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The Mythology of an Afterlife
PROFESSOR BOYLE: I’m Nancy Boyle, and with me today again is Dr. Lou Bolchazy of Loyola University. Dr. Bolchazy, what question do you 
consider to be the most important question that we ask ourselves in life?

DR. BOLCHAZY: I would, Nancy, say that the most predominant question we all ask is: “Is there life aft er death?”

PROFESSOR BOYLE: And when people ask you that question, what do you say to them?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Well, Christianity of course tells us there is life aft er death, and now, as you know, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross claims there is scien-
tifi c evidence to prove the existence of life aft er death. In fact, she predicts that in fi ve years, she will have developed a means to communicate with 
the dead.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Now that’s a very modern idea, and therefore very scientifi c. But how about mythology? Is there life aft er death according 
to mythology?

DR. BOLCHAZY: So far as I know, mythologies of all cultures claim that we shall live beyond the grave. Life aft er death is a universal belief. All of 
our Indo-European predecessors believed in life aft er death; the Mesopotamians, Persians, Egyptians, Hebrews, Greeks, Romans, all these cultural 
predecessors believed in a life aft er death.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: And was this belief similar to ours?

DR. BOLCHAZY: No, the concept seems to have evolved. St. Paul, if he is the author of the statement I’m about to quote, said something to the 
eff ect, “the eyes have not seen, nor the ears have heard, nor has it entered the imagination of any person the things God has prepared for those who 
love him.” 

PROFESSOR BOYLE: “Ah death, where is thy sting?”

DR. BOLCHAZY: But this concept didn’t always exist. Life aft er death, according to Mesopotamian beliefs, was rather grim. Th e underworld, 
Irkalla, was a place of darkness and fear, where the spirits trembled before Nergal, the god of the underworld, and ate dust and clay. Th e hero of the 
Gilgamesh epic knows this. So, when he sees his best friend dead, he exclaims, “And I, shall I not like to him, lie down and not rise again.” Th ese 
words, Nancy, to me at least, are full of pathos and in graphic contrast to St. Paul’s exultation “Th e eyes have not seen” or “Death, where is thy sting?”

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Now, who was destined to go to the Mesopotamian underworld? Was it only the common people?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Oh no, everybody: commoners, kings, princes, even priests.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: And wasn’t there any distinction made between the good people and the bad people.

DR. BOLCHAZY: Not really; the concept of reward and punishment in aft erlife did not develop until the seventh century B.C. in Greece, it seems, 
with the advent of mystery religions. But even according to the mystery religions, one was condemned to eternal torments not for any evil deeds, 
but rather for refusing to accept the divinity and for refusing to be initiated into the mysteries of a particular god or goddess.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Now, to go back to the Mesopotamian beliefs, couldn’t one do anything to improve the prospects of a bett er life aft er 
death?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes, to a degree. Th e kind of mansion, or the way of life you would have, depended on three factors. First, the more sons you 
had, the bett er off  you would be in the underworld. Also, in the underworld, you depended on sacrifi ces of food and drink. If your friends and rela-
tives on earth were on time with their off ering, then you would eat. Otherwise, you would feed on dust and clay, or would come back to earth to 
feed on garbage.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Th at’s not a very happy prospect. What was the third factor?

DR. BOLCAZY: Proper burial.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Oh, that’s just as in Greek and Roman mythology.

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes, except a proper burial was more important to the Mesopotamians. Without it, you could not be admitt ed to the under-
world. Your spirit would fl it around the earth, like a fi sh out of water. As a matt er of fact, denial of burial was reserved for those who committ ed great 
crimes. Let me quote you one Assyrian code. It says, “If a woman of her own accord drops that which is in her, they shall persecute her, convict her, 
impale her, and not bury her.”

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Oh, impalement and no burial was the price of an abortion in those days. I guess that gives us a good idea of what their 
att itude towards women was.

DR. BOLCHAZY: But the greatest anathema was to refuse burial to one’s enemies. One text reads, “Th e corpses of the warriors unburied I gave 
to the jackals to eat.” Another inscription reads, “Th e graves of their former and later kings who had not feared Ashur and Ishtar, my sovereigns, and 
who had harassed the kings, my fathers, I ravaged, destroyed, and exposed to the sun; their bones I took to Assyrium.” Another inscription reads in 
part, “Upon their spirits I imposed restlessness and cut them off  from food off erings and libations of water.”



PROFESSOR BOYLE: But that idea wasn’t singular to the Mesopotamians; you fi nd the same things throughout literature.

DR. BOLCHAZY: More or less. For example, in Hamlet, when Hamlet wants to impose the greatest revenge upon the king, he refuses to kill the 
king while in prayer. He will wait until he can catch the king in sin, then Hamlet will slay him, and thus doom the king’s soul to eternal punishment. 
In Mesopotamia, the equivalent of our “God damn him” was “May his body fall down and not have anyone bury him” or “May his body not be 
buried in the ground.”

PROFESSOR BOYLE: And the early Greeks shared that belief, didn’t they?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Exactly, you’ll fi nd it when reading Sophocles’ Antigone.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Also, another interesting thing, in many cultures when the husband died, his wife would be buried with him. Was that also 
true of the Mesopotamian cultures?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes it was.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Ooh, that’s prett y grim.

DR. BOLCHAZY: Well, it sounds grim, but perhaps no more grim than what some widows do in our culture. For example, they have been accul-
turated to wear wreaths, avoid the company of males, and divorce themselves from normal life. So fi guratively speaking, a woman who stops normal 
social encounters on the death of her husband is practicing a form of co-interment with her husband.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Now, what was the reason for Mesopotamian societies’ imposition of such a fate on women? Was it male chauvinism?

DR. BOLCHAZY: It was a man’s world no doubt. But male chauvinism only made co-interment of the wife possible. Th e real reason was their 
belief that there was a continuation of terrestrial life beyond the grave. In the aft erlife, you had the same needs, the same interests, and the same 
pursuits as on earth. Not only one’s life, but one’s slaves, horses, chariots, sword, food, and drink were buried with the dead. Some graves going 
back as early as 2800 BC contained as many as eighty people co-interred, some of them in a crouched position, indicating perhaps, that they were 
servants ready to serve.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: And was there a diff erence in the Greeks’ view of life aft er death?

DR. BOLCHAZY: If you recall, the great hero Achilles said this: “I’d rather be a servant or poor unlanded peasant than be a king in the under-
world.” Th is is in contrast to Dante’s4 Satan: “Bett er to reign in hell, than to serve in heaven.” Homer, who as you know composed the Iliad and the 
Odyssey and is the oldest oral bard in our western culture, described the Elysian Fields as full of natural joys and pleasures. But the Elysian Fields are 
reserved for the relatives of Zeus. Eight centuries later, for the Roman epic writer Vergil, the Elysian Fields became open to all good people, such as 
those who, through their inventions of technology and art, made life easier for the human race. Th e mystery religions of the Greeks promise to the 
initiates life aft er death. Greek philosophers talk about union with god in the aft erlife. Th e Greeks, in a relatively short time, developed a beautiful 
concept of life aft er death. 

PROFESSOR BOYLE: And when did the concept of the resurrection of the dead develop?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Well, most of us come across the concept for the fi rst time among the Hebrews, specifi cally in the Book of Job. We read, and 
are reminded in Handel’s Messiah, the following: “But I know that my redeemer liveth, and in the last day I shall rise out of the earth and I shall be 
clothed again with my skin and in my fl esh I shall see my god.”

PROFESSOR BOYLE: When was the Book of Job writt en?

DR. BOLCHAZY: It’s believed that it was writt en around the fi ft h century BC. But actually, it is believed that the concept of the resurrection of the 
body on the last day was developed by the Magi, an off shoot of Zoroastrianism, in the sixth century BC.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Dr. Bolchazy, going back to our original question, does the fact that belief in life aft er death, that it’s universal and predates 
the Judeo-Christian belief, does this prove the reality of the belief that there is life aft er death?

DR. BOLCHAZY: Well, Nancy, in my opinion, this basic question of life which haunts us all of lives can be answered only by faith and hope.

PROFESSOR BOYLE: Th ank you Dr. Bolchazy. Th is is Nancy Boyle and you have been listening to Myth is Truth, Which Shall Make You Free.

DR. BOLCHAZY: Th ank you, Nancy.

4 Dr. Bolchazy inadvertently att ributed the quote to Dante instead of Milton.
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