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The Afterlife in Jewish Tradition (Readings) 
 

Reading #1 

A woman in her fifties working on her doctorate in a literary field called to 

make an appointment to discuss her studies.  She is a serious student, a 

particularly organized woman who is self-described as very rational.  In the 

course of our conversations she said, “Rabbi, I had an experience that I 

want to tell you about.  One night I had a very vivid dream in which my 

brother, who died several years before, appeared to me and said that 

something important was going to happen.  I was so startled by the intensity 

of and vividness of the dream and the message that I awoke and sat on the 

edge of my bed.  Soon the phone rang.  It was my family thousands of miles 

away.  They told me that my father had just died of a sudden heart attack.  

Neither I nor they had any indication that he had even been sick. 
 

 

Reading #2 

Another woman, a principal of a neighboring Jewish school, attended a 

presentation on Jewish mourning given by a nation acclaimed author at my 

synagogue.  I mentioned to the author over lunch that I had become aware 

of the importance of the supernatural in and around death, a topic he had 

excluded from his book.  The principal overheard me and said, “I have a 

great story to tell you in that regard.  My husband and I were beginning to 

drive the hour and a half from Palm Springs to our home when my otherwise 

healthy husband suddenly felt a severe pain over his heart.  The pain was so 

severe that I had to take over at the wheel.  When we listened to the 

messages on the answering machine at home, we learned that his father had 

had a sudden heart attack at almost the precise moment that my husband 

had that pain.     (Both stories -Rabbi Elie Spitz in Does the Soul Survive) 

 

 

Reading #3 

I vividly remember a winter morning during my fifth-grade year in New 

Jersey when I was suddenly pulled from class by my parents. My mother’s 

grandfather, in his 90s, was on his deathbed and my tearful mother, who 

revered her grandfather, was adamant about taking the three-hour drive to 

Albany, New York, in an attempt to see him one last time before he died. The 

sense of urgency in the car was palpable as we trekked north along the New 

York State Thruway. Suddenly, pale, my mother startled us by saying “you 

need to pull over at the next stop.”  Finding the next opportunity, my father 
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parked at one of the rest stops and my mother phoned her family. It was at 

the precise moment when she had called out in the car that her grandfather 

had passed away.         Cantor Mark Levine 

 

 

Reading #4 

A story is told about a pious Jew who boasts to his rabbi that he had saved 

another Jew’s soul.  A beggar had asked him for a meal and he agreed but 

insisted that first they must daven Mincha.  And before serving him the meal, 

he ordered the beggar to wash his hands and recite the appropriate blessing 

and thereafter to recite HaMotzi.   

 

The rabbi showed his annoyance with his pious disciple.  “There are times, 

my son, when you must act as if there were no God.”  The discipline taken 

aback by this counsel, protested, “How should I, a man of faith, act as if no 

God existed?” 

 

The rabbi replied, “When someone comes to you in need as this beggar 

came, act as if there were no God in the universes, as if you alone are in the 

world and that there is no one to help him except you yourself.” 

 

The disciple asked aloud, “And I have no responsibility for his soul.”  The 

rabbi replied, “Take care of your soul and his body, not vice versa. 

 

 

Reading 5a 

The Children of Israel are gathered in front of Moses and he is asked: “Tell 

us what goodness the Holy One will give us in the World to Come?”  Moses 

responds, “I do not know what I can tell you.”   

 

Reading 5b 

All our prophets foretell only what will happen in the days of the Messiah, 

but as for Olam Haba “no eye has seen and no ear has heard, O God, 

beside You… (Isaiah 65:3) 
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Reading #6 – Rabbi Richard Rubinstein 

“Even as a child…I believed that when I died the whole world of my  

existence would disappear with me.  My world would last only as long as I 

did.  I was convinced that I had arisen out of nothingness and was destined 

to return to nothing ness.  All human beings were locked in the same fatality. 

 

In the final analysis, omnipotent nothingness was lord of all creation. 

Nothing in the bleak, cold, unfeeling universe was remotely, concerned with 

human aspiration and longing.  Even as a rabbi, I have never really 

departed from my earliest primordial feeling about my place in the cosmos.” 

 

 

Reading #7 

I’ve always felt the afterlife exists in relation to life in the same way 

literature exists in relation to life. It’s an imaginary sphere, in which one 

can play out one’s fears, neuroses, desires and pains, but it’s still a terrain 

strictly for the living. Only the living can play, or imagine—or read. Once a 

man dies, his afterlife ceases to exist. 

 

 

Reading #8 – Joseph Telushkin 

 “The Egyptian experience had taught the children of Israel how dangerous 

an obsession with the afterlife could become. Consider the major 

achievement of many Pharaohs was to have built an enormous tomb, a 

pyramid for themselves; for this purpose, thousands of slaves were worked 

to death. The Egyptians’ holiest work, The Book of the Dead, reflects their 

obsession with an afterlife…Perhaps the Bible did not raise the issue of an 

afterlife because it recognized that when it becomes central to religion, it 

diverts people’s attention from their responsibilities in this world.”  

 

 

Reading #9 – Job 11:7-8 

Would you discover the mystery of God? 

Would you discover the limits of the Almighty? 

Higher than heaven – what can you do? 

Deeper than Sheol – what can you know? 
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Reading #10 - Psalms 

For I am sated with misfortune; 

I am at the brink of Sheol. 

I am numbered with those who go down to the Pit; 

I am a helpless man abandoned among the dead, 

Like bodies lying in the grave  

Of whom You are mindful no more,   

And who are cut off from Your care.   (Psalms 88:4-5) 

 

The dead cannot praise the Lord, 

Nor any who go down into silence.  (Psalm 115:17) 

 

Reading #11 – Ezekiel 37 

“…O mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel.   

They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, our hope is gone; we  

are doomed.’  Prophesy, therefore, and say to them: Thus  

said the Lord God: ‘I am going to open your graves and lift you out of the 

graves, O My people, and bring you to the land of Israel.’” 

 

Reading #12 - Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 10a 

As God fills the whole world, so also the soul fills the whole body. As God 

sees, but cannot be seen, so also the soul sees, but cannot be seen. As God 

nourishes the whole world, so also the soul nourishes the whole body. As 

God is pure, so also the soul is pure. As God dwells in the innermost part of 

the Universe, so also the soul dwells in the innermost part of the body. 

 

 

Reading #13 – Neil Gillman – The Death of Death 

• If, in fact, God created the world and humanity in the first place… 

• If God is the ultimate force Whose power extends over all of nature 

and history… 

• If God can send Israel into exile and then redeem it once again… 

• If God can renew the natural cycle each year… 

• If God can, as Isaiah 66 promises, create “a new heaven and earth… 

• Then why cannot God raise human beings from the grave? 

• Why can’t God, in the words of Isaiah 25:8, “destroy death forever?” 

• Why should God’s power over one’s fate end with death? 

• Why is death more powerful than God? 
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Reading #14 – I Maccabees 23:26-29 

All Israel bewailed him with great lamentation, and mourned him many 

days. And Simon built a monument over the tomb of his father and his 

brothers; he made it high…with polished stone at the front and back. He 

also erected seven pyramids…erecting about them great columns, and on the 

columns, he put suits of armor for a permanent memorial and…he carved 

ships, so that they would be seen by all who sail the sea.      

    

 


