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SESSION SEVEN: AFTER LIFE, HEAVEN, HELL, MESSIAH AND 

“THE END TIMES”, RESURRECTION, REINCARNATION? 

I. AFTERLIFE/HEAVEN AND HELL 

A. Afterlife – See “Olam Haba” Jewish Virtual Library 

B. Heaven and Hell – See “Heaven and Hell” in My Jewish Learning 

 

II. MESSIAH AND THE END TIMES/RESURRECTION 

A. The concept of “anointing” = “mashiah” 

1. Anointing Oil – to “make holy” the Tent of Meeting and appurtenances  

Exodus / Chapter 30 

22 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 23 “And you, take for yourself spices of the finest 

sort: of pure myrrh five hundred [shekel weights]; of fragrant cinnamon half of it two 

hundred and fifty [shekel weights]; of fragrant cane two hundred and fifty [shekel 

weights], 24 and of cassia five hundred [shekel weights] according to the holy shekel, and 

one hin of olive oil. 25 You shall make this into an oil of holy anointment, a perfumed 

compound according to the art of a perfumer; it shall be an oil of holy anointment. 26 

And you shall anoint with it the Tent of Meeting and the Ark of Testimony, 27 the table 

and all its implements, the menorah and its implements, the altar of incense, 28 the altar 

of the burnt offering and all its implements, the washstand and its base.  

2. High Priests and Kings 

Exodus / Chapter 30 – Aaron and Priests 

30 And with it you shall anoint Aaron and his sons and sanctify them to serve Me [as 

kohanim]. 31 And to the children of Israel you shall speak, saying: ‘This shall be oil of 

holy anointment to Me for your generations. 32 It shall not be poured upon human flesh, 

and according to its formula you shall not make anything like it. It is holy; it shall be holy 

to you. 33 Any person who compounds anything like it or puts any of it on an alien shall 

be cut off from his people.’  

Samuel 1 / Chapter 24 – King (Saul) 

 5 … And David arose, and secretly severed the skirt of Saul’s coat. 6 And it was 

afterwards, that David’s heart smote him, for he had severed Saul’s skirt. 7 And he said 

to his men, “The Lord forbid it for me, that I should do this thing to my lord, to the 

Lord’s anointed, to stretch forth my hand upon him, for he is the Lord’s anointed.”   

Samuel 2 / Chapter 22 – King David and successors 

50 Therefore I will give thanks to You, O’ Lord, among the nations, and to your name I 

will sing praises. 51 He gives great salvation to His king, and He performs kindness to 

His anointed; to David and to his seed, forevermore.  
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B. Stages of Development of Messianic Idea (from Encyclopedia Judaica article) 

1. Stage One: David and his descendants will be rulers over United Kingdom of 

Israel. 

2. Stage Two: When Kingdom is divided, prophecies that David’s successors will 

again rule over united Kingdom – Amos 9:11-12, Isaiah 11:10, Hosea 3:5, Ezekiel 

37:15-24ff 

3. Stage Three: Isaiah shifts emphasis from perpetuity of Davidic Dynasty to 

qualities of future king: charismatic and acting with justice. Isaiah 9:1-6, 11:1ff, 

16:4-5  

C. Jeremiah predicts a return from Babylonian Exile – 32:1-15 

D. Ezekiel predicts this restoration with dramatic vision of “Dry Bones” 37:1-14 (see 

Resurrection below) 

E. Isaiah 45:1 calls Cyrus “Messiah” in figurative sense. (Chosen by God for special 

mission – to aid the Jewish return to Israel and rebuilding of Temple) 

F. Zechariah has High Priest (Joshua) 3:8, and King (Zerubbabel? See 4:7-14. 

Apparently not. He calls the King “the Branch” – see, 6:12-13)  

G. Daniel – “predicts” end of Syrian Greek rule, beginning of Kingdom of God 

H. Messianic Era - an idea of “ultimate salvation” (Yamot HaMashiah – Days of the 

Messiah). This would be an era of universal peace and harmony, in which God’s 

presence would be felt by all humanity.  

1. Time of peace and tranquility – Even predatory animals will be 

vegetarian. Like return to Garden of Eden  

Isaiah 2:4 “They shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into 

pruning hooks; nation will not lift sword against nation neither will they learn war 

anymore.” 

Isaiah 11:6-10 “The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with 

the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead 

them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the 

lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and 

the young child put his hand into the viper's nest. They will neither harm nor 

destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the 

Lord as the waters cover the sea.  In that day, the stock of Jesse that has remained 

standing shall become a standard to peoples – Nations shall seek his counsel and 

his abode shall be honored.” (see also Hosea 2:20-25.) 

2. Jerusalem will be center of religious faith for all humanity –  

Isaiah 2:2-3 “In the days to come, The Mount of the LORD’s House Shall stand 

firm above the mountains And tower above the hills; And all the nations Shall 

gaze on it with joy. 3And the many peoples shall go and say: “Come, Let us go up 

to the Mount of the LORD, To the House of the God of Jacob; That He may 
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instruct us in His ways, And that we may walk in His paths.” For instruction shall 

come forth from Zion, The word of the LORD from Jerusalem.” (Also Micah 4:1-4) 

3. Perhaps preceded by war of good against evil (see Joel)  

I. Typical Job Description (based on Wikipedia article, supplemented by SGM) 

1. The Sanhedrin will be re-established (Isaiah 1:26) (“I will restore your 

magistrates as of old, and your counselors as of yore.”) 

2. Once he is King, leaders of other nations will look to him for guidance. Isaiah 

11:10 “In that day, the stock of Jesse that has remained standing shall become a 

standard to peoples – nations shall seek his counsel and his abode shall be 

honored.” (See also Isaiah 2:3-4)  

3. The whole world will worship the One God of Israel (Isaiah 2:17 “None but the 

LORD shall be exalted in that day.”)  

4. He will be descended from King David (Isaiah 11:1 “But a shoot shall grow out 

of the stump of Jesse, a twig shall sprout from his stock.”) via King Solomon (1 

Chron. 22:8-10)  

5. The Mashiah will be a man of this world, an observant Jew with “fear of 

God” (Isaiah 11:2 “The spirit of the LORD shall alight upon him. A spirit of 

wisdom and insight, a spirit of counsel and valor, a spirit of devotion and 

reverence for the LORD.”)  

6. Evil and tyranny will not be able to stand before his leadership (Isaiah 11:3-4 

“He shall sense the truth by his reverence for the LORD. He shall not judge by 

what his eyes behold, nor decide by what his ears perceive. Thus he shall judge 

the poor with equity and decide with justice for the lowly of the land. He shall 

strike down the ruthless [see NJPS note] with the rod of his mouth and slay the 

wicked with the breath of his lips. Justice shall be the girdle of his loins, and 

faithfulness the girdle of his waist.”)  

7. Knowledge of God will fill the world (Isaiah 11:9 “In all of My sacred mount 

nothing evil or vile shall be done. For the land shall be filled with devotion to the 

LORD as water covers the sea.”)  

8. All Jews will have returned to their homeland (Isaiah 11:12 “He will hold up a 

signal to the nations and assemble the banished of Israel, and gather the dispersed 

of Judah from the four corners of the earth.”) 

9. God will destroy death forever (Isaiah 25:8 “He will destroy death forever.”)  

10. There will be no more hunger or illness, and death will cease (Isaiah 25:8) 

[This is the description in Wikipedia – but “death will cease” was already 

mentioned, and this verse – 25:8 – already cited. The feast of messianic era some 

suggest is alluded to in Isaiah 25:6 “For the LORD of Hosts will make on this 

mount for all the peoples a banquet of rich viands, a banquet of choice wines, or 

rich viands seasoned with marrow, of choice wines well refined.”] 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanhedrin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_Solomon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_of_Israel
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11. All of the dead will rise again (Isaiah 26:19 “Oh let Your dead revive! Let 

corpses arise! Awake and shout for joy, you who dwell in the dust! For Your dew 

is like the dew on fresh growth; You make the land of the shades come to life.”)   

 Note from The Jewish Study Bible (Oxford): “This verse and also 25:8 [#10 

above] refer to God’s triumph over death. Some understand these vv. as 

metaphors: They portray the surprising vindication of the downtrodden, who 

are figuratively compared to the dead. According to others, these vv. assert 

that at least some dead people will return to earth at the end of time, their 

bodies and spirits restored. Rabbinic Judaism emphasizes the belief in bodily 

resurrection for all humanity. … The Tanakh, however, is much more 

circumspect regarding the possibility of life after death, avoiding discussions 

of the issue and in some passages apparently denying the possibility (Psalms 

115:7; cf Isaiah 38:18-19). Many biblical passages refer to Sheol, where the 

dead abide (e.g. Gen. 37:25; 42:38; Deut. 32:22; I Samuel 2:6; Psalms 88:4; 

Proverbs 14:24), but they do not describe what happens to them there or 

whether they can be regarded as truly alive. (An exception may be Isaiah 

14:9-11, 16-21, but that passage is more likely a poetic fantasy. See the 

comments on these vv.) In Ezekiel Chapter 37 dry bones are reconstituted into 

bodies and come back to life, but that text presents itself explicitly as a 

metaphor for national renewal, not as the physical resurrection of the dead 

(37:11). … The metaphor may, however, be based on the idea of personal 

resurrection. Only in Daniel 12:2-3,12 does the Tanakh unambiguously 

endorse the idea that humans will be given life after death. Belief in life after 

death became central to apocalyptic forms of Judaism (attested to in the Book 

of Daniel and various postbiblical, pre-rabbinic documents). Those modern 

scholars who emphasize the apocalyptic elements in Isaiah chapters 24-27 

understand 28:8 and 26:19 as a typical statement endorsing the notion of 

resurrection of the dead. Medieval Jewish philosophers and commentators 

point to this v. as a biblical warrant for the rabbinic doctrine of life after death. 

Concerning this whole issue, see 66:24n.” 

 See, also Ezekiel’s “Dry Bones” vision at Chapter 37 

 [See Resurrection below] 

12. The Jewish people will experience eternal joy and gladness (Isaiah 51:11 “So 

let the ransomed of the LORD return, and come with shouting to Zion, crowned 

with joy everlasting. Let them attain joy and gladness, while sorrow and sighing 

flee.”)  

13. He will be a messenger of peace (Isaiah 52:7 “How welcome on the mountain 

are the footsteps of the herald announcing happiness [shalom in Hebrew], 

heralding good fortune, announcing victory [yeshua = salvation in Hebrew].”)  

14. Nations will end up recognizing the wrongs they did Israel (Isaiah 52:13-53:5)  

15. For My House shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations (Isaiah 

56:7)  

16. The peoples of the world will turn to the Jews for spiritual guidance 

(Zechariah 8:23 “In those days, ten men from nations of every tongue will take 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Zechariah
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hold – they will take hold of every Jew by a corner of his cloak and say, ‘Let us 

go with you, for we have heard that God is with you.’”)  

17. The ruined cities of Israel will be restored (Ezekiel 16:55)  

18. Weapons of war will be destroyed (Ezekiel 39:9, and Isaiah 2:4 “And they shall 

beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation will 

not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.”)  

19. The Temple will be rebuilt (Ezekiel 40) resuming many of the suspended 

mitzvot. 

20. He will then perfect the entire world to serve God together (Zephaniah 3:9)  

21. Jews will know the Torah without Study (Jeremiah 31:33)  

22. He will give you all the desires of your heart (Psalms 37:4)  

23. He will take the barren land and make it abundant and fruitful (Isaiah 51:3, 

Amos 9:13-15, Ezekiel 36:29-30, Isaiah 11:6-9) 

J. Messiah in Rabbinic Period: The Blessings in Weekday Amidah – Messiah, 

Reward and Punishment (10-15) 

Sound the great shofar for our freedom; raise a banner to gather our exiles, and bring 

us together from the four corners of the earth into our land. Blessed are You Lord, who 

gathers the dispersed of His people Israel. 

Restore our judges as in former times, and our counsellors as of yore; remove from us 

sorrow and sighing, and reign over us, You alone, O Lord, with kindness and 

compassion, with righteousness and justice. Blessed are You Lord, King who loves 

righteousness and justice.  

Let there be no hope for informers, and may all the heretics and all the wicked 

instantly perish; may all the enemies of Your people be speedily extirpated; and may You 

swiftly uproot, break, crush and subdue the reign of wickedness speedily in our days. 

Blessed are You Lord, who crushes enemies and subdues the wicked. 

May Your mercies be aroused, Lord our G-d, upon the righteous, upon the pious, 

upon the elders of Your people, the House of Israel, upon the remnant of their sages, 

upon the righteous proselytes and upon us. Grant ample reward to all who truly trust in 

Your Name, and place our lot among them; may we never be disgraced, for we have put 

our trust in You. Blessed are You Lord, the support and security of the righteous. 

Return in mercy to Jerusalem Your city and dwell therein as You have promised; 

speedily establish therein the throne of David Your servant, and rebuild it, soon in our 

days, as an everlasting edifice. Blessed are You Lord, who rebuilds Jerusalem.  

Speedily cause the scion of David Your servant to flourish, and increase his power by 

Your salvation, for we hope for Your salvation all day. Blessed are You Lord, who 

causes the power of salvation to flourish. 

K. Messiah According to Maimonides (see Laws of Kings and Wars, Chapters 

11-12) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Ezekiel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Zephaniah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Jeremiah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psalms
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L. Messiah in Modern Times (from Wikipedia article) 

1. Orthodox Judaism 

Orthodox Judaism maintains that Jews are obligated to accept Maimonides's 13 

Principles of Faith, including an unwavering belief in the coming of the messiah. 

2. Conservative Judaism 

Emet Ve-Emunah, the Conservative movement's statement of principles, states: 

"Since no one can say for certain what will happen in the Messianic era each of us 

is free to fashion personal speculation. Some of us accept these speculations are 

literally true, while others understand them as elaborate metaphors... For the 

world community we dream of an age when warfare will be abolished, when 

justice and compassion will be axioms of all, as it is said in Isaiah 11: "...the land 

shall be filled with the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea." For 

our people, we dream of the ingathering of all Jews to Zion where we can again 

be masters of our own destiny and express our distinctive genius in every area of 

our national life. We affirm Isaiah's prophecy (2:3) that "...Torah shall come forth 

from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem".  

"We do not know when the Messiah will come, nor whether he will be a 

charismatic human figure or is a symbol of the redemption of humankind from the 

evils of the world. Through the doctrine of a Messianic figure, Judaism teaches us 

that every individual human being must live as if he or she, individually, has the 

responsibility to bring about the messianic age. Beyond that, we echo the words 

of Maimonides based on the prophet Habakkuk (2:3) that though he may tarry, yet 

do we wait for him each day."  

3. The messiah in Reform and Reconstructionist Judaism 

Reform Judaism and Reconstructionist Judaism generally do not accept the idea 

that there will be a messiah. Some believe that there may be some sort of 

"messianic age" (the World to Come) in the sense of a "utopia," which all Jews 

are obligated to work towards. 

In 1976, the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the official body of 

American Reform rabbis, authored "Reform Judaism: A Centenary Perspective". 

While not an official statement of principles, it is meant to describe the spiritual 

state of modern Reform Judaism. In regard to the messianic era, it states: 

"Previous generations of Reform Jews had unbound confidence in humanity's 

potential for good. We have lived through terrible tragedy and been compelled to 

reappropriate our tradition's realism about the human capacity for evil. Yet our 

people has always refused to despair. The survivors of the Holocaust, being 

granted life, seized it, nurtured it, and, rising above catastrophe, showed 

humankind that the human spirit is indomitable. The State of Israel, established 

and maintained by the Jewish will to live, demonstrates what a united people can 

accomplish in history. The existence of the Jew is an argument against despair; 

Jewish survival is warrant for human hope. We remain God's witness that history 

is not meaningless. We affirm that with God's help people are not powerless to 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides#The_13_principles_of_faith
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides#The_13_principles_of_faith
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conservative_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Warfare
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justice
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charisma
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reform_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reconstructionist_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Messianic_age
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=World_to_Come&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utopia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_Conference_of_American_Rabbis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Holocaust
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_of_Israel
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affect their destiny. We dedicate ourselves, as did the generations of Jews who 

went before us, to work and wait for that day when "They shall not hurt or destroy 

in all My holy mountain for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord as 

the waters cover the sea."  

III. RESURRECTION AND REINCARNATION 

A. Resurrection [See also II. I 11 above on “All of the dead will rise again”] 

1. Mishnah Sanhedrin Chapter 10 

All Jews have a share in the World to Come, as it says, (Isaiah 60:21), “Your people are 

all righteous; they shall inherit the land for ever, the branch of my planting, the work of 

my hands, that I may be glorified.” These have no share in the World to Come: One who 

says that [the belief of] resurrection of the dead is not from the Torah, [one who says that] 

that the Torah is not from Heaven, and one who denigrates the Torah. Rabbi Akiva says: 

also one who reads outside books, and one who whispers [an incantation] over a wound, 

saying, (Exodus 15:26) “I will bring none of these diseases upon you that I brought upon 

the Egyptians for I am the Lord that heals you.” Abba Shaul says, also one who utters the 

Divine Name as it is spelled. 

2. Amidah – Second Blessing 

You are mighty forever, my Lord; You resurrect the dead; You are powerful to save. 
     (In summer say: He causes the dew to descend.   

     In winter say: He causes the wind to blow and the rain to fall.) 

He sustains the living with loving kindness, resurrects the dead with great mercy, 

supports the falling, heals the sick, releases the bound, and fulfills His trust to those who 

sleep in the dust. Who is like You, mighty One! And who can be compared to You, King, 

who brings death and restores life, and causes deliverance to spring forth! 

You are trustworthy to revive the dead. Blessed are You Lord, who revives the dead. 

3. See My Jewish Learning article 

B. Reincarnation – See My Jewish Learning article 
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OLAM HA-BA 

OLAM HA-BA (Heb. עֹוָלם ַהָבא). The term olam ha-ba (literally, “the coming world”) in 

contrast to olam ha-zeh (liter-ally “this world”) refers to the hereafter, which begins with the 

termination of man's earthly life. This meaning of the expression is clearly implied in the 

statement of R. Jacob, quoted in Avot (4:17): “One moment of repentance and good deeds in this 

world is better than the entire life of the world to come.”  

The earliest source in which the phrase occurs is Enoch 71:15, which is dated by R.H. Charles 

(Charles, Apocrypha, 2 (1913), 164) between 105 and 64 B.C.E.  

A synonym frequently used in place of “the world to come” is atid lavo (“What is to come” or 

“the future”) as in Tosefta Arakhin 2:7.  

Often also “the days of the Messiah” are contrasted with the life of this world. An example is 

the comment by the colleagues of Ben Zoma (1:5) on the phrase “all the days of thy life” (Deut. 

16:3) that it includes in addition to this world the era of the Messiah. 

Strictly speaking the period referred to by the phrase olam ha-ba or its equivalent atid lavo, 

between which and the present order of things comes the age of the Messiah (cf. Zev. 118b; 

Tosef. Ar. 2:7; also Ar. 13b), is the final order of things beginning with the general resurrection 

and the last judgment. According to the Palestinian amora R. Johanan, the golden age of the 

future pictured by the prophets concerned only the days of the Messiah. As for the world to 

come, it is said of it, “Eye hath not seen” (Isa. 64:3). His older contemporary, the Babylonian 

amora Samuel, however, held the view that the only difference between the present time and the 

Messianic era lay in the fact that Israel’s current subjection to the rule of alien empires would 

cease. The new order of things would, therefore, according to him, first commence after the age 

of the Messiah was over (cf. Sanh. 99a; Ber. 34b). 

A cardinal eschatological doctrine of rabbinic Judaism connected with the world to come was 

that of the restoration to life of the dead. It is listed as a dogma at the beginning of the tenth 

chapter of Sanhedrin. “Whoever says that the revivification of the dead is not proved from the 

Torah,” so it is remarked there, “has no portion in the world to come.” The matter was, according 

to Josephus (Wars, 2:8, 14 and Ant. 18:1, 4), one of the chief points of difference between the 

Pharisees and the Sadducees, the latter asserting that the soul died together with the body.  

I Maccabees, which records events down to the time of John Hyrcanus, whose reign began in the 

year 135 B.C.E., contains no allusion to it. The first definite historical reference to the Pharisees is 

that which speaks of the rift which took place between them and the aforementioned John 

Hyrcanus toward the end of his rule (Jos. Ant. 8:10). The Talmud (Kid. 66a) attributes the 

incident to his son Alexander Yannai.  

In the canonical Scriptures the first allusion to a return of the dead to life is made in Isaiah 

26:19. However, the Sadducees contended (Sanh. 90b) that the statement “Thy dead shall live, 
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my dead bodies shall stand up” might have referred to the dead whom Ezekiel (37:5ff.) had 

brought back to life in his vision, not to the general resurrection. 

 An unequivocal reference to resurrection is contained in the last chapter of Daniel (7:2), where it 

is stated: "And many of those that sleep in the dust will wake, these to eternal life, and those to 

ignominy and eternal abhorrence." The 11th chapter of the Book of Daniel (21ff.), however, 

describes events that took place during the rule of Antiochus IV of Syria. 

As far as the older books of the Hebrew Scriptures are concerned, man’s sojourn on earth is 

followed by a descent to Sheol, which is equivalent to the grave. The patriarch Jacob, upon 

hearing that his favorite son Joseph had been torn to pieces by a wild beast, moaned that he 

“would go down in grief to his son in Sheol” (Gen. 37:35). Isaiah (14:3–21) and Ezekiel (31:15–

18; 32: 17–32) picture it as a dreary, gloomy place, a land of the shades (Isa. 26:19). In the Book 

of Job (17:13–16) it is portrayed as an abode of worms and decay. This was also, according to 

Akavyah b. Mahalalel (Avot 3:1), man’s destiny after the termination of his life on earth. “The 

dead do not praise the Lord,” said the Psalmist (115:17), “nor those that go down to the silence 

[of the grave].” Job entertained no hope of revivification. “But when man lies down,” he 

remarked gloomily, “he does not rise. Till the heavens be no more they will not awake nor be 

roused out of their sleep.” (14:12). 

The rewards and punishment promised in the Hebrew Scriptures as requital for man’s actions, as 

for example in Deuteronomy 13ff. and Jeremiah 3:10ff. were, as *Saadiah Gaon already noted 

(Book of Beliefs and Opinions, 9:2), all of this world. It was in order to reconcile the sufferings 

of the righteous with divine justice that R. Jacob remarked (Kid. 39b) that “there was no reward 

for virtue in this world” and that R. Tarfon assured those who would occupy themselves with the 

study of the Torah that the (full) reward of the righteous would be meted out in the hereafter 

(Avot. 2:16).  

As for the nature of man's existence in the world to come, the Babylonian amora Rav, who lived 

at the beginning of the third century B.C.E., was of the opinion that it was quite unlike life in this 

world. “There is there,” he said, “neither eating, nor drinking, nor any begetting of children, no 

bargaining or jealousy or hatred or strife. All that the righteous do is to sit with their crowns on 

their heads and enjoy the effulgence of the [divine] Presence” (Ber. 17a). However, no tannaitic 

parallel to Rav’s conception of the world to come has been found; most of his contemporaries 

and followers believed in the restoration of the souls into the bodies of the resurrected and their 

rising from their graves fully clothed (Ket. 111b).  

Even so bold a thinker as Saadiah Gaon, who lived centuries after the redaction of the Talmud, 

accepted the dogma of physical resurrection. Moses Maimonides included the bodily 

revivification of the dead among the Thirteen Articles of the Faith in his commentary on the 

tenth chapter of Mishnah Sanhedrin, though in his Guide of the Perplexed he speaks only of the 

immortality of the soul, which is an incorporated state, and passes over physical resurrection in 

silence.  

The traditional Jewish book of prayers includes a praise of God as the revivifier of the dead. The 

Reformist prayer book omits it completely.  

As it is expressed in the tenth chapter of the Mishnah of Sanhedrin, all Israelites, with certain 

notable exceptions, had, in the view of the tannaim, a share in world to come. In the opinion of 

R. Joshua b. Hananiah the righteous among the gentiles were also to be included (Tos. 13:2).  
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Moses Maimonides incorporated his pronouncement in his code, which states: “The pious of the 

nations of the world have a portion in the world to come” (Yad, Teshuvah 3:5).  

It is futile to attempt to systematize the Jewish notions of the hereafter. Since its conception 

belonged to the realm of aggadah, great latitude was allowed the individual imagination. It is on 

this account that there exists considerable ambiguity about the meaning of the phrase olam ha-

ba. Did it refer to the final state of man or to the one intermediate between the life of this world 

and the disposition of his soul in either the *Garden of Eden, which is the eternal abode, after the 

last judgment, of the righteous, or the gehinnom (gehenna), the miserable dwelling place of the 

wicked (Ber. 28b).  

The question was also asked where the souls of human beings were kept between the time of 

their death and the resurrection, which is supposed to take place prior to the last judgment. The 

answer given by R. Yose ha-Gelili was that there were special store-chambers where the souls of 

the righteous were deposited, as it is stated (I Sam. 25:29): “The souls of the wicked, on the other 

hand, would, as the verse goes on to say, "be slung away in the hollow of the sling” (Shab. 

152b). 
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[Samuel Rosenblatt] 

Source: Encyclopaedia Judaica. © 2008 The Gale Group. All Rights Reserved. 
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Heaven and Hell in Jewish Tradition 

Though there is no official Jewish conception of the afterlife, Jewish sources do 

provide images of a torturous hell and heavenly paradise. 

By Rabbi Or N. Rose 

Like other spiritual traditions, Judaism offers a range of views on the afterlife, including some 

parallels to the concepts of heaven and hell familiar to us from popular Western (i.e., Christian) 

teachings.  

Sheol: An Underground Abyss 

The subject of death is treated inconsistently in the Bible, though most often it suggests that 

physical death is the end of life. This is the case with such central figures as Abraham, Moses, 

and Miriam. 

There are, however, several biblical references to a place called Sheol (cf. Numbers 30, 33). It is 

described as a region "dark and deep," "the Pit," and "the Land of Forgetfulness," where human 

beings descend after death. The suggestion is that in the netherworld of Sheol, the deceased, 

although cut off from God and humankind, live on in some shadowy state of existence. 

While this vision of Sheol is rather bleak (setting precedents for later Jewish and Christian ideas 

of an underground hell) there is generally no concept of judgment or reward and punishment 

attached to it. In fact, the more pessimistic books of the Bible, such as Ecclesiastes and Job, 

insist that all of the dead go down to Sheol, whether good or evil, rich or poor, slave or free man 

(Job 3:11-19). 

Afterlife and the World to Come 

The development of the concept of life after death is related to the development of eschatology 

(speculation about the "end of days") in Judaism. Beginning in the period following the 

destruction of the First Temple in Jerusalem (586 BCE), several of the classical Israelite prophets 

(Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah) began forecasting a better future for their people. 

However, with repeated military defeats and episodes of exile and dislocation culminating in the 

destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, Jewish thinkers began to lose hope in any immediate 

change, instead investing greater expectations in a messianic future and in life after death. This 

was coupled with the introduction into Judaism of Hellenistic notions of the division of the 

material, perishable body and the spiritual, eternal soul.  
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The catastrophe of 70 CE caused a theological crisis. How could it be that the God of Israel 

would simply allow His sanctuary to be destroyed and His people to be vanquished at the hands 

of the Roman Empire? While the rabbis often claimed that it was the Israelites' sinfulness that 

led God to allow it to be defeated (mi-p'nei hataeinu, "because of our sins"), it was more difficult 

to explain why good and decent individual Jews were made to suffer. 

This led to the development of another theological claim: "Rabbi Ya'akov taught: This world is 

compared to an ante-chamber that leads to Olam Ha-Ba, (the World-to-Come)" (Pirkei Avot 

4:21). That is, while a righteous person might suffer in this lifetime, he or she will certainly be 

rewarded in the next world, and that reward will be much greater. In fact, in some cases, the 

rabbis claim that the righteous are made to suffer in this world so that their reward will be that 

much greater in the next (Leviticus Rabbah 27:1). 

The Garden of Eden: A Jewish Heaven 

What the next world is, however, is far from clear. The rabbis use the term Olam Ha-Ba to refer 

to a heaven-like afterlife as well as to the messianic era or the age of resurrection, and it is often 

difficult to know which one is being referred to. When the Talmud does speak of Olam Ha-Ba in 

connection to the afterlife, it often uses it interchangeably with the term Gan Eden ("the Garden 

of Eden"), referring to a heavenly realm where souls reside after physical death. 

The use of the term Gan Eden to describe "heaven" suggests that the rabbis conceived of the 

afterlife as a return to the blissful existence of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden before the 

"fall." It is generally believed that in Gan Eden the human soul exists in a disembodied state until 

the time of bodily resurrection in the days of the Messiah. 

One interesting talmudic story, in which the World to Come almost certainly refers to a heavenly 

afterlife, tells of Rabbi Joseph, the son of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, who dies and returns back to 

life. "His father asked him, 'What did you see?' He replied, 'I beheld a world the reverse of this 

one; those who are on top here were below there, and vice versa.' He [Joshua ben Levi] said to 

him, 'My son, you have seen a corrected world.'" 

In the kabbalistic (Jewish mystical) tradition, there is much discussion about the voyages of the 

human soul to the Garden of Eden and other heavenly realms during one's life on earth. In the 

Zohar, the greatest of the medieval mystical works, there are many stories about the soul-ascents 

of various members of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai's mystical brotherhood. Most often, these 

journeys take place at night, while the body is at rest (see, for example, Zohar I: Parashat 

Vayehi, 217b-218b). 

Gehinnom: A Jewish Hell 

Only truly righteous souls ascend directly to Gan Eden, say the sages. The average person 

descends to a place of punishment and/or purification, generally referred to as Gehinnom. 
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The name is taken from a valley (Gei Hinnom) just south of Jerusalem, once used for child 

sacrifice by the pagan nations of Canaan (II Kings 23:10). Some view Gehinnom as a place of 

torture and punishment, fire and brimstone. Others imagine it less harshly, as a place where one 

reviews the actions of his/her life and repents for past misdeeds. 

The soul's sentence in Gehinnom is usually limited to a twelve-month period of purgation before 

it takes its place in Olam Ha-Ba (Mishnah Eduyot 2:9, Shabbat 33a). This twelve-month limit is 

reflected in the yearlong mourning cycle and the recitation of the Kaddish (the memorial prayer 

for the dead). 

Only the utterly wicked do not ascend to Gan Eden at the end of this year. Sources differ on what 

happens to these souls at the end of their initial time of purgation. Some say that the wicked are 

utterly destroyed and cease to exist, while others believe in eternal damnation (Maimonides, 

Mishneh Torah, Law of Repentance, 3:5-6). 

Conclusion 

As is clear from this brief discussion, the Jewish tradition contains a variety of opinions on the 

subjects of heaven and hell. 

Interestingly, while in traditional Jewish thought the subjects of heaven and hell were treated 

extensively, most modern Jewish thinkers have shied away from this topic, preferring to follow 

the biblical model, which focuses on life on earth. 

However, the rise of interest in mysticism in the last several decades has prompted a renewed 

discussion about the afterlife. Given the rich mythical descriptions of the afterlife in the classical 

Jewish tradition, we must ask how such imagery impacts our views of heaven and hell and the 

destiny of the human soul. 

Are these ideas to be dismissed as the wishes of earlier, less sophisticated religious seekers? 

Have advances in the natural sciences made it impossible for us to believe in life after death? Or 

has our disillusionment with certain aspects of modernity--particularly its great reliance on 

rationality--reopened the possibility of belief in the afterlife in our day? 

Rabi Or N. Rose is Associate Dean of the Rabbinical School of Hebrew College in Newton, MA. 

He is the co-editor of Righteous Indignation: A Jewish Call for Justice and God in All Moments: 

Spiritual and Practical Wisdom from the Hasidic Masters. He is currently completing a doctorate 

in Jewish thought at Brandeis University. 
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Maimonides Laws of Kings and Wars 

Chapter 11 http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1188356/jewish/Melachim-uMilchamot-Chapter-11.htm  

Halacha 1 

In the future, the Messianic king will arise and renew the Davidic dynasty, restoring it to its 

initial sovereignty. He will build the Temple and gather the dispersed of Israel. 

Then, in his days, the observance of all the statutes will return to their previous state. We will 

offer sacrifices, observe the Sabbatical and Jubilee years according to all their particulars as 

described by the Torah. 

Anyone who does not believe in him or does not await his coming, denies not only the 

statements of the other prophets, but those of the Torah and Moses, our teacher. The Torah 

testified to his coming, as Deuteronomy 30:3-5 states: 

“God will bring back your captivity and have mercy upon you. He will again gather you from 

among the nations... Even if your Diaspora is at the ends of the heavens, God will gather you 

up from there... and bring you to the land....” 

… 

Halacha 2 

Similarly, with regard to the cities of refuge, Deuteronomy 19:8-9 states: ‘When God will 

expand your borders... you must add three more cities.’ This command was never fulfilled. 

Surely, God did not give this command in vain. 

There is no need to cite proofs from the works of the prophets for all their books are filled with 

mention of this matter. 

Halacha 3 

One should not presume that the Messianic king must work miracles and wonders, bring about 

new phenomena in the world, resurrect the dead, or perform other similar deeds. This is 

definitely not true. 

Proof can be brought from the fact that Rabbi Akiva, one of the greater Sages of the Mishnah, 

was one of the supporters of King Bar Kozibah and would describe him as the Messianic king. 

He and all the Sages of his generation considered him to be the Messianic king until he was 

killed because of sins. Once he was killed, they realized that he was not the Mashiach. The Sages 

did not ask him for any signs or wonders. 

The main thrust of the matter is: This Torah, its statutes and its laws, are everlasting. We may not 

add to them or detract from them. 

Halacha 4 

If a king will arise from the House of David who diligently contemplates the Torah and observes 

its mitzvot as prescribed by the Written Law and the Oral Law as David, his ancestor, will 

compel all of Israel to walk in (the way of the Torah) and rectify the breaches in its observance, 

and fight the wars of God, we may, with assurance, consider him Mashiach. 
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If he succeeds in the above, builds the Temple in its place, and gathers the dispersed of Israel, he 

is definitely the Mashiach. 

He will then improve the entire world, motivating all the nations to serve God together, as 

Tzephaniah 3:9 states: ‘I will transform the peoples to a purer language that they all will call 

upon the name of God and serve Him with one purpose.’ 

If he did not succeed to this degree or was killed, he surely is not the redeemer promised by the 

Torah. Rather, he should be considered as all the other proper and complete kings of the Davidic 

dynasty who died. God caused him to arise only to test the many, as Daniel 11:35 states: ‘And 

some of the wise men will stumble, to try them, to refine, and to clarify until the appointed time, 

because the set time is in the future.’ 

Jesus of Nazareth who aspired to be the Mashiach and was executed by the court was also 

alluded to in Daniel's prophecies, as ibid. 11:14 states: ‘The vulgar among your people shall exalt 

themselves in an attempt to fulfill the vision, but they shall stumble.’ 

Can there be a greater stumbling block than Christianity? All the prophets spoke of Mashiach as 

the redeemer of Israel and their savior who would gather their dispersed and strengthen their 

observance of the mitzvot. In contrast, Christianity caused the Jews to be slain by the sword, 

their remnants to be scattered and humbled, the Torah to be altered, and the majority of the world 

to err and serve a god other than the Lord. 

Nevertheless, the intent of the Creator of the world is not within the power of man to 

comprehend, for His ways are not our ways, nor are His thoughts, our thoughts. Ultimately, all 

the deeds of Jesus of Nazareth and that Ishmaelite who arose after him will only serve to prepare 

the way for Mashiach’s coming and the improvement of the entire world, motivating the nations 

to serve God together as Tzephaniah 3:9 states: ‘I will transform the peoples to a purer language 

that they all will call upon the name of God and serve Him with one purpose.’ 

How will this come about? The entire world has already become filled with the mention of 

Mashiach, Torah, and mitzvot. These matters have been spread to the furthermost islands to 

many stubborn-hearted nations. They discuss these matters and the mitzvot of the Torah, saying: 

‘These mitzvot were true, but were already negated in the present age and are not applicable for 

all time.’ 

Others say: ‘Implied in the mitzvot are hidden concepts that cannot be understood simply. The 

Mashiach has already come and revealed those hidden truths.’ 

When the true Messianic king will arise and prove successful, his position becoming exalted and 

uplifted, they will all return and realize that their ancestors endowed them with a false heritage 

and their prophets and ancestors caused them to err. 

Chapter 12 http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1188357/jewish/Melachim-uMilchamot-Chapter-12.htm  

Halacha 1 

Do not presume that in the Messianic age any facet of the world's nature will change or there will 

be innovations in the work of creation. Rather, the world will continue according to its pattern. 

Although Isaiah 11:6 states: 'The wolf will dwell with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with 

the young goat,' these words are a metaphor and a parable. The interpretation of the prophecy 

is as follows: Israel will dwell securely together with the wicked gentiles who are likened to a 
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wolf and a leopard, as in the prophecy Jeremiah 5:6: 'A wolf from the wilderness shall spoil them 

and a leopard will stalk their cities.' They will all return to the true faith and no longer steal or 

destroy. Rather, they will eat permitted food at peace with Israel as Isaiah 11:7 states: 'The lion 

will eat straw like an ox.' 

Similarly, other Messianic prophecies of this nature are metaphors. In the Messianic era, 

everyone will realize which matters were implied by these metaphors and which allusions they 

contained. 

Halacha 2 

Our Sages taught: "There will be no difference between the current age and the Messianic era 

except the emancipation from our subjugation to the gentile kingdoms." 

The simple interpretation of the prophets' words appear to imply that the war of Gog and 

Magog will take place at the beginning of the Messianic age. Before the war of Gog and 

Magog, a prophet will arise to inspire Israel to be upright and prepare their hearts, as Malachi 

3:22 states: 'Behold, I am sending you Elijah.' 

He will not come to declare the pure, impure, or to declare the impure, pure. He will not dispute 

the lineage of those presumed to be of proper pedigree, nor will he validate the pedigree of those 

whose lineage is presumed blemished. Rather, he will establish peace within the world as ibid. 

3:24 continues: 'He will turn the hearts of the fathers to the children." 

There are some Sages who say that Elijah's coming will precede the coming of the 

Mashiach. All these and similar matters cannot be definitely known by man until they occur for 

these matters are undefined in the prophets' words and even the wise men have no established 

tradition regarding these matters except their own interpretation of the verses. Therefore, there is 

a controversy among them regarding these matters. 

Regardless of the debate concerning these questions, neither the order of the occurrence of these 

events or their precise detail are among the fundamental principles of the faith. A person should 

not occupy himself with the Aggadot and homiletics concerning these and similar matters, nor 

should he consider them as essentials, for study of them will neither bring fear or love of God. 

Similarly, one should not try to determine the appointed time for Mashiach's coming. Our Sages 

declared: 'May the spirits of those who attempt to determine the time of Mashiach's coming 

expire!' Rather, one should await and believe in the general conception of the matter as 

explained. 

Halacha 3 

During the era of the Messianic king, once his kingdom has been established and all of Israel has 

gathered around him, the entire nation's line of descent will be established on the basis of his 

words and the prophetic spirit which will rest upon him, as Malachi 3:3 states: 'He shall sit as a 

refiner and purifier.' 

He will purify the lineage of the Levites first, stating 'He is a priest of defined lineage. He is a 

Levite of defined lineage.' Those whose lineage he will not recognize will be lowered to the 

status of Israelites. This is implied by Ezra 2:63: 'The governor said to them: 'They should not eat 

of the most holy things until a priest arises who will wear the urim vitumim.' From this verse, you 

can infer that the prophetic spirit will be used to define and notify the pedigree of lineage. 
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When he defines the lineage of the Israelites, he will make known their tribal lineage alone, 

stating: 'He is from this tribe and he is from another tribe.' He will not, by contrast, state 

concerning a person who is presumed to be of unblemished lineage: 'He is illegitimate or he is of 

slave lineage.' For the law is once a family has become intermingled with the entire Jewish 

people, they may remain intermingled. 

Halacha 4 

The Sages and the prophets did not yearn for the Messianic era in order to have dominion over 

the entire world, to rule over the gentiles, to be exalted by the nations, or to eat, drink, and 

celebrate. Rather, they desired to be free to involve themselves in Torah and wisdom without any 

pressures or disturbances, so that they would merit the world to come, as explained in Hilchot 

Teshuvah. 

Halacha 5 

In that era, there will be neither famine or war, envy or competition for good will flow in 

abundance and all the delights will be freely available as dust. The occupation of the entire world 

will be solely to know God. 

Therefore, the Jews will be great sages and know the hidden matters, grasping the knowledge of 

their Creator according to the full extent of human potential, as Isaiah 11:9 states: 'The world 

will be filled with the knowledge of God as the waters cover the ocean bed." 

➢ This completes Hilchot Melachim and the entire text. Blessed be He who spoke and the world came into being 

as a whole, with all its particulars. 

➢ This concludes the fourteenth book, the Book of Judges. It contains five Halachot and eighty one chapters. 

HilchotSanhderin - 26 chapters, 

Hilchot Edut - 22 chapters, 

Hilchot Mamrim - 7 chapters, 

Hilchot Evel - 14 chapters, 

Hilchot Melachim - 12 chapters. 

➢ In the entire text, there are 83 Halachot and 982 chapters. Complete and perfect with praise to God, Creator of 

the World 
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Jewish Resurrection of the Dead 

When and how will the dead will be resurrected? The debate is old, but it has not 
been entirely resolved. 

BY RABBI LOUIS JACOBS 

Reprinted with permission from The Jewish Religion: A Companion, published by Oxford 

University Press. 

Resurrection is the doctrine that in a future age the dead will rise from their graves to live again. 

This doctrine appears frequently in Jewish eschatology, where it is associated with the doctrine 

of the Messiah and the immortality of the soul. 

Waking the Dead: Biblical and Rabbinic Sources 

There are only two biblical references to the resurrection of the dead, in passages generally held 

by biblical scholars to be of late date, so that it has been conjectured that the doctrine owes 

something to Persian influence. The first is: “Thy dead shall live, my dead bodies shall arise, 

awake and sing, ye that dwell in the dust, for thy dew is as the dew of light, and the earth shall 

bring to life the shades” (Isaiah 26:19); and the second: “And many of them that sleep in the dust 

of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to reproaches and everlasting 

abhorrence” (Daniel 12:2). 

There is no systematic treatment in the Rabbinic literature of the doctrine of the resurrection, any 

more than there is of any other theological topic. The ancient Rabbis were organic rather than 

systematic thinkers. Nevertheless, the picture which emerges from the numerous eschatological 

thoughts in this literature is of a three-staged series of events. 

The first of these is the state of the soul in heaven after the death of the body. The second stage is 

the Messianic age here on earth “at the end of days.” The third stage is that of the resurrection of 

the dead. Unlike the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, the belief in the resurrection was 

nationalistic rather than individualistic. It was the hope of national revival that came to the fore 

and this embraced the resurrection. 

After the restoration of the Jewish people to its homeland in the days of the Messiah, it was 

believed, the resurrection of the dead would take place. 

Rabbinic Fusion: Immortality, Resurrection, and Judgment 

While there is no necessary contradiction between belief in the immortality of the soul and belief 

in the resurrection, there is some incompatibility between the idea of a great judgment day to 

take place after the resurrection of the dead and the judgment of each individual soul after the 

death of the body. When, as eventually happened, the two beliefs were fused together, there was 

bound to be some confusion on this matter and a large variety of views on how the two beliefs 

could both be true. 

This helps to explain the many details, sometimes of a contradictory nature, in the Rabbinic 

literature with regard to the final judgment. 
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The Pharisees [the predecessors of mainstream, rabbinic Judaism] seem to have held that both 

doctrines were basic to Judaism; the resurrection afforded hope for national survival, together 

with the idea of the Messiah, while the belief in the immortality of the soul appealed to the 

individual’s need to be assured that he survives death. The Sadducees [an opposing Jewish sect] 

appear to have rejected both beliefs, although some scholars claim that the frequent references to 

Sadducean denial apply only to the doctrine of the resurrection, not to that of the immortality of 

the soul. 

The Christian dogma of the Resurrection and the general eschatological picture presented in the 

New Testament has to be seen against the background of Pharisaic beliefs in the early first 

century CE. 

Medieval Views: Bodily Resurrection, More or Less 

Although Maimonides lists belief in the resurrection as a basic principle of faith (the thirteenth) 

he refers to it in a very off-hand manner. In Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed there is no 

reference at all to the doctrine. There are one or two stray references to the resurrection in 

Maimonides’ Code but, on the whole, he seems to identify the Rabbinic World to Come not with 

the resurrection but with the immortality of the soul, or, rather, he seems to believe that the 

resurrection itself is of the soul, not the body. 

Maimonides’ critics accused him, in fact, of denying the doctrine of the resurrection. These 

critics point out that his virtual silence on the fate of the body in the Hereafter certainly 

contradicts Rabbinic teachings on the subject. There are found in the Rabbinic literatures such 

statements as that the dead will be resurrected wearing their clothes (Ketubot 111b) and that the 

righteous whom God will resurrect will not return to their dust (Sanhedrin 72a), obviously 

pointing to a belief in bodily resurrection. 

Towards the end of his life, Maimonides wrote his Essay on the Resurrection (the view that this 

is not Maimonides’ but a clever forgery is not now accepted by Maimonidean scholars) to defend 

himself. In this essay Maimonides protests that he had never denied the doctrine of a physical 

resurrection but advances a novel theory (though hinted at by a few other medieval Jewish 

thinkers) that the resurrected dead will not live forever but will eventually die again. Maimonides 

could not conceive of the idea of a body inhabiting eternity. Only the soul is immortal. 

Picturing the (Resurrected) Body 

On this subject the great debate took place between Maimonides and Nahmanides. Writing after 

Maimonides’ death, Nahmanides, in The Gate of Recompense devoted to the subject, takes 

strong issue with Maimonides’ view that the bodies of the resurrected dead will also die 

eventually, although he does believe that these bodies will be exceedingly refined and ethereal. 

[Hasdai] Crescas in The Light of the Lord (iii. 4) agrees with Nahmanides and discusses how the 

decomposed body will be reconstituted. It is not necessarily the case, says Crescas, that the same 

body the soul inhabited during its lifetime on earth will be given to it at the resurrection, but one 

that will have the same purpose. The identity of the individual will not be affected by this, since 

even during a person’s life in this world the body suffers changes all the time. 

[Joseph] Albo (Ikkarim, iv. 35) also agrees with Nahmanides and offers his speculations on how 

the new bodies will take form and shape. But Albo discourages too much speculation on what is 

by all accounts a miracle and a mystery. He quotes with approval the Talmudic saying: “We will 

consider the matter when they come to life again” (Niddah 70b). 
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As one might have expected, no perfectly coherent doctrine of the resurrection emerges from the 

medieval thinkers any more than it does from the Rabbinic literature. 

Modern Views: Who Believes What 

The tendency among some of the medieval thinkers to play down the doctrine of the resurrection 

is evident in the modern period in even greater measure. Moses Mendelssohn believed in the 

immortality of the soul and wrote his treatise, Phaedon, on the topic but did not seem to believe 

in a physical resurrection. 

Among many contemporary Jewish theologians there is a marked tendency to leave the whole 

question of eschatology without discussion, either because they do not believe in the Hereafter at 

all or because they believe that the finite mind of man is incapable of piercing the veil and it is 

best to leave the subject severely alone. 

Orthodox theologians still maintain the belief in the resurrection and refer to it, as did their 

forebears, in their daily prayers and at funerals. In the special Kaddish recited by a son at the 

funeral of a parent there are explicit references to the resurrection of the dead. At the same time, 

memorial prayers recited by the Orthodox contain references to the soul of the departed being at 

rest beneath the wings of the Shekhinah [God’s immanent presence]. 

Some Orthodox thinkers--very few, it must be said--develop further the idea that the resurrection 

means of the soul not of the body. One of the Orthodox objections to cremation is on the grounds 

that it involves a denial of the doctrine of the resurrection. 

Reform Judaism in the nineteenth century went the whole way in rejecting the doctrine of the 

resurrection in favor of that of the immortality of the soul. In Reform prayer books, passages in 

the traditional prayer book to the resurrection have either been deleted or interpreted as referring 

to immortality of the soul. 

--Rabbi Dr. Louis Jacobs is the rabbi of the New London Synagogue, Goldsmid Visiting 

Professor at University College London, and Visiting Professor at Lancaster University. His 

books include Jewish Prayer, We Have Reason to Believe, Principles of the Jewish Faith, and A 

Jewish Theology. (c) Louis Jacobs, 1995. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights 

reserved. No part of this material may be stored, transmitted, retransmitted, lent, or reproduced 

in any form or medium without the permission of Oxford University Press. 
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Reincarnation: The Transmigration of a Jewish Idea 
Though some Jewish thinkers vigorously rejected the notion of reincarnation, kabbalists 

embraced it enthusiastically. 

BY RABBI LOUIS JACOBS 

The reincarnation of souls into other people or animals–known as gilgul hanefesh (lit. the rolling 

of the soul) in Hebrew–is an outgrowth of the idea of the soul’s immortality. It has seized the 

imagination of many Jews and remains a popular literary subject. Numerous stories of demonic 

possession and exorcism by wonder rabbis are based on the idea of lonely souls, sinners in 

previous lives, entering into other bodies. Reprinted with permission from The Jewish Religion: 

A Companion, published by Oxford University Press. 

Reincarnation is the idea that a soul now residing in a particular body may have resided in the 

body of another person in an earlier period of time. Theories of reincarnation or metempsychosis 

are found in many religions and cultures, ancient and modern, but there are no references to the 

idea in the Bible or the Talmud and it was unknown in Judaism until the eighth century CE, 

when it began to be adopted by the Karaites [a sectarian Jewish group] (possibly, it has been 

suggested, under the influence of Islamic mysticism).  

The Philosophers Were Scornful 

The usual Hebrew term for reincarnation is gilgul, “rolling,” that is, the soul “rolls” through time 

from one body to a different body. The earliest [non-Karaite] reference to the doctrine is that of 

Saadiah [882-942] (Beliefs and Opinions, vi. 8). Saadiah writes: 

“Yet I must say that I have found certain people, who call themselves Jews, professing the 

doctrine of metempsychosis, which is designated by them as the theory of the ‘transmigration’ of 

souls. What they mean thereby is that the spirit of Reuben is transferred to Simeon and 

afterwards to Levi and after that to Judah. [These names are generic, like Tom, Dick and Harry; 

no reference to the sons of Jacob is intended. Ed.] Many of them would even go so far as to 

assert that the spirit of a human being might enter into the body of a beast or that of a beast into 

the body of a human being, and other such nonsense and stupidities.” 

We learn incidentally from Saadiah’s discussion that one of the reasons these people believed in 

reincarnation (this reason resurfaces in the Kabbalah) was because of the theological difficulties 

in God allowing little children to suffer. That they do, it was argued, is because of sins they had 

committed in a previous existence. 

Among the other medieval thinkers, neither Judah Halevi [died 1141] nor Maimonides [1135-

1204] makes any mention of the doctrine. Albo [15th century] (Ikkarim, vi. 20) refers to the 

doctrine only to refute it. He argues that the whole purpose for which the soul enters the body is 

to become a free agent, but once a soul has become a free agent why should it return to occupy 

another body? It is even more unlikely, says Albo, that human souls transmigrate into the bodies 

of animals. 

The Mystics Were Believers 
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The kabbalists, on the other hand, do believe in reincarnation. The Zohar [the great 13th century 

kabbalistic text] refers to the doctrine in a number of passages (e.g. ii. 94a, 99b). Nahmanides 

[1194-1270], in his commentary to the book of Job (to Job 33:30), speaks of reincarnation as a 

great mystery and the key to an understanding of many biblical passages. The later Kabbalah is 

full of the belief in the transmigration of souls. 

Various sins are punished by particular transmigrations; for example, the soul of an excessively 

proud man enters the body of a bee or a worm until atonement is attained. The heroes of the 

Bible and later Jewish histories are said to be the reincarnation of earlier heroes. Thus the soul of 

Cain (Genesis 4:1-16) entered the body of Jethro and the soul of Abel the body of Moses. When 

Moses and Jethro met in friendship they rectified the sin caused by the estrangement of the two 

brothers (Exodus 18:1-12). 

Manasseh ben Israel (died 1657) devotes a large portion of his Nishmat Hayyim (“The Soul of 

Life”) to a defense of reincarnation. In chapter 21 Manasseh observes that the doctrine was 

originally taught to Adam but was later forgotten. It was revived by Pythagoras [the 6th-century 

BCE Greek mathematician and philosopher], who was a Jew (!), and he was taught the doctrine 

by the prophet Ezekiel. 

The Hasidim believe explicitly in the doctrine, and tales are told of Hasidic masters who 

remembered their activities in a previous incarnation. 

Three Kinds of Reincarnation 

In the kabbalistic literature three types of reincarnation are mentioned: 

1.      gilgul, transmigration proper, in which a soul that had previously inhabited one body is sent 

back to earth to inhabit another body. 

2.      ibbur, “impregnation,” in which a soul descends from heaven in order to assist another soul 

in the body. 

3.      dybbuk, a generally late concept, in which a guilt-laden soul pursued by devils enters a 

human body in order to find rest and has to be exorcised. 

The philosophical difficulty in the whole doctrine of reincarnation lies in the problem of what 

possible meaning can be given to the identity of the soul that has been reincarnated, since the 

experiences of the body determine the character of the soul. How can the soul that has been in 

two or more bodies be the “same” soul? 

[Gershom] Scholem has suggested that it was this difficulty which led the Zohar to postulate the 

existence of the tzelem (“image”), a kind of “astral body” which does not migrate from body to 

body and which therefore preserves individual identity. We are here in the realm of the occult, 

as, indeed, we are in the whole area of reincarnation. 

Some modern Jews are attracted to the occult and believe in reincarnation. Otherwise the 

doctrine has had its day, and is believed in by very few modern Jews, although hardly any 

Orthodox Jew today will positively denounce the doctrine. This doctrine of reincarnation shows 

how precarious it is to attempt to see Judaism in monolithic terms. Here is a doctrine rejected as 

a foreign importation by a notable thinker such as Saadiah, and upon which other thinkers, 

including Maimonides, are silent, and yet, for the kabbalists, it is revealed truth.  
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