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BOOK REVIEW by Michael Tilley 

 

Jesus and the Demise of Death: Resurrection, Afterlife, and the Fate of the Christian  

by Matthew Levering 

(Texas, USA: Baylor University Press, 2012). 240 pages. 

 

Responding to a challenge posed by one of his contemporaries, Levering’s Jesus and the 

Demise of Death attempts to allay the chaos of current eschatological theology in the context 

of the Roman Catholic Church. Questions ranging from the nature of immanent post-mortem 

experience, through to the final vindication that follows the Christian apocalyptic vision, are 

carefully unravelled with a view to providing a clarified depiction of the life beyond life that 

awaits the faithful. Mindful of the Church’s official insistence that Scripture ought to be the 

‘soul’ of theological inquiry, Levering labours to ground his theology firmly within biblical 

foundations. The result is a publication that retains a sharp brevity within an argument poised 

upon extensive analysis of Scriptural sources and related scholarly commentary, leaning 

heavily on the work of N. T. Wright. Levering’s technique for reinvigorating contemporary 

Christian eschatology does not, however, involve vastly innovative engineering as such. It is 

radical, rather, insomuch as he returns to the roots of the Catholic tradition via Aquinas, to 

highlight an existing harmony between the fundamentals of Church tradition and diligent 

Scriptural exegesis. What this seeks to achieve is rejuvenation of not only the wider field of 

Christian eschatological understanding, but also a revalidation of the Roman Church in more 

general terms by reaffirming its underlying consistency with the literary bedrock of Christian 

spirituality. In a sense then, Jesus and the Demise of Death also arguably contains a 

semblance of missionary apologia, which may either excite or alienate readers depending on 

personal sensibilities towards the Catholic theology. 

Bifurcated into two sections of roughly equal length, Levering’s work addresses the 

Christian afterlife experience in terms of, firstly, how Jesus of Nazareth transcended the 

boundaries of mortality, linearly documenting this transition from the very moment of his 

iconic death upon the cross. Levering opens this section with the non-corporeal Christ’s 

ingress into an intermediary state so as to wrest free the souls of the pious dead, all the while 

arguing for the legitimacy of such a realm and elucidating the nature of Jesus’ sojourn there. 

The remaining two chapters of this first segment examine the subsequent bodily resurrection 

of Jesus and his later ascension to Heaven in similar terms, namely by unpacking the 

minutiae of these profound events from their relatively laconic biblical casing. The second 

section relates the experience of Jesus to those who would call him Lord, positing the 

question of the impending outcome beyond the Christian’s current existential condition. 

Naturally this section features a wholly divergent chapter progression to the first, instead 

pursuing a trajectory which involves articulating the process by which the optimal 

eschatological end can be attained. In this regard – as the first section of Jesus and the 

Demise of Death gives way to the second – a shift in exegetical form arises, as commentary 

on metaphysical schema develops towards providing an instructional paradigm designed for 

those who have personally absorbed the claims of Christian dogma. 

Jesus and the Demise of Death is a stylistically earnest academic text, and though it 

theoretically appeals in subject matter to those outside of higher education institutions, it is 

difficult to envision Christians on the periphery or further afield from scholastic theology 

readily taking to the book. The irony of this observation of course is that the publication is 

fundamentally a reply to Richard B. Hays’ incitement to bring eschatological consideration 

into the central purview of contemporary theology for the sake of preaching and mission. 

Whilst this book evidently drags eschatology back into focus with richness and precision, it 

alone may prove insufficient to aid in the teaching of Church eschatology outside the 
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confines of seminaries or universities. Levering’s work should be perceived as a generative 

text that may be used as a foundation from which other more populist works can be derived, 

as this may better suit its aim as an aid to Christian teaching. And whilst Levering’s prose 

may be largely neat and articulate, it is nonetheless at times over burdened with quotations, 

occasionally staggering the flow of the text. There may also be an issue with the recurrent 

unexpanded biblical referencing that could appear somewhat overwhelming to anyone other 

than those who have been entirely immersed in theological study for a significant stretch of 

time.  

Perhaps due to the now ensconced public presence of intellectuals advancing atheistic 

scepticism and empirical rationalism, it has seemed of late that theological matters 

concerning the more supernaturally grandeur elements of Christianity are habitually silenced; 

with emphasis favouring instead the seemingly more palatable ethical dimensions of the faith. 

Yet with concepts such as bodily resurrection being traditionally such cornerstones of 

Christian faith, is it not imperative that Christians today come to terms with these concepts in 

a way that befits the current appetite for reasoned inquiry? Jesus and the Demise of Death 

undoubtedly contributes to this process, as it indirectly steers readers far away from the 

popular and overdramatised Dantean portrait of the Christian afterlife towards a mature 

exploration that is grounded in Scripture. In shedding these interpolated fantastical aspects 

from eschatological discourse, Levering invites believers and their theological opponents to 

engage the possibility and nature of Christian post-mortem destinations on terms more 

attuned to the rationally inclined modern debate. Nothing could be more necessary for a 

renewed dialogue of eschatology in contemporary times, particularly now that Christianity is 

so frequently impeached to defend its relevance within the ongoing deliberations of the 

human condition. Furthermore, as a preaching tool, Jesus and the Demise of Death is 

enhanced by this rational tone, and it might assuage any reflex reactions among those remote 

from Christendom that to even consider an afterlife experience is a wholly superstitious 

exercise. 

Though primarily intended for the eyes of theologians, Jesus and the Demise of Death is 

not in the least devoid of value for students based in alternative fields. Particular reference 

here is directed towards students of the arts, who from the standpoint of literary criticism may 

discern fresh insight into Christian symbolism pertaining to biblical writings, or indeed for 

those with a specialism in the visual arts who may wish to revisit interpretations of some of 

the most iconic Christian motifs. With the review of Scriptural sources being at the very heart 

of Levering’s theological framework, plenty of words are devoted to understanding the 

imagery embedded within the text that can be extrapolated as catalysts for debate in more 

aesthetically based disciplines. There is then a peculiar paradoxical depth to Levering’s work, 

in that whilst he has produced a piece that so emphatically pursues a delineated theological 

goal, he simultaneously harbours a latent potential to transcend its ostensible boundaries and 

enrich further fields of study. In a similar capacity, whilst addressing a principally Catholic 

audience, this book offers a broader appeal that grants it a certain ecumenical charm precisely 

because of its analysis of biblical text, which is typically a common denominator amongst 

Christians of all creeds. Whilst many outside of Catholicism may not care too much for the 

girders Levering builds between Scripture and Thomist thought, they might nonetheless 

appreciate the review of biblical content so as to facilitate dialogue within their own 

understanding of Christian hermeneutics and eschatology. 

To purchase Jesus and the Demise of Death is to become a recipient of perhaps the best 

modern contribution to comprehending the meaning and nature of death from a Christian 

perspective. To adherents of Catholicism specifically, the book provides very direct 

instruction with personal resonance on matters related to death within Jesus’ own narrative 

and their lingering meaning for believers today. Levering’s systematic theology of the 
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eschaton inserts a masterful touch of detailed coherence into Christian accounts of both 

Jesus’ and everyman’s journey beyond the threshold of mortal existence. At the centre of 

Levering’s eschatological picture is a great emphasis on the soteriological component of 

Christian faith, reminding readers that death is not considered a finality for believers but is 

rather a mere transitory phase which can lead to supreme bliss previously unknown. 

Accordingly, the Christian virtue of hope permeates the text to the extent that the ambiance 

never once slips towards the morose and sorrowful, despite addressing the very delicate 

subject of death. It is for this reason one may feel that Levering has produced something 

quintessentially Christian within his theology of death and the afterlife, and for the sake of 

those external to scholarly circles, one can only hope that this text inspires more generally 

accessible titles, so as to unlock its fullest potential as a means of galvanising Christian 

education at all levels. 
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