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THE PROBLEM OF DEATH AND THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH 

 

Slavko Papić 

 

 Undoubtedly, death has posed a problem for every human being from the earliest 

times to the present. Man has constantly been trying to solve this most difficult riddle 

and, without fear of making a mistake, the problem may be designated as - a traditional 

problem. It has been the subject of various philosophies, myths and sciences but has 

often been designated as the central problem of philosophy and theology. So, what is 

death and how to understand it? The answer to this question largely depends on our 

starting position which is always the field of ontology.  

 In my brief presentation of the aforementioned subject I will try to present the 

orthodox view of this issue and its solution.  

 Christian ontology rests on the faith in God who is One and the Trinity.  By 

designating that God is One, we refer to the Person of the Father who, as a concrete 

Person, is the cause of existence of the Son and of the Spirit. By defining God as the 

Trinity, we understand that God the Father is never without the person of the son and of 

the spirit. Father freely and out of love gives birth to the Son and emanates the Spirit 

and they also freely and out of love accept the Father as the Father. Outside this 

communion there exists no impersonal essence that would be the bearer of the Trinity 

but just the opposite – the persons of the Trinity are the bearers of the essence. God’s 

existence and His nature are based on the Person of the Father that is manifested as love 

towards other persons of the Holy Trinity. This is, as it seems, an ontology of 

personhood which perceives God as a being of community, freedom and love. Person is, 

therefore, a being of community of freedom and love with another person. When 

speaking about God, the problem of death is not operational because God is uncreated 
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and thus he has neither the beginning nor the end. The eternity of God is an expression 

of  absolute freedom of his person for if he existed on the basis of the necessity of his 

nature, he would not be free (as I have already said: nature is the result of personhood 

which makes the nature exist). 

 Unlike God who is absolutely free, eternal, uncreated and immortal, the world is 

mortal. It was created out of nothing (ex nihilo) by God and  it represents, in relation to 

God, an entirely different reality. The world was created neither from the essence of God 

nor from some formless matter, nor it had existed in the form of God’s thoughts but was 

created ex nihilo. Before the world came into existence, there existed nothing but God.  

 As stated above, God is an absolutely free person. The world as well as all other 

creation is a work of God and is dependent on His will, that is, on His freedom. In one 

moment, God wished and willed to create the world and so He did – He created it. If 

God had not willed to create the world, the world absolutely would not have existed. 

There would have existed only God for he is the only one who is uncreated and eternal. 

So, God as absolutely free person created the world, and the foundation of the existence 

of the world was God’s will, namely, his freedom. Thus, the ontological difference 

between God and the world was indicated.  

 God, being absolutely free, manifested his freedom as love toward the world – 

having created it out of his love. God’s love toward created beings precedes their 

existence. God loved (his) beings even before he created them - as an expression of his 

will. Willing their creation he simultaneously both loved and created them. Therefore, 

God  as person, by his freedom which is manifested as love for his beings, brings beings 

into existence from the non-being and creates them out of nothing  and thus they are the 

result of  His love and freedom. If God had not willed and loved his beings, they would 

not have existed. It is important to emphasize that all created beings were created as 

concrete, unique and unrepeatable beings. The world, therefore, exists as a multitude of 

concrete and unrepeatable beings as a result of God’s freedom and love as a person, and 



 83 

having been the result of love, all those beings are loved. 

In accordance with what is previously said, the nature cannot exist outside of 

personhood because person is the bearer of the existence of nature. Thus, in terms of 

ontology, the created nature cannot exist impersonally, outside of the person who is its 

Creator and bearer of its existence. This means that the condition for the created world 

to exist is to be in communion with God as person.  

Creating the world, God created man as  the crown of creation, having created 

him in His image and appointed him as the master of all nature (of all earthly creatures). 

This is because the nature of all created beings is equal to the nature of man, but man is 

different from all other beings (creation) because he was created in the image of God, 

that is, he was created as a person. We may say that God created the world in the person 

of man and thereby united creation in the person of man. Man as the only material 

being that was made as the Imago Dei, became the creature in whom the creaturely and 

the uncreaturely, God and creation are united. 

Following (the teaching of) St. Gregory of Nyssa, St. Maximos the Confessor as 

well as some of leading Christian theologians, we also deem that the Imago Dei, that is, 

the icon of God in man, is - man’s freedom. Therefore, freedom is what makes man 

similar to God and God’s freedom is expressed as love of one person for another. God is 

love for He is communion of persons in love.  Man as the Imago Dei desires to be not 

only ontically but also ontologically free, namely, to be the cause of his being – he wants 

to be like God. Man wants for everything that exists to be an expression of his freedom – 

he wants to create the world out of nothing just as God did.  

 Here we must remember the neotestamental insight that everything was created 

in Christ and through Christ. As it was stated at the Fourth Ecumenical Council: Christ 

is a concrete person, a complete man and complete God and in His person as a Son of 

God, creaturely and uncreaturely nature are united undividedly and without confusion. 

In Him, God and man were united but the difference between the two natures remained 
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in spite of the union. This union was achieved in the person of Christ on the basis of 

God’s freedom and the man’s freedom (Theotokos). He is a complete God and a perfect 

man. In this way, the creaturely nature achieved union with God the Father through 

God the Logos who is in eternal communion with God the Father. It seems that the 

phenomenon of creation ought to be viewed in the light of the Incarnation: God created 

all beings out of non-being, freely and with love, for one purpose – that all created 

beings may be united with Him in God the Logos. The person of Christ is the cause of 

existence of the creaturely nature but also its purpose.   So, God created everything ex 

nihilo, through the Logos for the purpose of becoming one with Him in the person of 

the Son, God the Logos through man and thus everything shall become Christ. 

Everything shall exist eternally as “the body of Christ”. For the world to exist in such a 

manner, it was necessary to express its consent which it did through the consent of the 

Virgin Mary, which was necessary for the Incarnation and actualization of the Mystery 

of Christ. A communion of love may exist only on the basis of mutual consent. Therefore 

man spoke and consented in the name of the whole created world.  

 Man solely is the mediator between the entire creation and God and the only 

savior of the created nature from death. It is due to his being free as the Imago Dei and 

because the entire creation is contained in Him. In the person of the first man – Adam, 

we find this very link that connects the entire creation with God. He contains in himself 

the entire created nature and mediates between it and God. Creation, having been 

created out of non-being, cannot have existence per se but only if it is in communion of 

love and freedom with God via man. Therefore at the end of the Creation God created 

man, Adam – as the Imago Dei, that is, God created him free to achieve the communion 

of love and freedom with God the Logos and thus enable the eternal life to the entire 

created nature. In such a communion both man and the entire creation would overcome 

death and would live forever. I will paraphrase St. Maximos the Confessor who said that 

if the first man had freely accepted the communion with Christ, he would have become 
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Christ while in such communion of love and freedom man would have become the Son 

of God. Though not by nature but by grace, that is, by personhood.  

 Man’s freedom differs from God’s freedom (which is manifested as love) in so far 

as man, as a created being, may express his freedom even as a rejection of the 

communion with God and may use his freedom contrary to God’s will. 

 Man was created free with a purpose to express his freedom as love toward other 

beings and toward God. Man’s union with God as well as other created beings was the 

purpose for which he was created as the Imago Dei. However, the first man Adam 

rejected his communion with God. He exercised his freedom by saying  “no!” to God. 

He used his will contrary to the will of God thus becoming estranged from God. Adam 

exercised his freedom in the following manner – by having wanted for his own (Adam’s) 

will to be done -  not God’s will. Such exercising of free will is called the Fall and its 

most tragic consequence is death - both of man and of the entire nature.  

 Christian ontology perceives the non-being as absolute nothingness and in 

accordance with it, death is understood as nothingness that threatens every being. As 

the Apostle Paul said: “The last enemy … is death”.1 The reason for such understanding 

lies in the aforementioned understanding of the created world. Namely, God created the 

world as a multitude of concrete beings, each of whom when dies, absolutely ceases to 

exist. When man is concerned, this is particularly tragic. The best example for this is the 

loss of a loved one. When a person we love dies, an entire and unrepeatable world dies 

as well. If we look at this from the perspective of a biologist, or a pantheist, or from any 

other perspective based on the ontology of nature, nothing terrible has happened 

because the balance of nature will be restored by a new birth. But, from the perspective 

of the ontology of personhood, it is an absolute tragedy. No new birth can fill the 

                                                 

1The Eastern/ Greek Orthodox Bible: New Testament, http://www.orthodoxanswers.org/eob, 

http://www.orthodox-church.info/eob/,  Orthodox Church in America, Laurent Cleenewerck, 2007-2009, 

Corinthians (The First Epistle of Paul to the) 15, 26 
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emptiness arising after the death of one person. 

 After having committed the primordial sin by refusing the communion with God, 

man together with the entire nature turned to the non-being and the danger was 

threatening to him to return to the original nothingness. It was because the created 

nature which is mortal (and it is mortal because it was created) – lost the ability to 

overcome death. Death thus became the reality for all people headed by the first man 

Adam but it did not become reality as a punishment for the sin, but as a consequence of 

man’s termination of personal communion with God. Regardless of the fact that God has 

never ceased to love man and creation, after having refused the communion with God, 

they were heading towards nothingness. It is because both man and creation cannot 

exist without the communion of freedom and love with God and because this 

communion does not depend on nature but on freedom – both of man and of God. If the 

first man had conformed his will and freedom to the will of God, and thus accepted the 

communion of love and freedom with God – death would have existed only as a 

possibility (as well as immortality, after all) and it would never have become reality and 

Adam, as a person, would have become the Son of God. With man’s death as a person, 

death is revealed as nothingness and as absolute cessation of existence of that particular 

being.  

 Not being sure whether it was emphasized enough, I  must reiterate once more 

that created beings, having been created out of non-being, are mortal by nature. The 

only one who is immortal by nature is God because He is uncreated. Also, it is not 

redundant to repeat that God did not create created beings to return to nothingness but 

to live forever, which they were not able to achieve due to their nature but only on the 

basis of the communion of love and freedom with God.  

 The created nature can exist only if it is in communion of love and freedom, 

through man, with God as a person and Adam was supposed to achieve this 

communion for he was the bearer of existence of the entire created nature. Adam, being 
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created, should have freely accepted the communion with God in order to ensure 

eternal life for himself and for the entire creation. If Adam, as the image of Christ, had 

accepted this communion, the Mystery of Christ would already have been achieved 

then, that is to say, Adam would have become Christ. Thereby man would have become 

God without ceasing to be man by nature, and God would have become man without 

ceasing to be God by nature. This is exactly what was subsequently achieved, though in 

a different way, in Christ.  

 For the created nature to overcome the state in which it was after the primordial 

sin and establish the communion with God, it was necessary that the new man be born, 

the new savior whose person would unite nature with God freely and in love. The only 

way for this to be achieved was that the Son of God become man because none of them 

who were born had not been as a person, since their conception, in communion with 

God. Natural birth was actually a result of refusing the communion with God and only 

a man who was born supernaturally, the new Adam, could have fulfilled this task. 

Having become incarnated by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary, Jesus Christ, the 

eternally pre-existent Son of God – became the perfect man while simultaneously 

remaining the perfect God who took upon Himself, within His Person, the created 

nature. In His person, God and creation, creaturely and uncreaturely nature were 

united. In this way, the Son of God introduced the created nature into the communion 

with God thus breaking the vicious circle of death.  In this way, as the perfect man, He 

achieved what Adam failed to do – He freely united the created nature with God the 

Father. 

 Having become incarnate as man, the Son of God took upon Himself the created 

fallen nature with all her characteristics except sin, even death, for it is also one 

characteristic of the created and fallen nature. Having taken into His Person our fallen 

nature, he also became subject to death. He did it out of free will in order to deliver us 

from death. Christ voluntarily agreed to die thus confirming His freedom as man’s love 
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toward God the Father and toward us, for it was the will of the Father to save us from 

death through the incarnation of Christ.  Christ’s love toward the Father was manifested 

as His voluntary renunciation of his own self, actually, as renunciation of the existence 

of created nature in the form of  self-enclosing of the nature in its relation to God, which 

actually represents death. Through Christ’s death as man, the created nature 

transcended death and achieved immortal existence for Christ’s death was His 

expression of love toward the Father.  Thus human freedom in Christ became a genuine 

freedom for it became free of death through the communion of love and freedom with 

God.  

 Having resurrected from the dead, Christ became the savior of man and of 

creation. But He did not resurrect by nature but God the Father resurrected Him by the 

Holy Spirit. The created and fallen nature that Christ took upon Himself in the 

incarnation was delivered from death due to the communion with the Lord in Christ by 

the intercession and assistance of the Holy Spirit and not on the basis of the 

characteristics of nature. In other words, Christ’s Resurrection was the result of the joint 

work and communion of the Holy Trinity as a whole, not solely Christ’s deed. 

Everything, ever since the creation of the world and man until the Resurrection of 

Christ, was the work of all three persons of the Holy Trinity.  

 

 In the person of Christ, the created nature achieved the communion with God 

and thereby transcended death. Every man, as a person, can live eternally only if he 

achieves the communion with Christ. The manner of man’s life as a person, in 

accordance with his freedom, will determine man’s final state. If man enters the 

communion of love and freedom with God in Christ, he will become the Son of God, 

and if he doesn’t, God will not recognize him (as His own) and thereby he will not exist. 

Creation overcomes death only through Christ and in Christ.  
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 After Christ’s Ascension, and in accordance with His promise, the communion 

with Christ is achieved by the intercession of the Holy Spirit. After the Ascension of 

Christ, God the Father through Christ pours out the Spirit on all people who are 

christened. Through baptism, the Holy Spirit delivers people from the laws of the fallen 

nature and unites them with Christ. Baptism is preceded by repentance as the change of 

our mode of existence – out of the state of fall into a new birth by the Spirit. Baptism 

causes the change in our mode of existence – from living by the laws of the fallen nature 

to the community of love and freedom with other people and with the Lord. Finally, 

after Chrismation (confirmation) as a gift of the Holy Spirit, man becomes the Son of 

God as a person, while at the same time he remains man by nature. In Holy Baptism, the 

Holy Spirit unites every man with Christ and thereby the Mystery of Christ is actualized 

in every man. What happened to Christ by the work of the Holy Spirit also happens to 

every man through baptism – every man becomes Christ for it is no longer the old man 

who lives, but Christ lives in him. 

 Through Baptism man is introduced into the Eucharistic community i.e. Church 

as the communion of love and freedom with many people and with nature, in Christ. 

After the Ascension, Christ is present by the Holy Spirit as the one and the many; this 

means that He continues to be a unique and unrepeatable person but is at the same time 

a catholic (synaxizing) person  - the Eucharist, Liturgy. In the Eucharist as an assembly 

of the faithful around the bishop as the icon of Christ many become one Christ i.e. a 

liturgical community. So, Christ in the Spirit is manifested as a Eucharist community of 

the many without ceasing to be, at the same time, a unique and unrepeatable person. In 

the Liturgy, the entire Church as a community offers both the nature and her own self to 

God the Father and she does so through identification with the person of Christ. 

Therefore, Liturgy is Christ. Christ is present in the Liturgy as a person, while the 

created nature and the people of God are His Body. Thus, a liturgical community is the 

Body of Christ, whose bearer of existence is the person of Christ. We can conclude that 
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the Church is in her essence equal to the Eucharist and that in the Eucharist every man’s 

personhood overcomes death – bearing in mind that the Eucharistic Community is just 

an icon of the Heavenly Kingdom that is to come, which will be entirely established only 

at the Second Coming of Christ.  

 

 Now, I would like to explicitly return to the subject of this paper and the 

connection between the problem of death and the mission of the Church. What does the 

mission of the Church consist of - on the basis of what I have presented? If the Church is 

primarily perceived as the Eucharist, as the Liturgy – then the primary task of the 

Church is to transcend death through the Eucharist! And her mission is “the life in the 

Eucharist and through the Eucharist”.  
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