 1929), pp.

91 ff. “"One can see that the face of the modern urbanite carries a twofold trade-
mark: that of anxiety and that of the dream, the one more obvious in his move-
ment, the other in his repose. . . . It is for this reason that street corners and
bridges in the metropolis are so infinitely sad and depressing. Whoever has
looked into the faces of fishermen in a southern harbor, who surely haven't a
penny in their ragged pockets, knows for certain that it cannot be money which
is able to bring out these half-sullen, half-harried beings. In a crisis such as this,

:
3

in of highest insecurity, no peaceful satisfaction is ible. There is
but one thing that can be set against it: Bravery. . . . Ros

“It is just as remarkable to observe the complecely ossified, automated, and
almost narcotic behavior of modern man in circumstances of repose, for example,
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that by repressing the ultimate concerns, especially that horizon
which threatens our life, we do not by any means confine nothing-
ness and emptiness to the position they have won but render them
ever more vacuous and accelerate the loss of substance as though
by some law of arithmetical progression? Does not man’s flight
into a state of lost personhood where death can no longer find a
vulnerable spot (because death finds no prey extant and its vic-
tim has evaporated into the collective) simultaneously induce and
promote that loss of personhood? Is it not true that man really
cannot eradicate himself, that he always retains just enough per-
sonhood to despair over his loss of self and be compelled to re-
press the loss and seek escape from himself?

It is precisely this latter perspective that makes one thing clear:
Neither the ideological repression of death by transfering value to
supraindividual powers nor the ignoring of death by means of
one’s style of life can occur without some remnant of the sub-
conscious knowledge that one must die,”® even if funeral pro-
cessions no longer pass through the main thoroughfares proclaim-
ing their memento mori. As men hasten through these emptied
streets with glances that manage to ignore everything eternal, they
are of course expressing their alleged security in the tace of threat-
ening nothingness and annihilation. But do not these glances and
this haste along such death-free streets simultaneously express a
kind of spatial phobia about these emptied streets? Does not man
still have a presentiment of some grim disaster and therefore flee
from whatever nocturnal visions might confront him? Here, too,
dying is still the gruesome mask, and despite attempts to aestheti-
cize, repress, or avoid it, behind it all the grim token of death’s
anxiety remains:

while traveling on public transportation. One would hardly find such a degree
of inversion and lostness present on these even in a Chinese opium den.
The uncommonly similar and typical character of this expression betrays the de-
cisive fact that the occurrences are inescapable and universal. . . . Wake up and be
brave—that's what cught to be on our banner.”

29 One might only recall that according to Rom. 1:18 ft. despite man's idolatry
and despite his repression of the true Creator he still retains some knowledge ot
him, a knowledge strong enough to make man responsible. For an age that knows
so much about the unconscious, these thoughts ought aot to be all too alien.
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. unresolved the riddle of eternal night,
the earnest token of an alien might.3°

The only ethos that man can still produce in this crisis of his
own lost personhood is the aristocratic ethos of bravely holding
out in the face of nothingness. In the words of Saint Paul this is
the power with which the “miserable man” of 1 Cor. 15 looks
nothingness and annihilation in the eye. “In a crisis such as this,
in the midst of highest insecurity, no peaceful satisfaction is pos-
sible. There is but one thing that can be set against it: Bravery.”®!

DEATH REINTERPRETED AT THE LAST MOMENT

It might be helpful in this connection to consider the inter-
pretation of death presented by the French physician Barbarin in
the guise of psychological statistics.>* Up to this point we have
always examined secular religion’s attitude toward death in two
ways: first under the rubric of reinterpreting death by an ideo-
logical repression (cf. our line of thought on value-experience in
the face of death), and then under the rubric of removing death
from the public domain (cf. the thoughts on flight into person-
lessness and into dissipation). In both instances, however, death as
a brute biological act—beyond all the problems about personhood
that it causes—remains unavoidable. At least it remains unavoid-
able in the sense that every man in answer to the question whether
he must die says yes, and even the man who has lost his person-
hood still has at least his biological end before his eyes (even
though as a future reality it is not comstantly before his eyes).

Barbarin now addresses himself to the task of clearing away
even this remnant of death on the soil of secular existence. He
does this with the aid of a wealth of material obtained from people
condemned to death, from survivors of plane crashes, from people
rescued from drowning at the last moment, etc. He shows statis-
tically that the last moments before death are actually exhilarating

30 Novalis, the fifth of his Hymnen an die Nach: in Novalis’ Werke, ed. J.

Doal;n;ke (Leipzig and Vienna: Bibliographisches Institut, n.d. ). p. 14.
inger, op. a¢., p. 92. Note the overtones of, yet tion to, the
yet opposi peace

82 Georges Barbarin, Der Tod als Freund (Stuttgare, 1938).
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and liberating. It is only the pathway up to death’s border that is
characterized by suffering and shock, by anxiety and terror, whereas
death itself comes as a friend and liberator, always accompanied
by a state of euphoria.

For our consideration the factual content of these observations
is immaterial. If we wish to focus consideration on man’s under-
standing of himself, it is immaterial whether the process of dying
is subjectively painful or not. What is important, however, is the
viewpoint about the essence of dying which invisibly stands
behind this statistical investigation with all its intended precision.
This viewpoint, which is very instructive for the self-understanding
of human existence at its base, is characterized by the fact that in
its own way it too isolates, banishes, and represses the event of
death. It isolates death both from life, over which death thus as
yet casts no shadow and for which death is no companion, and
also from eternity, to which it leads. Death is a point built into
the life process at random which very casually, almost accidentally,
constitutes the terminal point without in any way being character-
istic of the life process itself. Life expites in a fade-out that is
only of psychological, but not of ontological, interest. Death is
considered the last moment, but no longer the last enemy. It is a
Jast moment which still belongs to the sum of life’s moments as
the euphoric termination of them all, but death is no longer viewed
as one of life's own constitutive features.3® What an impoverished
banishment of death this is, with nothingness itself as its trade-
mark, and yet a banishment which often enough constitutes the
only means for a physician to practice “Seelsorge” at the deathbed!

33 In contrast to Barbarin see the profound statement by Maurice Munerlxnck.
Tbc Tmuun of the Humble, tans. Alfred Sutro (New York: Dodd, Mead
, nd.), p. 68: “Our death is the mould into which our life flows: it is deaxh
that has shaped our features.”



