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DEATH & THE AFTERLIFE
PART I: THE SOUL

Source Sheet by Rabbi Jonathan Leener

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, "Death as Homecoming"

Our first question is to what end and upon what right do we think about the strange and totally
inaccessible subject of death? The answer is because of the supreme certainty we have about the
existence of man: that it cannot endure without a sense of meaning. But existence embraces
both life and death, and in a way death is the test of the meaning of life. If death is devoid of
meaning, then life is absurd. Life's ultimate meaning remains obscure unless it is reflected upon
in the face of death...

Is death nothing but an obliteration, an absolute negation? This view of death is affected by our
understanding of life. If life is sensed as a surprise, as a gift, defying explanation, then death
ceases to be a radical, absolute negation of what life stands for. For both life and death are
aspects of a greater mystery, the mystery of being, the mystery of creation. Over and above the
preciousness of particular existence stand the marvel of its being related to the infinite mystery
of being or creation. Death, then, is not simply man's coming to an end. It also entering a
beginning. There is, furthermore, the mystery of my person existence. The problem of how and
whether I am going to be after I die is profoundly related to the problem of who and how I was
before I was born. The mystery of an afterlife is related to the mystery of preexistence. A soul
does not grow out of nothing. Does it, then, perish and dissolve in nothing?
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being. (8) The LORD God planted a garden
in Eden, in the east, and placed there the
man whom He had formed.

Rashi on Genesis 2:7:3 3T NARNA by v
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earthly and of heavenly matter: the body of
the earthly, and the soul of the
heavenly.(Genesis Rabbah 12:8).
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Ramban on Genesis 2:7:1

AND HE BREATHED INTO HIS NOSTRILS
THE BREATH OF LIFE. This alludes to the
superiority of the soul, its foundation and
secret, since it mentions in connection with
it the full Divine Name. And the verse says
that He breathed into his nostrils the breath
of life in order to inform us that the soul did
not come to man from the elements, as He
intimated concerning the soul of moving
things, nor was it an evolvement from the
Separate Intelligences. Rather, it was the
spirit of the Great G-d: out of his mouth
cometh knowledge and discernment. For he
who breathes into the nostrils of another
person gives into him something from his
own soul. It is this which Scripture says, And
the breath of the Almighty giveth them
understanding, since the soul is from the
foundation of binah (understanding) by way
of truth and faith.
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God has a tree of flowering souls in Paradise. The angel who sits beneath it is the Guardian of
Paradise, and the tree is surrounded by the four winds of the world. From this tree blossom forth
all souls, as it is said, “I am like a cypress tree in bloom; your fruit issues forth from me.” (Hosea
14:9). And from the roots of this tree sprout the souls of all the righteous ones whose names are
inscribed there. When the souls grow ripe, they descend into the Treasury of Souls, where they
are stored until they are called upon to be born. From this we learn that all souls are the fruit of
the Holy One, blessed be He. This Tree of Souls produces all the souls that have ever existed, or

will ever exist. And when the last soul descends, the world as we know it will come to an end.

Tanya, Part I; Likkutei Amarim 2:1

(1) The second soul in Israel is truly "a part
of God above," as it is written: "and he blew
into his nostrils a soul of life"(Genesis 2:7);
"And You blew it into me." (Siddur, Morning
Prayer). It is written in the Zohar "he Who
blows, blows from within him," that is to say,
from his inwardness and from his innermost
being. For it is of his inward and innermost
vitality that a man emits through blowing
with force.
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Likutei Moharan 260:1:1-4

The name is the soul, as has been explained
in the lesson “A Chamber of Holiness”; see
there. This is the aspect of “a living soul is its
name” (Genesis 2:19) ; see the
aforementioned lesson. Self-sacrifice is in
this category, as in the case of the Ten
Martyrs who sacrificed their souls
sanctifying God’s Name in order to unite the
Holy One and His Shekhinah (Divine
Presence). As is known, the main unification
is by means of self-sacrifice. And in those
generations they saw that it was impossible
to rectify and perform unifications Above
except by means of their souls. They
therefore sacrificed their souls sanctifying
God’s Name. The reason is that when the
souls ascend above by means of
self-sacrifice, they return to the Shekhinah
whence they came. This is because Israel is
literally “a portion of God from above” (Job
31:2), for they are literally portions of the
Shekhinah, in the aspect of “who have been
carried since the belly” (Isaiah 46:3). And
when they return to the Shekhinah, the
Shekhinah then takes pride [in them]: “See
what a child I have come to You with” (Zohar
III, 13a). Then, supernal yearning is aroused
and a unification transpires, as is known.
Occasionally, this necessitates that people
die, God forbid; a considerable number of
Jewish souls are killed, God forbid, so that
there can be a unification by means of their
souls ascending above. For, occasionally,
very many souls are required, God forbid,
and as a result it happens that people die,
God forbid.
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Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, Thirteen Petalled Rose
The human soul, from its lowest to its highest levels, is a unique and single entity, even though it
is many-faceted. In its profoundest being, the soul of man is a part of the Divine and, in this

respect, is a manifestation of God in the world...Indeed, only man, by virtue of his divine soul,
has the potential, and some of the actual capacity, of God Himself. This potential expresses itself
as the ability to go beyond the limits of a given existence, to move freely, and choose other paths,
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enabling man to reach the utmost heights — or to plumb the deepest hells. It is, in other words,
the power to will and create. Man's free will thus derives its unique potential from the fact that it
is a part of the divine will, without limit and without restriction. Man's creative power is also
derived from the same divine power to create things that never existed before, to destroy things
already in existence, and to fashion new forms. In this sense, too, man is made in the image of

God.

...In spite of all the bonds uniting the individual soul either with a higher source or with every
other soul, each particular spark, each individual soul, is unique and special, in terms of its
essence, its capacity, and what is demanded of it. No two souls coincide in their actions their
functions, and their paths. No one soul can take the place of another, and even the greatest of
the great cannot fill the special role, the particular place, of another that may be the smallest of
the small. For this notion, incidentally, derives Judaism's profound respect for human life. The
life of a person is something that has no possible substitute or exchange; nothing and no one can

take its place.

Genesis 25:8

And Abraham breathed his last, dying at a
good ripe age, old and contented; and he was
gathered to his kin.

Sforno on Genesis 25:8:2

1y 9% qox™, he was attached to the bundle of
souls who are part of the life after death, all
of whom the righteous of the various
generations who were like him in lifestyle,
[as in those regions biological relationships
are irrelevant, and the term “his people” is
applied to other common denominators than
on earth. Ed.] The reason why the Torah
employs the term 1ny his peoples” in the
plural is that there are all kinds of different
spiritual levels among the righteous souls,
not all attained the same level of
righteousness while on earth although all of
them share the experience of enjoying
eternal life. (compare statements in Baba
Batra 75 on that subject.)

Genesis 49:29-33

(29) Then he instructed them, saying to
them, “I am about to be gathered to my kin.
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Bury me with my fathers in the cave which is
in the field of Ephron the Hittite, (30) the
cave which is in the field of Machpelah,
facing Mamre, in the land of Canaan, the
field that Abraham bought from Ephron the
Hittite for a burial site— (31) there Abraham
and his wife Sarah were buried; there Isaac
and his wife Rebekah were buried; and there
I buried Leah— (32) the field and the cave in
it, bought from the Hittites.” (33) When
Jacob finished his instructions to his sons,
he drew his feet into the bed and, breathing
his last, he was gathered to his people.

Rashi on Genesis 49:29:1

ny 8 o1 [I AM] TO BE GATHERED UNTO
MY PEOPLE — The expression nox1
“gathered” is used here because the souls are
taken into a place in heaven where they are
to be laid by. nqox in the Hebrew language has
sometimes the meaning of “bringing
something in to a place where it is to be
kept” as e.g., (Judges 19:15) “For there was
no man that took them into his house (qox)
[to lodge]”; (Deuteronomy 22:2) “then thou
shalt bring it home (ynoox) into thy house”;
(Leviticus 23:39) “when you have taken in
(noooxa) the fruit of the land” — which means
bringing them in to the barn on account of
the rain; (Exodus 23:16) “when thou hast
taken in (7o0x2) thy labours”. So, too, the
verb qox used in connection with death
always means “bringing in to the place where
the souls are to be laid by”.

Genesis 35:28-29

(28) Isaac was a hundred and eighty years
old (29) when he breathed his last and died.
He was gathered to his kin in ripe old age;

and he was buried by his sons Esau and
Jacob.
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Genesis 3:19

By the sweat of your brow

Shall you get bread to eat,

Until you return to the ground—
For from it you were taken.

For dust you are,

And to dust you shall return.”

I Samuel 25:29

And if anyone sets out to pursue you and
seek your life, the life of my lord will be
bound up in the bundle of life in the care of
the LORD; but He will fling away the lives of
your enemies as from the hollow of a sling.

Ecclesiastes 12:7

And the dust returns to the ground
As it was,

And the lifebreath returns to God
Who bestowed it.

Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer 34:9

All the seven days of mourning the soul
goeth forth and returneth from its (former)
home to its sepulchral abode, and from its
sepulchral abode to its (former) home. After
the seven days of mourning the body ||
begins to breed worms, and it decays and
returns to the dust, as it originally was, as it
is said, "And the dust returns to the earth as
it was" (Eccles. 12:7). The soul goes forth and
returns to the place whence it was given,
from heaven, as it is said, "And the soul
returns unto God who gave it" (ibid.). And
whence do we learn that the soul has been
given from heaven? Come and see. When the
Holy One, blessed be He, formed man, he
did not have in him the spirit. What did the
Holy One, blessed be He, do? He breathed
with the spirit of the breath of His mouth,
and cast a soul into him, as it is said, "And he
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life"
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(Gen. 2:7).

Mishneh Torah, Foundations of the
Torah 4:9

The form of this soul is not a combination of
the fundamental [elements] into which it will
ultimately decompose, nor does it come from
the neshamah so that it would require the
neshamah, as the neshamah requires the
body. Rather, it is from God, from heaven.
Therefore, when the matter [of the body],
which is a combination of the fundamental
[elements], decomposes, and the neshamah
ceases to exist - for [the neshamah] exists
only together with the body and requires the
body for all its deeds - this form will not be
cut off, for this form does not require the
neshamah for its deeds. Rather, it knows
and comprehends knowledge which is above
matter, knows the Creator of all things, and
exists forever. In his wisdom, Solomon [gave
this description (Ecclesiastes 12:7 ]: "The
dust will return to the Earth as it [originally]
was, and the ruach will return to God who
granted it."

03T TN ST MR 7NN mwn

;077 TIBAY >72 NITI0NT T2 N30R NNTT WHIT N TR
TRYITY 3 ARYI? 1Y RIDY TY MY a0 APN)
T 72707 LR DWWT T 1 DR RN A7 7Y
ARV 197 mHWIT TaRN) NITI0NT 1 020 XINY 0930

N720 X2 PRyn 292 7137 12°7%) NN DY X7¥ 78n
RPX .Wyn3 Y2 127 APRY "97 NNTI APRD

57 X712 nYTIN 27730 1 N9 NivID Ny nyTd

NN TAYY MRY R .00 nRIve 0Rivh nnin

2% WD M7 WAWD YIRT PY 9y 3w (52 nop)

AN W DTN

Jonathan Leener


https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Foundations_of_the_Torah.4.9
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Foundations_of_the_Torah.4.9
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Foundations_of_the_Torah.4.9
https://www.sefaria.org/profile/jonathan-leener

