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Survival of the Soul: Jewish Texts and Interpretations 

 

Most of us would like to see our loved ones in an afterlife. In Judaism and the other 

major religions, the afterlife is a given. And yet, many Jews are unaware that Judaism 

traditionally espouses survival of the soul. Even more remarkably, the Bible says very little about 

what happens after death and the rabbis lack a consensus as to the details of the other side. The 

goal of this course is to share an array of Jewish texts that elucidate Jewish perspectives on what 

occurs after the final breath. And to aid you in coming to your own conclusions, using the 

wisdom of those before us as fellow jurors. In examining the evidence for survival of the soul, 

know that because you want something to be true does not mean that it is false. For instance, just 

because you want to feel loved, does not mean that you are not. At the same time, we must take 

into account our wishes when judging the nature of life experience. We as Jews possess the 

wisdom of those before us as a guide and a challenge, while retaining the responsibility to 

include modern resources as well in forming our beliefs. 

 

Tanakh: Ambiguity concerning the Afterlife 

The Bible lacks a straightforward description of what happens after death. The term 

she’ol (שאל) is used sixty-five times in the Tanakh for a destination after death, plus there are 

related terms as bor, shakhat, and avedon. For each of these words, the reader must decide if the 

term is used literally or metaphorically, whether referring to the grave or a place of 

consciousness. For instance, consider the ambiguity of the first time that she’ol appears (Genesis 

42:38). Jacob, when initially opposing sending Benjamin to Egypt with his brothers, states, “My 

son must not go down with you, for his brother is dead and he alone is left. If he meets with 

disaster on the journey you are taking, you will send my white head down to she’ol in grief.”  
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The term she’ol is repeatedly used in Tanakh in contradictory ways, as if both with a 

capital letter and not. Consider the following citation in which she’ol is just a grave, “Your 

magnificence has been flung down to she’ol underneath a bed of maggots and over you a blanket 

of worms” (Isaiah 14:11) and as an alternative realm, “Her house is a highway to She’ol, leading 

down to death’s inner chambers (Proverbs 7:27). Likewise, the Tanakh describes both a lack of 

consciousness after death and animation: “For soon I shall lie down in the dust. When you seek 

me, I shall be gone” (Job 7:21); “A dead man’s sons come to honor and he knows it not” (Job 

14:21); “The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing” (Ecclesiastes 9:5); and 

the contrast of  “The shades tremble beneath the waters and their denizens (Job 26:5); “She’ol 

was astir to greet your coming- rousing for you the shades of all earth’s leaders, raising from 

their thrones all the kings of the nations. All speak up and say to you, ‘So you have been stricken 

as we were, You have become like us” (Isaiah 14:9-10); “Thus said the Lord, ‘A cry is heard in 

Ramah- wailing, bitter weeping- Rachel weeping for her children. She refuses to be comforted” 

(Jeremiah 31:15). And death is presented as a one-way path or as enabling the possibility of 

return: “All who go to her cannot return and find again the paths of life” (Proverbs 2:19); “They 

are dead, they can never live; shades, they can never rise” (Isaiah 26:14); “The dead shall not 

awake nor be raised out of sleep” (Job 14:12), as contrasted with “I kill and make alive” 

(Deuteronomy 32:39); “Take away their breath; they perish and turn again into dust; send back 

your breath, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth” (Psalm 104:29-30); “Many 

who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to eternal life, others to reproaches, to 

eternal abhorrence” (Daniel 12:2). With each quote the reader is left to ponder if the phrase is 

literal or not and why are there such contradictory descriptions, even within the same book? The 

disparity of interpretations of she’ol is imbedded in the Hebrew, where depending on the vowels 

it can be read as sho’al, a hollow hand- suggestive of emptiness or sha’al, meaning “to ask”- 

implying a netherworld with conscious beings. 

            Responding to such a limited description of the afterlife, some scholars, such as 

Yehezkiel Kaufman, the influential, Israeli Bible scholar, concluded that the afterlife “plays no 

part in the religion of YHVH…The Biblical age had not yet succeeded in forming a conception 

of a judgment of the soul and its deliverance from death that would be vitiated by the images of 

an infernal god of the apotheosis [deification] of the dead.” [Yehezkiel Kaufman, The Religion of 

Israel: From Its Beginning to the Babylonian Exile, translated by Moshe Greenberg (New York: 

Schocken, 1959, 1972), pp.311, 316]. Ephraim Urbach in his opus The Sages, stated, “In the 

Bible a monistic view prevails. Man is not composed of two elements- body and soul, or flesh 

and spirit.” [Ephraim Urbach, The Sages, the Concepts and Beliefs, vol. 1, translator Israel 

Abrahams (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1975), p.214] Likewise, Neil Gilman in The Death of 

Death posited that there was no dualism in the Bible, prompting a Biblical belief in reanimation 

of a united body-soul. Gillman writes, “The idea that human beings will live again after death 

cannot be found in Jewish writings much before the second century B.C.E. and the idea that we 

possess a soul which never dies is not found until roughly a century later” [Neil Gilman, The 
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Death of Death: Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish Thought (Woodstock, VT: Jewish 

Lights Publishing, 1997), p.22]. 

In contrast, modern Bible scholars, such as the JPS commentators Jacob Milgrom, Jeffrey 

Tigay, and Nahum Sarna, all conclude that the Biblical authors believed in a soul that survives 

separately from a body. They point to a repeated phrase in Tanakh, ve’ye’asaf el amav, “And he 

was gathered to his people.” This phrase, which occurs with some verbal variation, is 

sandwiched between “he died” and “he was buried.” The triplet phrase occurs ten times in the 

Torah and is linked to six key figures- Abraham (Genesis 25:8-9), Ishmael (Genesis 25:17), Isaac 

(Genesis 35:29), Jacob (Genesis 49:29, 33), Aaron (Numbers 20:24; Deuteronomy 32:50) and 

Moses (Numbers 27:13; 31:2; Deuteronomy 32:50). 

            These contemporary Biblical scholars point out that in the ancient world, all of Israel’s 

neighbors believed in survival of the soul. And the phrase “gathered to his people” is used in 

neighboring texts to describe the afterlife. The Torah alludes to the afterlife cryptically, because 

it was a given belief among the people. The Torah’s focus is on the new: cultivating the 

Israelites’ covenant with God. Like a showcase window in a department store, the Bible does not 

describe lifecycle rituals in detail, not because they did not exist, but precisely because they 

already existed as a given in people’s folk lives. Jacob Milgrom explains that the Biblical phrase 

of punishment, “and you shall be cut off (karet) from your ancestors” was the flip-side of “you 

shall be gathered to your ancestors.” The reward of a life well lived was survival of the soul with 

those who went before you. See for instance the following quote by Nahum Sarna in his JPS 

 Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: JPS, 1989) (p.174) to Genesis 25:7-11:  

He was  gathered to his kin. This phrase, peculiar to the Torah, is also used of 

Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Aaron, and Moses. An analysis of the context in which it is found 

reveals that it is to be distinguished from death itself because it is employed of Abraham, 

Aaron, and Moses, none of whom was buried with his forefathers. It is also not identical 

with internment in general because the report of burial follows this phrase and the difference 

between the two is especially blatant in the case of Jacob, who was interred quite a while 

after being “gathered to his kin.” It would seem therefore that the existence of this idiom, as 

of the corresponding figure “to lie down with one’s father,” testifies to a belief that despite 

his morality and perishability, man possesses an immortal element that survives the loss of 

life. Death is looked upon as a transition to an afterlife where one is united with one’s 

ancestors. The interpretation contradicts the widespread, but apparently erroneous views that 

such a notion is unknown in Israel until later times” “Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The JPS 

Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: JPS, 1989), p. 174. 

Medieval Commentators 
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Medieval commentators had already recognized that the phrase, ve’nesaf el amav referred 

to an afterlife, as is evident below. After all, as regards Abraham he was the founder of the 

people. Hence, gathered to “his people” is seen as the righteous, another indication that in the 

rabbinic tradition a person did not need to be Jewish to attain the afterlife. 
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There are those who say that it is 

speaking of the “glory of the soul.” 

Because its existence is dealt with 

as a separate entity than the body. 

And in its separation from the 

body, the “glory” is gathered to his 

people. And there are those who 

say that it is a colloquialism [of 

being gathered to one’s family]. 

And the implication is of his going 

the way of his ancestors, as if he 

will connect to them, and so, “and 

you will come to your ancestors in 

peace” (Genesis 15:15).  

 

Abraham ibn Ezra (Spain, 1089-1164/7) 

                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Obadiah Sforno (Italy, 1475-

1550) 

“And he gathered to his people” – 

was gathered to the “bundle of 

life” to life eternal with the 

righteous of the generations, for 

they are “his people” and similar 

to him. And it is said “his people” 

in the plural, because although 

there is a great difference between 

the righteous in their attributes, 

nonetheless all are worthy for life 

eternal, as it is said by those 

remembered for a blessing- “each 

of them is banished from his 

neighbor’s canopy.” 

David Kimichi (Spain, 1160-

1235) 

“And he was gathered to his 

people” – to the members of his 

family that had died and was 

gathered to them. And this is the 

standard language of Scripture, 

whether the ancestors were 

righteous or wicked 
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Do not turn to ghosts and do not inquire of familiar spirits, to be defiled by them: I the 

LORD am your God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mediums: From the apparently forbidden to acceptance 

          The possibility of survival of disembodied consciousness raised the possibility of 

communication with the other side. Doing so was not only forbidden in the Torah, but the 

penalty for a medium was death. This Biblical mandate would later become the foundation of the 

18th century, Salem, Massachusett’s witch trials and burnings. 

 

Relevant Biblical texts: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And if any person turns to ghosts and familiar spirits and goes astray after them, I will set 

My face against that person and cut him off from among his people. 

If people say to you, “Enquire of the necromancers and the diviners who chirp and snort.” 

[respond:] ”Should not a people inquire of their own God? [Should we inquire] of the dead 

for the living?!” 

 

A man or a woman who has a ghost or a familiar spirit shall be put to death; they shall be 

pelted with stones- their bloodguilt shall be upon them. 

When you enter the land that the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not learn to 

imitate the abhorrent practices of those nations. Let no one be found among you who 

consigns his son or daughter to the fire, or who is an augur, a soothsayer, a diviner, a 

sorcerer, one who casts spesllsm or one who consults ghosts or familiar spirits, or  one  who 

inquires of the dead. For anyone who does such things is abhorrent to the LORD, and it is 

because of these abhorrent things that the LORD your God is dispossessing them before you. 

 



  
PAS Lunch and Learn Series 

Sep 30, 2020  

 

 

 

 

 

 

King Saul and the Witch of Endor: 1 Samuel 28 

 

 

The nature of language and law is ambiguity. Context is always necessary to determine 

what the words mean. Consider the clarity of the Biblical words, “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a 

tooth” (Exodus 21:24). On the surface, the words suggest direct retribution, called talion. If a 

person knocks out an eye, the punishment is mutilation of an eye. But, the rabbis chose not to 

interpret the words literally and instead with a variety of Biblical texts as evidence stated that the 

verse meant just monetary compensation (Babylonian Talmud, Bava Kamma 83b-84a). In 

determining the meaning of the Biblical quotes regarding mediums, context was needed, too. As 

we will see the Rabbis will limit the prohibition to activity only in the context of idolatry. The 

following story from the Book of Samuel taking place in the 11th century B.C.E., indicates the 

possibility of speaking with a person who has died with the aid of a medium. 
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More about Mediums 

“Or that consults with the dead” means one who starves himself and spends the 

night in a cemetery, so that an “unclean spirit” may rest upon him. 

And when Rabbi Akiva reached this verse, he wept: “If one who starves himself 

that an unclean spirit [The divine presence] may rest upon him – how much more 

should his desire be fulfilled.” (Sanhedrin 65b) 

 

The Talmud’s discussion of the biblical prohibition of calling on the dead assumes that 

such communication is possible, which is reinforced by the following story about two of the 

leading rabbis of the fourth-century Babylonia: 

 

 

Raba, seated before Rav Nahman, saw him sinking into slumber [death]. 

Said [Rav Nahman] to Raba: “Tell him [the angel of death], master, not to make it 

painful for me.” 

He [Raba] replied: “Master, are you not an important man?” 

Said [Rav Nahman] to him: “Who is important, well-regarded, or 

distinguished [before the Angel of Death]?” 

Said [Raba] to him: “Show yourself to me [after your death], Master.” 

He [Rav Nahman] replied: “No more than removing a hair from milk. But 

if the Holy One, blessed be He, were to say to me, ‘Go back to the world as you 

were,’ I would decline, for the dread [ofdeath] is anguishing.” 

  (BT Moed Katan 28a) 

 

Shulchan Arukh – Yoreh Deah 179, “Laws of Inquiry & Mediums” – 814 Karo: To cause 

an ill person to swear that he will return to him after death to give a response to what is asked is 

permitted. Remah: And there are those who even permit after his death to cause him to swear as 

long as it is not the body of the dead but his spirit. 
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Resurrection: Daniel Chapter 12 
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BT Berachot 17a – (Artscroll’s The Shottenstein Edition) 
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Reincarnation (Gilgul or Transmigration of Souls) 

 

Reincarnation entered into mainstream Jewish belief in significant part due to the 

widespread acceptance of the Zohar as a sacred text. There is no direct reference to 

reincarnation in the Torah or the Talmud. Some of the prominent rabbis prior to the Zohar 

(13th century, Spain) rejected the notion of reincarnation. Saadiah Gaon in the 10th century 

referred to such a belief as "madness and confusion" (The Book of Beliefs and Opinions 6:7). 

Maimonides (1ih century, Spain) makes no mention of it in his extensive writings. Yet, Sefer 

HaBahir (anonymous, late 12th century) presents reincarnation in several places as an 

explanation of why children are born with physical deficits and as a Biblical prooftext cites 

Ecclesiastes (1:4), "One generation passes away and another comes." 

 

An example from Sefer HaBahir: 

 

Why is there a righteous person who has good and another righteous person 

who has evil? 

 

This is because the [second] righteous person was wicked previously and is 

now being punished. 

 

Is one then punished for his childhood deeds? Did not the Rabbi Simon say 

that in the Tribunal on high no punishment is meted out until one is twenty year 

or older? 

 

He said, I am not speaking of his present lifetime. I am speaking about what 

he has already been previously. [Translation of Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, The 

Bahir, (York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weiser, 1979, 1990), part 1, section 195, 

pp. 77-78)) 

 

Nahmanides (13th century, Spain) states "one of the great secrets of the Torah" is the 

explanation of yibum- the Biblical mandate of the next of kin of a childless, deceased 

husband to procreate with the widow. Nahmanides suggests that yibum enables the soul of 
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the deceased to reincarnate into the newborn (Genesis 38:8). Nahrnanides is more explicit in 

his commentary to the book of Job's Elihu that suffering in this life is due to wrongs in a 

past life (Job 33:30). As noted above, in the Zohar gilgul is presented as the nature of the 

afterlife and would become more developed in the teaching of Isaac Luria of 15th century, 

Safed. Among Hasidim, a folk-psychological expansion of Jewish mysticism, there was 

widespread belief that Rebbes, starting with the Ba'al Shern Tov (Ukraine, 17th century) 

could look at a person and see their previous incarnations going all the way back to Adam. 

 

Zohar 2:99b (Sava de-Mishpatim) 
 

Come and see: If another woman he takes for him (Exodus 21:10). How great 

and supernal the cycles ( gilgulin d'matgalgalan) revolving in this verse! For all 

souls enter a cycle (gilgula), and human beings do not know the ways of the blessed 

Holy One: how the scales stand, how humans are judged every day at all times, and 

how souls stand in judgment both before they enter this world and after leaving this 

world. 

How many revolutions, how many concealed actions does the blessed Holy One 

perform with souls! How many naked spirits roam that world, not entering 

the curtain of the King! How overturned by them is the world, overturned by 

countless sealed wonders! And human beings do not know of notice- and how 

souls whirl like a stone in a sling, as is said: The soul of your enemies He will 

sling from the hollow of a sling {I Samuel 25:29). 

 

(Excerpt taken from Daniel Matt's The Zohar: Pritzker Edition (Stanford, 

CA: Stanford University Press, 2009), volume V, page 36. 

 

Reincarnation is so mainstream a concept in Orthodoxy today that it is found in the 

popularly used siddur, Artscroll., as part of the traditional paragraph of confessional before 

reciting the Shema of bedtime: 

 

"Master of the Universe, I hereby forgive anyone who angered or antagonized me... 

whether in this transmigration ( gilgul) or another transmigration." 
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Reaching Your Own Conclusions 

 

As a modern person, you are invited to reach your own conclusions of faith. The sages before 

us give us wisdom to consider, but you have to weigh the evidence of survival of the soul 

for yourself. Included is a handful of personal questions for you to consider: 

 

1. Have you ever had encounter with mysterious events around the passing or funeral 

of a loved one? If so, describe the event and what meaning you draw from it. 

2. Have you or someone you know ever had a near-death-experience. If so, 
describe. What do you make as to the nature and lessons of the experience? 

3. Have you or someone you know ever had an experience with an etheric figure 

or a conversation with the deceased, whether in a wakeful state or in a dream? 

Describe. What is the significance? 

4. Do you have any such experiences with a medium? Describe. What do you make 

of the significance of the experience. 

5. Do you know anyone with a past life memory? Do you? Have you ever witnessed 

a past-life hypnotic regression? If so, describe. 

6. Last, your verdict: Do you believe in survival of the soul? If not, why not? If 

yes, what persuades you? 
 

 

 

Impact of Belief in Survival of the Soul 

 

A belief in survival of the soul offers comfort both to the dying and their family. In 

spending time with a person who is dying, I will speak about Jewish views of the afterlife. I 

ask about their beliefs and whether the patient has had any visitations from the "other side," 

whether wakeful or in dreams. Such encounters are more common than I knew before 
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asking. Death is much like sleep, a letting go of consciousness. Like sleep, there is the 

ability to resist for quite a while and the blessing of letting go when one is ready. 

 

Helping people harvest their life and repair broken relationships aids closure. I guide 

family with five statements to share with a loved one who is dying: Thank you; Forgive me; I 

forgive you; I love you; You can go (when you are ready). The more specific and personal 

the statements (more like paragraphs), the better: enabling an openness of relationship, an 

untying of knots, and enhanced ease in the last phase of life. We are wise not to assume that the 

person dying knows what is in our hearts and minds. It is good to state our feelings explicitly. 

Some avoid the "forgive" part as if protecting the loved one. It is wise to compassionately 

express these unresolved issues so as to forgive, be forgiven, enabling wholeness on both sides. 

 

And yet, with death there is loss: the inability to embrace; to converse; to share 

precious moments. As a grief counselor, I begin with honoring the emotions of mourning. 

Each person has a unique relationship with the deceased and his or her own stories. I try and 

elicit those stories both to aid the healing process and to honor the memory of the deceased. 
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Rabbi Elie Spitz is a caring mentor to his congregants and a scholar.  He served as a member of 

the Rabbinical Assembly Committee of Law and Standards (1994-2004; 2008-2016) and as a 

Global Justice Fellow for the American Jewish World Service (2016-2017). A graduate of The 

Jewish Theological Seminary and Boston University School of Law, Rabbi Spitz is the author of 

three books and many articles dealing with spirituality and Jewish law.  He has taught the 

philosophy of Jewish law at the American Jewish University and taught at the Wilkinson 

College, Religious Studies Department at Chapman University. He lives in Tustin, California 

with his wife, Linda; they are the parents of Joseph, Jonathan and Anna Rose. 


