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AFTIR DEATH - WHAT? 

Some Thoughts On in ETer-Puslling Question 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silnr .. Jan. 1:3, 19S7 

IS 

A Rabbi, any: ose,ibY •~ sees a great deal or death, and a %tel is often 
. . aaked about the hereafter - about immortali\y - b\rlJ strangely it is not ao 

much the dying .who ask these questions. There ia a surprising naturaln••• 

to dfing. There is a mist of oblivion which clouds our la1t hour, as our 

first were si.llilarly clouded. The dead - the dying,-aeem not to worry ao 

much about the darkness ahead as about the well-being of those whom they are 

abwt to leave behind. Death comes Without pain. Death comes as easily to 

man as sleep and it is the part of wisdom, the teaching ot philosophy and ot . 
religion, to learn to accept the naturalness of death. 

I have always admired a legend which is told of the philosopher, Socrates. 

Socrates, as you remember, was condemned by tne council of Athene aa being an 

atheis~,as being a disturber. of the ~ace, ~need to drink et 

the cup . ot hemlock. When the messenger came from the' court to Socrates' cell 

and announced to him that the thirty •ante ot Athens hai condemned him to 

death, .h;istor7 tells .us that Socrates :looked up from ha book apd eaid n• 

J110re than this: "Well, nature has condemned ·them." Indeed nature. has oondemned 

each and every one of ua to die and it i• the tietter of wisdom for ua to • 

learn the futility or railing against this fate. The ve~ bour ot our birth 

represent, one leea hour•• have to live. It is hard, I know, t-o accept, 

philoaophicall.y and stoically the death of those near to ua and our own 

impending departure. We all know ot thoee who cannot accept •bltD tate. 

We an know of those who are troubled b7 !rightening pr•onition1., who lift 

life 1overned bt compulsive 1uper1titious practice, in an attempt to ))let out from 
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their ainda any consciousness, 8ll7. realization of the tact or death. And ot 
is 

·course., this is tutilit7. Thia/folly. You cannot do••• A~ with all ·our 

other limitations we must learn emotionally and rationally to live with them 

~d to accept them, arn not to all.ow them to contort, to di~tort, the r.,,, 
days of life allotted to us. 

All philosophy teaches us to accept the tact ot death - ye,we are weak 
. 

and we are human and our emotions scaetimea cloud our reason. We respect 

such a story ae that told in our Bible or King David. King David had a son -

a dear an~ precious boy - and one day tbia son became il~, seriously and 
; 

cr1,1aa1~ ill:• David was beside himself, distraught, He paced up and down 

the palace corridors. He would not eat • . He would not leave hia lonely vigil. 

And he wept and he prayed. He refused food and he refuaed sleep. For seven . 

days the boy lingered fighting ror hie life, and each da7 the father became 

more tense, more worried. And finally the d the palace attendant. 

were so much afraid of tell~ the King tor anger, for fear ot hi• 

nervoua reaction that they decided that they 1roul.~ 1)9' do 10. But David 

sensed tbft the boy was dead, and he asked for verification, and it was given 

him. And then happened a change ot personality, or emotions, tor which the 

palace attendants were not prepared. For Da'Yid instead of exploding, of 
' relieving himself somehow ot his grief and ot his tension, seemed to haw all 

the worry- drained from his race'. For the first time in a week, he went int. 

his chamber and changed his garment,. For the first time 1n a week, he ■at 

down to a full meal and then ~• went to the Temple and prayed. The oourtiera 

were aaased. Bow David, they eaid., how can you act thus? While the bey was 

yet alin, you tasted and you wept and you prayed and you worr~ed, but now 

that he ls dead 1rief ■eems to ban vanished trom you, worry eeeu to have 
,. 

departed. David1 s anner 18 the anner ot the reasonable man, an anner which we 

untortunatelJ in our own momenta or grief cannot alw&71 p.••• Jut David'• 
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an81fer ••• thia: ·Whil• the bo7 was ye• &11••, I worried, true. I wanted 

everJthing that could be done to save hia·to be done. I wanted to be sure 
' . 

that every precaution tor his safety was taken. I wanted t• add and to double 

and to re-double "O' prayers to God tor perhape He will be gracious and torgin 

me am forgive 1117, son and allow hill to live. But the boy died. My prayer• 

were not answered. What more can I do? I cannot being him back to lite~ All 

that can hap~n now is that in time I will go to him. There is true stole 

philosophy.here. There 11 true religious faith, ~nd I auspect that DaTi.d waa 

• able to maintain this self-discipline, this emotional restraint, because he 

• was a man or deep understanding and ot profound faith. 

I have always found it true that those Who hsve taken lite the mon 

seriously are those who accept the tact ot death the moat naturally and the 

most easily. It is the man who has througheut his lite aoµaht to deepen hi.a 

spiritual understanding, who in his own perso118l lite when confronted bJ 

death i■ moat able to cope with it reasonably. Now there are &OJ• men whe 

want to deny death. There are 1ome men who refua• to think ot it as though 

it is something apart from their lives. They talk ot it throup euphemimna. 

When :Lt happens to someone cloae t;o them, they find a joking way of dealing 

with the subject ot death - anything to blot ii trom their minds, to erase 1, 

from their consciousneee. It ie these men who are moat bowled over when 
. 

death etrikea cloee at home, for they are unprepared for it. It has a terroring 
• 

• 
~ strangen~as to them. · Far better would it have been had the,: obee~ it and 

' 

accepted the tact ot their inevitable death, or the. death of these close to them, . . . 

and c~ ~o some unde.retanding of this stra~e phenomena - death. Then I thi~ 

th97 would _ ha•~ noticed it• naturalness. Then I think they would baTe •••n 
· • . 

that wen the weakest man who has eTer liTed baa been able to bear the tact ot 

death. Then the,: would baYe 1een, I think, that juat ae we did_ not· ~utter in 
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'\he endleae age before we were born so there ia no reason to feel th3.t we will 

suffer in the endleea age alter we pase on. To consider death is to strip 

death of its strangene1s., is to render it. more familiar to ua, and the more 

familiar it becomes the easier it will be tor u■ to deal With it when it really 

happena. 

It ia similar reaslming which leads me to feel that many of ua do a dis

:service to our children when we try to hide death from. them. It is a common 

practice today to answer the questions or our children about deRth with evasion 

and with circumlocution. We tr7 to hide ite harsh reality trom them because 

we think that t■■*•■4nd in ao doing we are sparing them bad dreAmS and night

mares. :&it I would put to you that we are really only pricking their imaginations 

and their imaginations can eonstruct more terrible fantasies, based on the 

inadequate information that we haYe gi•en them, than truth cane-Yer be. I teel 

that it a young person haa learned to cope with death, to understand it, to feel 

ita naturalneaa aa a young person and as an adult, he Will be better able to 

deal with it. 

Death ill a subject of fear and ot fright only when it is subjeot to ua 
which 
«h■M we are totall7 unfamiliar with, totally different trom our daily existence. 

It ia a aubject we learn not to fear but to accept when it is brought into our 

homes when it is neceaa'17, when it ia dealt with openly ard without evasion, 

when it 1• a subject of explanation - full and honest. 

NOW' we have spoken, ao far, ot death. What then ot the lite after death? 

Here we enter a world or pure conjecture. Noun has ever ude a round trip 

voyage into this other world and brought us back a full and adequate description 

of ita geography, or ot ita people, or ot the type ot lite that ie led there. 
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There are no maps, There are no charts. There are no books, guide beoke, te 

teach ua what lie• beyond the bourne ot time. There i1 no empirical evidence 

to lead ua to believe in an after-life and I think that modern man baa coae 

t,o the point where he must reject the shad~ evidence ot the semi, the halt

world, of the medium, of the spirit Toice, am ot the h7Pnat.ie recall. But u 

there ii no evidence, no empirical proof, for the eaistence of a lite after 

death similarl.7 there is no empirical disproof tor this belief'. There is no 
it is 

reason to categorically deny the possibility er such a life. Indeed/if one 

ot the strange facta of human culture ta that almost all men haYe died in the 
\ 

firm belief that they will be bom again. 

Yale Uni-.ereit7, hae in the last tflfl year,, built up what they call a 

croes-cultural index. It i8 a tile into which the social anthropologist, the 

historian ot re+igion, the general hist~rian has poured all the tacta whieh 

he h&a gleaned about all t.he cultures ot ave ner existed on the 

face of this earth - existed, that ia, in a form that could be studied. And 

one of the constants which appear in this cross-cultural index is a belief 

in some here-after, in some life after death. Indeed it is a strange phenomena 

that though we would expect those belien in thia after-lite to hsve to prow 

their belier, it is generally quite to the contr&17. It ii the doubter, it. 

1a the tld.8believer, who is called Qpon time an, again, to prove hie disbelief. 
had 

:tt ia ae it the world,/or one accord, felt that a belief in sane other lite 

s silt-evident and certainly- eound. 

The bushmen ot central Africa have an interesting legend which ia 1n a 
• 

wa7 ·qu1te tJPical ef _the •nJ stories by which MD expreaa their firm and 
. 

• unshakable in some after-lite and raia~ the question how cynics, a few cynic• 

in each 1eneration, could doubt 1uch a belief. Th••• bushmen worshipped the 

moon. The aoon, t.hey aq, created all lite. It 11 the moon that bri1111 li&bt 

into the jungle night. It 11 the aoon, 11b1ch to them, brina• the cooln••• of 

tbe j_,• night and Nlie'ftl tblll of the terrible tr,id.oal hea\. The aooa 

created in the tar. diatant pa1t thl tirat an, t.be tint Ylllapa ot Mn, and 



attar the meon bad cmated man, she decided that she eught t• re'Veal to un the 

good news that there ia a lite alter death - that dN.th need not be teared. 

And ao she eo!llllisaioned one .fran her court, the tortoi8e, to take this message 

to the villages ot men and she inatruc:ted the tortoiae carefully in what he 

was to say. He was to tell man that there waa death, there was re-birth, and 

the tortoise set out on his •&7. But the moon began to worry. Perhapa, she 

felt, the first man •ill die before the tortoise - slowest of aDillals of course -

before the tortoise succeeda in coming with the good tidings to the village. 

She worried am she finall.7, decided to send tbe hare - the fastest or animals -

with a similar message. The hare would come first to the village. The hare 

110uld see to it that man knew that they need not tear death befoN the fire\ 

man died. So ahe coadssioned the hare and sent him as her messenger. But u 

in Aesop's Greece so apparently in the Africa of the tushman, the hare i8 

coneidered a swift animal, but a Tolatile oM, one not to be trusted as a 

messenger. And scae place alone ita speedy course, the hare wu dietracted 

from its miaaion. A beautiful Teptable patch ca.me into being and she tell to 

on this wonderful teaat nth gusto and del.ight, and aoaehow in her revels, she 

got the message mixed up and so thought she caae to the village first, thoup 

she came before the first un bad died, ahe told man not that there was deat.h 

and then was birth but that there was death and there wa1 no re-birth. And 

though that aaae afternoon, later that day, the tortoiae caae to that vil4&e 

bearing the true message - the seed of doubt had been IOlfD and thouah tha 

reasonable men, the shaman, the wihh .doctor, the village leader of the 

buahmen know that the Hsaage of the tortoiae 1a the true one, neve9thel•••• 

doubt bad been aown iil the mind• of at• and•• can under1tand tha buahaen 
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say hOlr these few can doubt. not 

Now today, ot course, we ask the reverse question. We aak/the doubter 

eo much to juatity hia position. He •Y merely say well there 19 no proof 

to believe in an atte~life. Why then should I believe in it? But we ask 

the believer to justify his Tiff, and we cannot dismiss hie vi• with impatience 

becauee there ia sound observation and reasoning and good philoaophy in it. 

The view or a believer in an after-life is based upon a reasoned obsel"9'8.tion 

of the nature of thia world. Great philosophere have thought of this life 

and have reasoned from it to a belief in the after-life. They see lite as 

something more than meaningless chance and energy. They see in this lit• 

beauty, magnificent beauty. They see in thia life order, the order which ia 

•hmm in the smallest atom, the order which is shown in the vastness of the 
t 

spheres. They see in this lite what aeems to be purpose. All lite conspires 

to help ita fellCJII' living creature. Ther~ aeema to be not oriit/ &ingle link 

in the chain of life which ia unnecessaey. All work for the coanon good. 

They llok at lite and they see that in life there ia no futifity, even death 

has sane meaning. The crop dies so that a new crop can be born. Animal• 

pass on so that there will be sufficient food ror a~• generation. Man 

passes on 10 that there is room for his sona and for his heirs and so that 

there are jobs which he can fill and positions which he can fulfill and 

pqrpoae l!'hich he can fulfill. Hatter is not destroyed but, put to some MW 

use. LU• does not paaa on without leartng ita impact and imprint •ong men. 

And all this has led men to beliew that there is some pmrer behind thia 

pur~•• that it all could not have been compounded b)' mere chance, that, 

)here 1a a God - a power which haa so creAted the world, so ordered the 

world., and ao de1igned our worldJ Ard m01Nover th1• God 1• a God who 1a 



timeless. He was God before we were born. He is God nQW that we live, am 

He is God after we have died. He is a just God. His world reveals hie 

juatnes■• He is a God who has conspired r or man to fulfill himself but 

obti.ously in thie world, mania trustrated, and obviously in \hi.a world . , 
. 

death, sometimes, 18 the greatest truatrator. Therefore is it not reasonable 

t• believe that this just God will fulfill our ambitions and our lives 1n 

eome future lite.' Moreover since this God is just and since there is an 

obvious imbalance in this world between goodness and worldly success, is it · 

not right to believe that this imbalance will be righted in some future world 

where the geod will be rewarded according to their merits and the evil will 

be punished according to their wickedness. 

Such reasoning has led man - philosopher, religionist, and lay man,-t• 

believe in the poesibility or some other life. cannot di1mia1 thil 

reasoning as simply the projection of the life instinct among men, it is much 

more than that. There is soundness to it and there is l~gic te it and there 

is reasonableness to it. But, of course, it is not conclusive bec•se it laeks 

proof. But similarly we lack proof that there is no future lifel Both or these 

positions have to be maintained as matters ot mere conjecture, speculation, 

perhaps no more. 

One thing, however, we should be clear on and it is this - to disbelieve 

1n immortality ie not ~o disbelieYe in God and it is not to be an atheist. 

Great men, men or great and deep and protound taith, have disbelieved in 

im.mortalit~. J•b fer instance - Jeb whose faith was the firmest and the 

tueat whieh man ha■ perhaps ever known - diabelieved. in our re-birth. It 

woud haft been easy for Job to accept, auch a po■ition. Indeed had Jeb 

accepted the possibility of personal 1minortalit7, hie whole lite would ha:Y• 
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been the easier, hie whol• problem would have been solTed. For 7ou recall that 

Job ia tormented by the problem which confront.a eo •iv ot ua. He was being 

puni■hed. Many misfortunes were occurriJlg to him and Job •18 conn.need that 

they were occurring to hi.a through no fault of hi• own. Ile had not herd. He 

had not blaaphemed agairu,t God. He had not sinned against man. He waa 

being 
.,.,.1nced that he wae/unwarrantly am disproportionately punished in this 

' life. Now it he bad accepted the reasoning of many men of religion and of 

mM1' philosophers and had believed i:n sane future lite, then he could have 

said there, in that next lif'e, in that other world, the balance will be righted. 

There lod rill reward me for maintaining my faith in Bill in this lite despite 

the punishment.a which have occurred to me. But Job refused to take the eaay 

way ~t. We read toge~r from the Scriptures this morning how he aaid that 

a tree wntn it dies might be reborn, man when he diee cannot be. He dies and 

that ia the end. And despite his inability to eol•• this problem which contronte 

him - how a just God could cause the righteous to auffer - Job maintains his 

faith
1 

maintaina it all the while, refusing to accept ,he belief in some 

other life. 

Indeed aa we read through our Hebrew scriptures 1 we will find that there 

are Yery, v~ fflfl positive af'tirmationa and aaaertions ot a belief in inllortality • 
• 

It ia only with the last centuries .of Bible ~iting, and more especially with 

the age of the Rabbis 
1 

with the age ot the Talllud, that a belief in personal 

immortality becomes central to Jewish life. It 1e then, and only then, that 

* 
the pra7er * 

"Praised art Thou, O Lord, who giTe■t lit• unto the dead" - becomaa part ot 

our prayerbook. It ii then, and•~ then, that there i1 a general concenaua 
• 

4fOlliaaion of Hebrew 
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· ot opinion which affirms SOJlle future world and our rebirth into that world. 

It is then, and only then, that a belief in* * 
reward in punishment, heaven in hell becomes part or the equipment in Jewish 

thought. But even then, even in thoee ages in which Jews believed moat 

completely in some after-life, they refus~ to concretize this belief, to 

harden it, to force it into some definite mold. They refused to eay more 

than - we believe. To define the nature of their beliet., was beyond them. 

God., alone_, could describe this other world. God, alone, could describe 
. ' 

this type of lite into which man will be reborn. God, alone, could lescribe 

the type ot punishment which He would make the wicked to suffer. 

J•i•h lite refused persistently and consistently to take its eyes from 

this world and concentrate them on the next. It refused to consider this 

world as a way station - inadequate, badly heated, rut~, inappropriate, but 

necessary - on the way to final fulfillment in some magnificent palace in 

heaven. 

Jewish lite refused to consider that it ever controlled the keys to the 

kingdom. It refused to arrogate to itself the fight to say who shall walk in 

the heavenly streets and who shall be denied entry. This was a matter which 

God alone could decide. God does ~t need any group of priests or of ministers 
I 

or ot rabbis to sit down and to say who shall be accepted and who shall be 

rejected. And certainly whatever the standards of admission are, they are not 

mechanical - they are not ritual - they do not have to·do with having IOllla 

holy water or some holy words spoken· over you. Thay have to do with how you 

liTe, who you are, what use you make or your lite here on earth. * 
* said the rabbis . The righteous 

4t0miaaion of Hebraw . 
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among the nation,, all nation,, all peoples, have a full right to a full share 

in the world to come. Heaven is not a restricted subdivision into which only 

those who have accepted a certain faith or worship at a certain d■p■i temple 

or utter certain creeds are allowed to enter. Indeed, the••~ concept ot 

heaven and hell takes in Jewish teaching a quite unique bent and direction. 
fancied 

Jewish M:l.drash, Jewish literature, is filled With the rich and f■•c, imaginations 
, 

or preachen;and teachers and logaoedium or story tellers about heaven and hell. 

But they are all treated with a certain .,i • I .• . 4 . I 1.-4 pious irreverance . They 

are all treated as matters ot literary fancy and not or tact. Yes, there is 

a heaven. Lite will be wonderful there, but the rabbis sensed that to try 

to define that life, 1n·any terms familiar to us, ia to make it saccharine 

and sickeningly sweet. 

We find the poem of sueh a man as the teacher, Emanuel or Rome, the teacher 

of the thirteenth century who said: · •Hell is a place of evil repute, but at 

least there, there will be gay damsels by my side. In .heaven, there is mental 

stagnation and there is only old ladies and old men to abide.• 
' 

The Rabbis were umrllli~ to describe heaven and they were U11Willing to 

people heaven with their friende. Similarly they were unwilling to describe 

hell and umrilling to people hell with their enemies. You can search out, 
' Jewish literature and you will not find a single parallel to Dante. You Will 

not find a si~l• sadistic out-pouring ot the venom ot any man or group ot men . . 
t 

against all the enemies ot our people or against all their personal enemies 

• relegatinl them to fiendish tortures. You can search out JeWiah tradition and 

you irill nowheres tird &!'IJ description or the tortures ot a nether world. There 
' ' 

ia punishment there but there is no eternal damnation. The worst sinner that, 
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the world baa ever known will suffer there no more than eleven months, and 

he Will be allowed to rest, the Rabbis said, on the Sabbath. And some 

Rabbis suspected that there were earthly tortures which caused man to sutter . 
more than the devil, than Satan, could ever devise. One Rabbi, the Tal.lDld 

saya 1 that he who suffers from ulcers, he who i• poor, and he who has .been 

a prisoner in hi.a lite, will never have to suffer the agonies ot hell. And 

another Rabbi, who must have known from his personal experience added, and 

thia is true also of the man who hae married a shreidsh wife • . 
Again, you sense that this a matter of fancy - ot imagination - not et 

serioua creed or belief. Yea, it was edifying to believe in a heaven or hell 
' but it was equally edifying to see to it that though this was part or the 

folklore, it was not part of the creed and ot the doctrine, and it was never 

concretasied and hardened int• a matter of belief. 

Again we see thie amazing uriwillingneas ot Jewish though\ to push belief 

bqODtlr:f the bounda of the· questions which we imately answer. We 

can· accept immortality on faith but then we cann•t ·go one atep farther iii 
to . 

attempting to tind this immortalit7 and to re-find according/our own conception, 

ot what would be just am right. 

Modern Judaism takes the same course. It aleG refuses to push human 

reason beyond ita limita. Modern Judaia■ alee refuses te attempt to define, 

te deacribe, what lies beyond the bourne or time and tide. And perbapa it • 

it dittera at all from traditional Judaism, it ie tha\ 1\ •• over-leaped 

to·a ••na• the teachings and the irnaginationa and the philoaopey ot the Rabbi1 
' \ 

and gone back te Jo~ and back to the Bible. We are not quite •• eure ot the 

edif71ng value ef •••n imaginpc of a heaYen and hell. We believe f1'all and 
. . . 

deepl7 am tull1, in God. We believe the:t lite 1ow1 its own aeeda ot imwo-rtalit7 • 
. 

taoqg the ~ng people w.lth wb.Cll we come 1n contactjru the boaoa ot ov 
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ramil.7 whe are never the same tor our having been with them and lived with them. 

There is the immortality or words and or personal worth and or good worn ... 

these we emphasize. And perhaps if there ia any ditterences I would say it is 

in this: that we refuse to answer the questien positively or negatively. We., 

in a sense, refuse to commit ourselves on which of the horns of this dilemma 
' . 

we will trod. We say- simply we do not know but this we do knOII' - that Dod ia., . 

that God is just and that since God is just, He will be just with us in 
. 

whatever lies ahead as He has been just nth ua in this life, that God is our 

father here who protects ua and who loves us and wh• cares for u1. So God . 

will be eur father in the days ranging ahead - loving us, caring for us, 

pretecting us. 

We approach death much as the patriarch, Jacob, did. • Jaceb, when he was 

dying, asked not fer a seat in heaven. He did not ask God ~ comnit himself 

about his being reborn int• his courts. He made no claim on God r or hie having 

served God in this ·lite. He said only this: * 

* -"For Thy salva\l•, I await, O Lord.a whatever 

will be, will be. I do not rear it.• 

Amen • 

...omission of Hebrew 
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