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One of the questions I am most frequently asked is what 

happens after we die. Sometimes it is asked with disbelief; more 

often with hope and yearning by people facing death. Truthfully, I 

usually feel ill-equipped to answer this question. Deepening my 

discomfort, a colleague recently suggested that I get clear on my 

theology of the afterlife. I was baffled. 


To be clear, I am perfectly comfortable talking about God, 

spirituality, ritual, Torah, prayer, even suffering, because all of 

those are aspects of my lived experience.


But.. and it’s a big but… I have never been dead. Thank God! I 

have no experience of the afterlife. And although we might 

consider faith the ability to believe in things unseen, that is not 

really how I would define faith nor do I think it’s a Jewish 

definition. The word faith in Hebrew is emunah which translates 
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more accurately as trust. For me that means that I can trust that 

somehow I will get through whatever I am facing. I can trust that 

life is good and the world is magnificent. I can trust that life is 

sacred and I trust that the forces that created, hold, and move 

the world are far beyond rational understanding. To trust in God 

means, for me, to trust that I can be held and nurtured in this 

relationship. It means that I can sense, even as I cannot 

comprehend, mystery. It means that I can trust that I walk on 

solid ground, that I can find and take the next right step.


But the afterlife? Even Jewish sources are fairly ambiguous about 

the afterlife. Although Maimonides, the great medieval 

philosopher, affirms belief in the world to come as one of his 13 

principles of faith, it is not 100% clear that even he believed it. 

The Torah does not speak of life after death, nor does the rest of 

the Hebrew Bible. We begin to see references to the world to 

come in mishnaic and talmudic literature, although the Talmud is 

relatively inexplicit on what it might look like. Only in medieval 
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sources do we begin to see a more fully developed notion of the 

world to come, influenced clearly by Christian sources. So does 

Judaism believe in the afterlife or does Judaism emphasize 

deeds in this world? Yes.


I have certainly sat with more than one dying person who has 

described to me in vivid detail their vision of where they are going 

— they see their family sitting together at seder, all their 

deceased loved ones gathered, waiting for them to join them. 

Their vision is often astonishingly clear. 


While I would never attempt to dissuade anyone from such a 

comforting belief, it is definitely not the only possible view of the 

afterlife, nor is it the one I personally subscribe to. When asked, I 

usually tell people that I believe that the soul is eternal by which I 

mean that in some way the essence of a person lives on.
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And what do I mean by that? On the most basic level, of course 

we remember our loved ones and those memories are often filled 

with emotions — we laugh at things they said, we cry at 

occasions we shared at which they are now absent, we hear their 

voice in our heads. Nessa Rapoport, quoted in our prayerbook, 

writes, “To my astonishment, my father returns, sometimes daily, 

with a power that is revelatory. In the immediacy of grief, the idea 

that he would be ‘only a thought away’ or ‘always with me’ 

seemed a non-believable comfort. Now, four years later, my 

sisters and I are amazed by his presence. We use his 

expressions. We laugh at his voice in our heads, for we can hear 

exactly what he would say.” 


We leave behind the legacy of our deeds.  A lucky few — Moses, 

Freud, Shakespeare, Einstein and a handful of lesser mortals — 

achieve immortality. But most of us are remembered for less 

renowned deeds. I have the rocking chair that my grandmother 

petit-pointed. We sit in a synagogue to which others dedicated 
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their lives. Most of us remember relationships to a teacher, a 

parent, or a friend — the ways that knowing them forever 

changed us. Like the proverbial ripple from a stone dropped into 

a pond, those actions reverberate. The ways my friend Moshe 

modeled gratitude for me, the ways I watched others parent 

when I was a young adult, the Torah and literature I learned from 

certain teachers, all transformed my life. Those encounters made 

me a better person, a better mother, a better rabbi. I know that 

others experienced their gifts through me without even knowing 

the source. 


In Dara Horn’s novel, “The World to Come,” a character in the 

novel says that when good people die they go to a place where 

they get to shape the souls in their families yet to be born: “They 

pick out what kinds of traits they want the new people to have – 

they give them all the raw material of their souls, like their talents 

and their brains and their potential. Of course it’s up to the new 

ones, once they’re born, what they’ll use and what they won’t. ” 
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Sound fanciful? Certainly,  we have all seen qualities of our 

parents or grandparents in our children or grandchildren — a 

mischievous look, a certain gesture, the timber of a laugh. And 

many of us have named children after departed loved ones, 

blessing them and hoping to endow them with some of the 

qualities of the deceased. This is often particularly poignant when 

a child is born close to the death of a parent or grandparent. We 

imagine the two souls meeting in transit, exchanging information, 

the departing soul blessing the one about to be born.


This spring I participated in a bris for a baby named for his great-

grandfather who had recently died. The great-grandfather was 

born in a village in Poland in 1929. At the age of eleven, he came 

home from school to find his entire family murdered by the Nazis. 

He escaped to the forest where he survived with the partisans, 

facing illness and starvation in often horrific conditions, until the 

end of the war. He ultimately emigrated to the US, learned 

English, completed high school despite having no education past 

6



the age of 11, and went on to become an accountant, a lawyer, a 

father and grandfather to many children and grandchildren. The 

new baby whose bris it was, was the first to be born to his 

extended family after his great grandfather’s passing and, named 

for his great-grandfather, he was blessed to possess his qualities 

of resilience, courage, strength, intelligence, and kindness. A 

powerful sense of, “may his memory be for a blessing!”


If all of this feels wishful or woowoo to you, consider for a 

moment the straight up facts of science: the DNA and RNA and 

chromosomal combinations and matching nucleotides and 

Punnett squares and probabilities and genetic futures. Tiny 

secret blueprints of the deceased engineering a soul. Every 

pregnant woman carries the dead within her womb. We are, quite 

literally, the blueprints of our descendants, imprinting the future 

long after we are gone.
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According to the Zohar, when a baby is in utero it enjoys the best 

days of its life. The angels teach the baby Torah and all the 

secrets of the universe. When it is time to be born, the angel 

approaches the child and tells him the time has come. But the 

child refuses to be born – wouldn’t you, didn’t you? – and the 

angel tells the child that someday she will also have to leave the 

world to which she is now going and she will also go kicking and 

screaming. The angel smacks the child under its nose causing it 

to forget the Torah it has learned and the baby is reluctantly born. 

So, the world to come is just like this world – a world we 

reluctantly enter having left a paradise we did not want to depart. 

Death becomes a new birth into a world as full of possibilities as 

this one. 


And just as the baby in the womb is one breath away from being 

born, at some point all of us are one breath away from dying. And 

then by extension those who have already departed are only a 

breath away from us. The very air we breathe is literally created 
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by those who have died through the great carbon cycle of nature.   

The world to come hovers just beyond this one.


Barbara Ehrenreich writes, 


It is one thing to die into a dead world, and metaphorically 
speaking, leave one’s bones to bleach on a desert lit only by 
a dying star. It is another thing to die into the actual world, 
which seethes with life, with agency other than our own, 
and, at the very least, with endless possibility. For those of 
us, who — with or without drugs or religion — have caught 
glimpses of the animate universe, death is not a terrifying 
leap into the abyss, but more like an embrace of ongoing 
life. 
1

There is yet another way that we touch eternity. We humans don’t 

experience time as all of a piece — ticking on, one minute after 

the next, days, months, years. Sometimes time drags on forever 

— when you’re stuck in traffic or confined at home during a 

pandemic; sometimes we pick up our heads and don’t know 

where the day went. At other times, when we are fully present to 

the moment, whether in joy or in pain, we feel that we have 

transcended the boundaries of time. Sometimes love creates that 

 Barbara Ehrenreich, Natural Causes: An Epidemic of Wellness, the Certainty of Dying, 1

and Killing Ourselves to Live Longer, (New York: Twelve, 2018), p. 208 as quoted in Jenny 
Odell, Saving Time: Discovering a Life Beyond the Clock, (New York: Random House, 2023) 
p. 257.
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sense of expansion and openness. Sometimes an act of 

kindness done for us creates that opening. The choices we 

make, our ability to be present to the moment and to fully give 

our presence to others, open and unlock time, enabling us to, in 

the words of the poet, “… see a World in a Grain of Sand /And a 

Heaven in a Wild Flower/ Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand /

And Eternity in an hour.” When we touch eternity in that way, 

when time opens and expands for us, we create a kind of world 

to come in the here and now. 


The Zohar describes the afterlife not as olam ha’ ba, the world to 

come, but rather as alma d’atei, the world that is coming. What’s 

the difference? The Zohar describes this world that is coming as 

a world constantly emanating from Divinity beyond us, a world 

that is coming, always coming, and never ceasing. In this way, 

the world that is coming is the future, a breath away and yet 

utterly unknown, always coming toward us, never here, always 

arriving but never arrived. For me this seems like a much less 
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mystical understanding — that world, the world that is coming is 

just a moment from this one, unknowable, but shaped by the 

choices we make.


Lastly, I want to talk about love, for me, the most palpable way in 

which we touch eternity. I think many of us fear that after a loved 

one dies, we will lose their love — there will be no more warm 

hugs, no cuddles, no tender caresses and soft words of 

encouragement. I think that at first, in the immediate shock of 

loss, this appears to be true. But over time we discover that the 

love someone shared with us is inside us now forever — it can 

never be taken away. At some level, someone loves us because 

they see the truth in us that were always there — in a way, they 

have merely awakened that quality of love within us.


My grandmother, by any count, was a difficult woman at least to 

her children and her friends and family. But she had five 

grandchildren and none of us could do any wrong in her eyes. 
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She laughed when she saw us, held us close, reveled in our 

every accomplishment, and adored us beyond measure. To bury 

one’s head in her ample breasts was to feel safe and secure.  If I 

think back and remember clearly, I can also recall times when our 

mutual stubbornness clashed, when I resented what I perceived 

as her arbitrary rules. But mostly, to tell you the truth, I forget all 

that. Mostly her memory is condensed now into just love, all love. 

And I want to be clear here — it is not simply that I remember 

that she loved me — it is a love I carry with me, a love I feel 

regularly, a love that fills my heart and a love I share with my own 

children, friends, and family. That love doesn’t go away — in 

many ways it is deeper and purer. There is no more interference 

on the line. As Thornton Wilder writes in the final line of The 

Bridge to San Luis Rey, “There is a land of the living and a land of 

the dead and the bridge is love, the only survival, the only 

meaning.”
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No, I don’t know much about the world to come. But I know that 

we live in memory. I know that we live in deeds. I know that our 

DNA shapes our descendants. I know that the dead are just a 

breath away from us, not disappeared. I know that throughout 

our lives we can expand time and touch the mystery of eternity. I 

know that the future we shape is the world that is coming. And I 

know that love is eternal, transforming us and generations after 

us, long after we are gone.


May we be blessed today with loving memories. May we 

continue to feel the love of those who are gone and may that love 

shape our lives and the lives of others, unfurling outward forever. 

May we live lives in which we are more fully present, and may our 

deeds and our love shape the world that is coming to be a world 

of fulness and blessing for all.
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