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Throughout our history, humankind has developed
myriad ways to remember the dead, from leaving them
in their homes to burying them at sea. Many of these
ways leave no trace, so we may never fully appreciate
how some communities memorialized the dead. We can,
however, understand the pain they endured and continue
to endure when we lose loved ones. Still, there remains
a considerable bias in how the dead were remembered.
Today’s archaeological record mostly recounts the
narratives of the elite, whose relatives could afford to
inter the remains of their loved ones. For the most part,
the remains of commoners were often discarded in
the wilderness. However, archaeologists utilize the few
memorials available to determine how each society viewed
and dealt with death.

A Field Museum anthropological archaeology
expedition in the Tsavo National Park in southeast Kenya
recovered several hundred graves, cemeteries, cairns, and
skull interment sites (Kusimba and Kusimba 2000). These
memorial sites belonged to ancestors of Kenyan people
who inhabited the Tsavo plains until they were designated
a national park in 1948. These memorial sites provided the
most substantial evidence of identities, mortuary behavior,
and the people’s belief systems during the precolonial
period before many converted to Christianity and Islam.
The cairns housed the remains of the pastoral Oromo;
the graves were variously attributed to the agropastoral
Wambisha and Wataita, who inhabited the Tsavo plains
before warfare instigated by drought, disease, and the
slave trade forced them to migrate to the Taita, Saghala,
and Kasigau Hills. These migrants were to eke out a living
on the congested hill for the next four centuries, after
which peaceful coexistence was reestablished following
the abolition of the slave trade and the advent of European
colonial rule in the late nineteenth century. How did the
people of southeast Kenya maintain relationships with
the ancestral shrines which they abruptly abandoned in
the Tsavo plains? How and in what ways did their new
refuge residences influence their mortuary behavior and
practices?

The Field Museum expedition recovered evidence
indicating that as they moved to new, more congested hills,
these refugees radically changed how they memorialized
their ancestors. Slavery, famine, disease, and other crises
had forced them to adopt a nomadic lifestyle which
involved them regularly moving with little warning. Many
adopted a mortuary behavior pattern of migrating with
their ancestors. Beginning from the sixteenth century,
instead of burying the dead in graves, they began to
disinter their ancestors’ skulls and built shrines for

them wherever they settled. To maintain strong bonds
between ancestors and their descendants, the ancestors
were regularly propitiated with gifts of food and drink.
They reciprocated by protecting their descendants from
calamities and crises like drought, diseases, sterility, and
witchcraft. Large partially broken pots and gourds found
at interment sites were used in the ceremonial feasting that
occurred at these sites.

Our team recovered four such shrine sites in the Tsavo
region. One was located in a deep ravine in Sungululu
village near Wundanyi town. This one contained 26 skulls,
including one of a sheep. The second was found in Kajire,
a rocky promontory above the central zone of habitation
on Saghala Hills, which included more than 300 cranial
remains arranged in different areas of a composite of rocky
outcrops. The third was found in Bungule in the Kasigau
Hills (Figure 4.15). The Bungule shrine bore 45 individuals.
The fourth was the shrine in Makwasinyi, Kasigau Hills,
which contained 25 individual skulls.

Elders from the Sungululu community related that
the skull of sheep stood in for an ancestor who was lost
to the community in a slaving raid. His body was never
interred with the ancestors and his mortal remains never
returned to his community after his disappearance. Yet
he is remembered by those he left behind, and the skull
of an animal fulfills his place in the relocated shrine in
the Tsavo Hills. Sometimes, an individual’s removal from
his community marks his social death, as his physical
death and mortal remains are never seen by those family
members who were ripped from his existence.

Informants confirmed that the groups of cranial remains
represented their patrilineage of ancestors. Individuals
would be buried in graves for two years, following which
the deceased’s skull would be disinterred and placed
in a cranial display niche. Only married individuals
with children were disinterred. Although the practice
of disinterring ancestral skulls declined in the 1920s
following conversion to Christianity and the colonial
decree which discouraged the practice, informants
argued that the skulls’ rituals continued into the 1950s.
The shrines of Tsavo remind us that physical death does
not mean an end to familial relationship. Shrines ensure
continuity and permanence between the dead, the living,
and the unborn.
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Death and performances around it are continuously
used to model experiences in the world. Don
Handelman (1990) introduces the term “technology
of events” to indicate how the logic of design of public
spectacles dictates the way in which one perceives social
and political reality. His proposed typology of events—
“events that present,” “events that model,” and “events that
re-present”—makes explicit reference to the constant
manipulation of the design, as well as the internal
setting, of the events in order to project and impose on
participants desired notions of society, performances
of death being an advantageous opportunity for such a
process.

As I stated at the beginning of this essay, death should
not worry us to the extent that we will not really face
the aftermath of our own death. But perhaps this is
an unfair characterization and death should worry us,
after all, as this will be a continuous arena of dispute
for justice and dignity for those that we leave behind.
And although death always finds its own ways to
make us face the imbalance of power present in our
society, death also presents us with the opportunity to
reinterpret, subvert, and openly criticize the preexisting
social orders, fighting through the power of our actions
and performances.
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Jewish and Christian Perspectives on Death
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Abstract: Jewish and Christian perspectives on death are examined in this thematic essay, and emphasis is given to
Christianity, the area of the author’s expertise, with comparisons to Judaism within each of the topics to be explored.
The essay examines the origin of death, living while dying, dying and the dead, and, finally, what is thought to be
beyond death. Importantly, Judaism and Christianity look forward to the coming of the Messiah, the anointed one
(Judaism) or his return. This messianic outlook means that what is beyond death is not only personal or communal
eternal life, but, more centrally, the reign of God throughout the whole of reality. The case studies explore examples
of Christian and Jewish traditions, including syncretism with Indigenous religions and perspectives from other
world religions.

Resumen: En este capitulo se examinan las perspectivas judias y cristianas sobre la muerte. Se da énfasis al
cristianismo, el drea de especializacién del autor, con comparaciones con el judaismo dentro de cada uno de los
temas a explorar. El ensayo examina el origen de la muerte, el “vivir muriendo,” el morir y los muertos y, finalmente,
lo que se piensa que hay mds alld de la muerte. Es importante destacar que el judaismo y el cristianismo esperan
la llegada del Mesias, el ungido (judaismo) o su regreso. Esta perspectiva mesidnica significa que lo que estd mas
alld de la muerte no es sélo la vida eterna personal o comunitaria, sino, mds centralmente, el reino de Dios en
toda su extension. Los articulos aqui contenidos exploran ejemplos de tradiciones cristianas y judias, incluyendo el

sincretismo con las religiones indigenas y las perspectivas de otras religiones del mundo.

Religion and Death

It is often argued that the origin of religion is fear,
especially fear of forces beyond human control and
particularly death. From ancient thinkers, like the Greek
philosopher Epicurus (341-270 BCE), to Enlightenment
thinkers such as Scottish philosophers David Hume
(1711-1776) and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), and
Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), the origin of religion and
ideas about the gods and an afterlife originate in the fear
and wish-fulfillment of death. God is to be worshipped
and obeyed in order to diminish fear and relieve guilt,
or rituals and practices are meant to provide relief from
fear and its causes. Whether or not that is a sufficient
explanation of the origin of religion, there are good
reasons to doubt it. The fact remains that the world’s
religions do provide realistic responses to the fact of
human death. However, it is also true that the religions
insist that death is not the final word or the meaning of
finite reality. Whether in Hindu ideas of rebirth (Figures
5.1-5.3), Buddhist ideas about Nirvana as extinguishing
the fire of desire and releasing the person from the cycle
of suffering, Christian conceptions of Heaven as union
with or vision of the Divine, or belief among Indigenous
religions in the power of ancestors to aid one in the
present life, religions hold that death is not the ultimate
horizon of human existence. This double perspective
must be kept in mind as this essay explores death in
Judaism and Christianity. That is, religions realistically
face the fact of death and yet also insist that it is not

the ultimate truth of human existence. It is this double
perspective on death that allows one to compare and
contrast religious traditions.

I emphasize Christian perspectives on death, the area of
the my expertise, and compare to Judaism within each
of the topics to be explored. Of course, every religious
tradition is exceedingly complex, with many different
beliefs and practices internal to and shared between
religions. Given that reality, a comprehensive treatment
of Judaism or Christianity, much less their comparison,
is impossible. Accordingly, I will examine the origin
of death, living while dying, dying and the dead, and,
finally, what is thought to be beyond death. Importantly,
Judaism and Christianity look forward to the coming
of the Messiah, the anointed one (Judaism) or Christ’s
return (Christianity). This messianic outlook means
that what is beyond death is not only eternal life, but,
more centrally, the reign of God throughout the whole
of reality.

The Origin of Death

Judaism is more a religion of practice, unlike
Christianity with its many creeds and doctrines. Life is
valued by Jews almost above all else. The Talmud, the
basic compendium of Jewish Torah (law or teaching),
even states that, since all people are descendants of
one man (Adam), to take a life is like destroying the
world. To save a life is to save the world. Death as a

Williams, Patrick Ryan, Gary M Feinman, and Luis Muro Ynofidn. Beyond Death: Be/%?&, Practice, and Material Expression.
E-book, Oxford, UK: BAR Publishing, 2022, https://doi.org/10.30861/9781407360430.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.144.114.187



