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Abstract   
 
Texts of Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical wisdom tradition, offer detailed 

accounts of a soul’s journey after death. The soul travels through stages of 

physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual purification. How do the texts’ 

authors and their teachers know about these stages? From two sources, I think. 

The Kabbalistic account of the afterlife reflects (1) a particular theory of the soul‘s 

development and (2) glimpses of higher consciousness by living spiritual seekers. 

And how should the texts’ readers make use of the information? As a guide to a 

lifetime journey into an expanded experience of soul.  

 
 
Death as a Journey into Wisdom 

 My research for this paper began as an inquiry into one great sound byte from 

Plato’s philosophical dialogue Phaedo. The Phaedo is set in prison, a few hours before 

Plato’s teacher Socrates is executed for heresy. Phaedo and friends are visiting Socrates 

on Death Row. Socrates assures his friends that he is not afraid of death. Instead, he’s 

looking forward to the afterlife. Death, he says, is simply the separation of the soul from 

the body. As a philosopher – literally, in Greek, a “lover of wisdom” -- Socrates has 

focused on his spiritual and intellectual life. To do so, he has turned away from material 
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pleasures. By loving wisdom, he says, he has spent his life pursuing death.1 In other words: 

the afterlife journey, is a journey into wisdom. And it begins now, while we are very 

much alive. 

 Stimulated by Plato’s observation, I set out to learn more about views of the 

afterlife in my Jewish tradition. What do our traditional images of the afterlife teach 

about life’s goals? Do they offer a map of life’s spiritual journey? Or reflect a consistent 

view of wisdom? And how, while still living, might we gain credible information about 

the afterlife? Is afterlife consciousness available to the living? My first step was to 

identify a set of views to study. Judaism does not have an official teaching about the 

afterlife. Instead, it has many teachings.2 Some Jews teach that the end of embodiment is 

the end of life, and a person lives on only in memory. Others teach that the soul lives 

forever in Gan Eden, the Garden of Eden, a delicious heaven where everyone does good 

deeds and studies Torah. Still others teach that a soul re-incarnates in a human fetus, 

forgets its previous identity and starts anew. 

To find a path through this multiplicity of theories, I turn to the work of Simcha 

Paull Raphael in the book Jewish Views of the Afterlife.3 In a chapter called “The Afterlife 

Journey of the Soul in Kabbalah,” Raphael shows that the Jewish mystical tradition of 

Kabbalah has integrated these various theories to describe a soul’s afterlife journey 

through successive stages of purification. Raphael’s summary is itself integrative, based 

on a wide survey of diverse texts and stories representing more than 1,000 years of 

                                                
1. Plato, Phaedo, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1977). 
 
2. Ted Falcon and David Blatner, Judaism for Dummies (Hoboken, NJ: For Dummies, 2013). 
 
3. Simcha Paull Raphael, Jewish Views of the Afterlife (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2009). 
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Kabbalistic development. So, as I explore the tradition’s teachings about preparing for 

death by living wisely, I will rely on Raphael’s work. 

  

Kabbalistic Theory of Consciousness 

  Literally, Kabbalah means “received tradition.”4 Often, we call it the Jewish 

mystical tradition, affirming that it aims at direct knowledge of God. Along the way, it 

also explores questions about knowledge, truth, creation, birth, and death. Its tools 

include prayer, chant, meditation, Torah study, dreams, philosophy and more. Like any 

tradition with a 1,000 year history, it expresses a diversity of thought and practice. 

Still, it is possible to identify a few key theological ideas. As a Jewish movement, 

Kabbalah, is monotheistic. It teaches that God is one. God is infinite. God has no limits, 

no boundaries; there is nothing outside God. God is universal energy, clothed in the 

garments of creation. Consciousness is just one of God’s many costumes. We know this 

outfit well; human consciousness is our primary interface with the Divine. In the 

Kabbalistic view, every aspect of human consciousness -- bodily sensation, emotion, 

thought, intuition, memory, imagination, dreaming -- reveals the Divine. Each aspect 

reveals God differently. Bodily sensation, for example, is like a densely woven fabric, 

screening out much of the Divine light. Spiritual intuition is more sheer, exposing more 

Divine light to consciousness.5 

Plato, in his dialogue the Republic, catalogued four levels of consciousness. He 

imagined them as a kind of ladder. By subduing imagination, sensation, and false 

                                                
4. Joseph Dan, Kabbalah: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
 
5. Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Likutey Amarim Tanya, Bi-Lingual Edition (New York: Kehot 
Publication Society, 1998); Shmuel Schneerson of Lubavitch. True Existence (Brooklyn, New York: Kehot, 
2002.)  
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inference, a philosopher could climb to the top and see the ultimate forms of reality.6 

This Platonic model of knowing, as expressed through medieval Neoplatonic 

philosophy7, also appears in Kabbalah. Kabbalists agree that we live in multiple worlds 

of consciousness. For them, each world is a part of the complex reality created by God. 

Like Plato, Kabbalists tend to count four worlds and arrange them in a hierarchy.8 The 

lowest world of reality and consciousness is most entangled with the physical. The 

highest world offers the most unmediated experience of the Divine. Still, God is present 

in every world. Hebrew names for the three lowest worlds of reality and consciousness 

derive from Biblical Hebrew words describing God’s creation of humanity.  The worlds 

of reality and their associated modes of consciousness are: 

(1) The world of Assiyah, literally “making” or “doing,” is the world of bodily 

action, sensation, and physical engagement. 9 We experience this world through our 

nefesh, literally, our embodied personhood, or our living human body.10  

(2) The world of Yetzirah, literally “formation,” is the world of emotion.11 We 

experience emotion through our ruach, literally, our “spirit,” understood as our 

temperament or mood.12  

                                                
6. Plato, Republic, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Mankato, MN: Capstone, 2012). 
 
7. Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken Books, 1946/1995). 
 
8. The four worlds are described in many sources, including Adin Steinsaltz, The Thirteen Petalled Rose 
(New York: Basic Books, 1985).  
 
9. Assiyah: “Let us make (na’aseh) a human in our image” (Gen. 1:26).  
 
10. After God breathes into the clay human’s nostrils, it becomes nefesh chaya, a living being (Gen. 2:7). 
 
11. Yetzirah: “God formed (va’yitzair) the human from the dust of the earth (Gen 2:7). 
 
12. During creation, divine ruach, spirit, hovered over the primal waters (Gen. 1:2). It is clear from Gen 
6:17 that every living animal also has ruach. 
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(3) The world of Beriyah, literally, “creation,” is the world of intellect, including 

both conceptual and creative thought.13 We experience it through our neshama, literally, 

“breath” but understood in a Biblical context as “divine inspiration.”14  

(4) The fourth, most subtle world is Atzilut, literally “nobility.” Atzilut is a world 

of pure spiritual being. We experience it through two deeply buried aspects of the soul, 

chaya, pure divine “life,” and yechidah, “singularity.” 

 

Ritual, Psychology, and the Afterlife Journey 

It should not be difficult to understand this model of consciousness. We all sense 

our bodies, feel our emotions, and think our thoughts. Sometimes we also reach 

towards a higher mind, spirit, power, or presence. We know that, in living, we become 

attached to our experiences. We are shaped by, and may even crave, particular physical 

pleasures, feelings of love or hurt, ways of thinking, and even spiritual experiences. 

And we realize that these attachments make it hard for us to see the world as it truly is. 

But after death, Kabbalah teaches, our souls let go of the denser garments of 

consciousness that screen out divine light. Traveling through worlds of consciousness, 

we let go of attachments. Body, emotions, concepts, and spiritual assumptions fall 

away.  

The Kabbalistic model of consciousness is explicitly linked to the Biblical creation 

story. Thus, it expresses a philosophy of human nature. This philosophy informs 

Kabbalistic understanding of the human soul, both before and after death. But this 

model of the afterlife journey is not purely conceptual. It is also influenced by practical 

                                                
13. Beriyah: “God created (va’yivrah) the human in Its image” (Gen 1:17). 
 
14. God blows into the human’s nostrils nishmat chayim, a living breath (Gen 2:7). 
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rituals of day-to-day living.15 Anthropologists have shown that ritual practices around 

death and mourning do shape practitioners’ experience of death.16  Following this 

pattern, the Kabbalistic view of the afterlife seems to mirror Jewish rituals. In fact,  

Jewish pastoral caregivers actively teach that rituals of mourning serve a dual role. 

Simultaneously, these rituals help comfort the mourners and support the soul of the 

deceased in its travels.17 How does this dual effect work? Do rituals of memory assist 

mourners in healing relationships with their dead? 18 Or is this healing a shared journey 

of two souls, one living and one dead? Do rituals offer structured opportunities for 

those souls to communicate? And, thus, express an expansive view of the soul that 

encompasses life and afterlife?  

Jewish tradition teaches that public rituals of mourning fulfill an ethical 

responsibility. Every adult individual who loses a parent, child, sibling or spouse is 

obligated to perform these rituals. The individual’s local religious community is 

obligated to support them. Lifelong practitioners of Judaism agree: the rituals are 

simply “what one does.” The bereaved person and their community conduct a funeral, 

physically burying the deceased together, within 24-48 hours of death. Immediately 

after the funeral, shiva, seven days of mourning, begins. During shiva, bereaved people 

stay home from work and errands, allowing their community to visit and take care of 

                                                
15. Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). 
 
16. Ruth Behar “Death and Memory from Santa Maria del Monte to Miami Beach” in The Vulnerable 
Observer: Anthropology that Breaks your Heart (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996).  
 
17. Maurice Lamm, The Jewish Way in Death and Mourning (New York: Jonathan David Publishers, 2000). 
Originally published 1969; Anita Diamant, Saying Kaddish: How to Comfort the Dying, Bury the Dead, and 
Mourn as a Jew (New York: Schocken Books, 1999) 
 
18. Jack Reimer, Jewish Insights on Death and Mourning (New York: Schocken Books, 1996). 
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their needs. Shiva is also the first seven days of sheloshim, thirty days of permission to 

withdraw from social activity – though not from work. The formal period of mourning 

continues for another eleven months, until the first Yahrzeit, or anniversary of death.  

At the funeral, mourners recite the Aramaic prayer, Kaddish Yatom, the Mourner’s 

Kaddish, for the first time. They continue to recite it daily through seven days of shiva, 

thirty days of sheloshim and, in some cases, for a full eleven or twelve months.  Each 

year, they recite it on the Yahrzeit, the anniversary of the death. And, if they are 

synagogue goers, they recite it four additional times each year, at Yizkor, a communal 

service remembering late relatives, teachers, friends, and role models. The Kaddish 

prayer asks that God’s kingdom be established quickly and in our lifetime. Then, in 

poetic words arranged like a crescendo of steps, it asks that God’s name be praised 

beyond all blessings, prayers, praises, and petitions uttered in this world. Many 

mourners report that the discipline of the prayer, the musical lilt of its words, and the 

communal response of “Amen” bring them comfort. Some sources add that the lyrical 

steps create a spiritual staircase for the departed soul, as it climbs through its stages of 

afterlife purification.19  

Below, drawing on Raphael’s work, I narrate four stages of the afterlife journey. 

The stories reflect my own performance of mourning rituals, plus the dreams and 

visions they sparked. My experiential-phenomenological approach takes its cue from 

the philosopher Edmund Husserl. To understand human experience more fully, he 

wrote, we must turn our attention to different modes of consciousness. And to 

understand a mode of consciousness, we must bracket off our usual common-sense 

                                                
19. Judith Z. Abrams, The Other Talmud: The Yerushalmi (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 2012). 
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empiricism. 20  Here, I take seriously ritual actions, dreams, visions, and imaginative 

experiences. While I report them accurately, I do not try to verify that these symbolic 

expressions refer to literal events. Instead, I look towards “fulfillment” of the ideas in a 

phenomenological sense: correspondences and resonances between different spheres of 

consciousness.21  

And, following psychologist Carl Jung, I assume that these resonances reveal 

dimensions of the human psyche. Conscious experience, Jung taught, represents only a 

tiny portion of the psyche. Our unconscious life is brimming with personal and 

collective material hidden from us. Normally, we are rooted in a world of everyday 

consciousness, analogous to the Kabbalistic world of assiyah, doing. But other familiar 

modes of consciousness, such as imagination and dreams, alert us to unconscious 

material.22 Here, I take those modes seriously, and use them to learn about the journey of 

the human soul.23 

 

Transcending Physical Consciousness 

                                                
20. Edmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology trans. W. R. Boyce Gibson (New 
York: Routledge, 2012), originally published 1913. 
 
21. Laura Duhan Kaplan, “Body, Mind, and Breath: A Mystical Perspective” in Philosophy and Everyday 
Life, (New York: Seven Bridges Press, 2001), 231-238.  
 
22. C.G. Jung, On the nature of the psyche, trans. R.F.C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1960); C.G. Jung, “On the nature of dreams” in The Structure and Synamics of the Psyche (Jung’s collected 
works #8), 2nd edition, trans. G. Adler and R.F.C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 67-85.  
 
23. Jung himself often used “soul” to refer to a particular complex or part of the human personality. He 
used “psyche” to refer to the totality of all psychic processes. Here, I use them interchangeably, because – 
as explained above – the Kabbalistic model of the soul does refer to all psychic processes.  
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The afterlife journey begins with the dying process. Kabbalistic descriptions of the 

inner experience of dying echo more contemporary accounts of Near Death 

Experiences.24 As one dies, a beloved guide beckons them to cross a river of light. 

Once a soul crosses, its purification journey begins. The soul gradually leaves the 

world of assiyah, the physical world of bodily action. Organs, functions, and fluids shift. 

The nefesh, the embodied soul, tries to cope with the change, but its shrinking 

consciousness becomes confused. A nefesh may wonder: What am I doing in the 

cemetery? Should I return home? Are others really there sitting shiva and saying 

Kaddish for me? The state of confusion lasts three to seven days, until all bodily 

functions fully cease. After that, all embodied perception falls away. 

As a mourner, I have glimpsed a beloved nefesh in this state of confusion. Perhaps 

I did not literally see it, using the physical sense of sight stimulated by light bouncing 

off physical objects. But if I believe that many modes of consciousness bring 

information, then I did see something. Many years ago, my mother-in-law died of 

pancreatic cancer at age 63. She was Jewish, but not religious. My sister-in-law and I sat 

with her during her final days and hours. During those days, our mother-in-law 

surprised us with talk of seeing her late husband in the afterlife. She looked forward to 

letting go of pain and weakness, and moving into love. But she also spoke about her 

beautiful wardrobe of clothing, and which dresses she wanted us to have. She reminded 

us not to give away the items she had earmarked for us.  

The night after she was buried, all her children and their spouses slept in her 

home, where we were sitting shiva. There, I woke suddenly from a dream, and saw her 

                                                
 
24. Raymond Moody, Life After Life (New York: HarperOne, 2015); originally published 1975; Eben 
Alexander, Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife  (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
2012). 
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standing upright by my bed, a pale corpse, looking terrified and terrifying. “It’s a 

dream,” I told myself, “or a half-waking hallucination.” And perhaps it was a 

hallucination. But it is also the only visual experience I have that illustrates Kabbalistic 

teaching about this stage of afterlife. My mother-in-law came home, one might say, to 

reassure herself that she was not mistaken. She had, indeed, passed, and her family was 

indeed performing recognizable rituals.  

My own mother died twenty years later, at age 86. She was Jewish, religiously 

observant, but an atheist. During her last ten years, she conducted a powerful life 

review, saying, “There are many things I understand now that I never understood 

before.” She hated the prolonged hospitalization at the end of her life, but spent a 

beautiful last day smiling with her son, daughter, and son-in-law. After her funeral, we 

stayed at my brother’s home for a week to sit shiva. Our cousins, who loved their aunt, 

drove hundreds of miles to join us. We watched family videos, shared happy memories, 

discussed philosophy and politics.  

The next morning, I dreamed that I hosted a party at my home. Many guests came, 

including my mother. She smiled in the sunlight, socialized, and seemed to enjoy the 

party. Then, she left. The dream seemed an almost literal representation of the shiva 

gathering. Almost literal, but not quite, because the dream revealed a hidden dimension 

– if not of reality, then certainly of my experience. Mom, I felt, had participated in the 

shiva. When she saw us following ritual, appreciating her, and supporting one another, 

she moved on. Did the dream express my own good feeling about our family? Or did I 

glimpse my mother’s calm as she entered her afterlife? Might this be a false dichotomy? 

Perhaps the dream revealed two aspects of a single shared experience. After all, in life, 

my mother and I were psychically connected.  
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Refining the Emotional Spirit 

The afterlife journey continues, as the soul lets go of its physical life. Without that 

life, the soul can no longer hide its emotional burdens behind a flurry of activity. Ruach, 

the soul’s emotional layer, is fully exposed. The soul enters a realm of emotional 

challenge that Kabbalists call Gehenna. The word Gehenna carries historical associations. 

In the Bible, it names a valley where kings may have sacrificed children. In classical 

rabbinic literature, it means “purgatory,” a realm where souls are punished and 

rehabilitated. In casual conversation, and occasionally in Christian preaching, Gehenna 

means hell.  

In Kabbalistic accounts of the afterlife, however, Gehenna means full immersion 

into the world of Yetzirah, emotion. Gehenna forces ruach, the emotional spirit, to sort 

itself out. This self-reckoning can feel hellish, especially when negative emotions rush 

forward: fear, anger, envy, hate, sadness, apathy, and remorse. In embodied life, these 

emotions may drive us to harm others verbally and physically. But in Gehenna, ruach is 

alone with its emotions. The soul has no choice but to live into them, untangle them, 

and release them. The work is not limited to negative emotion. Some positive emotions 

can hold us in thrall, too. Emotions such as love, desire, and hope can block our clarity 

and mislead us. The emotional work is huge, but it is not infinite, sources say. A soul 

might remain in Gehenna for minutes, or for as much as a year.  

During that year, traditional mourners would recite the Kaddish prayer daily. This 

simple ritual sets aside a few moments a day for mourners to check in with their own 

thoughts, feelings, and memories. Daily Kaddish helps mourners track their passage 

through grief. It also helps them stay connected psychically with the person they 

mourn. To what extent do the thoughts and feelings of mourners represent their 

journeys alone? Do some mourners also receive impressions from the soul’s afterlife 
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travels? Do the living and the dead ever travel together, supporting one another in 

emotional development? 

My father died of cancer at age 86, a decade before my mother, his wife, did. He 

was an observant Jew with a simple faith in God the Creator and Judge. A few weeks 

before he died, my brother and I sat with him. “We love you,” we said. “You are a great 

father.” “I don’t know,” Dad said. “I’ve done a lot of bad things in my life.” My brother 

and I believed – maybe correctly – that we understood his regrets. So, we said, “We 

don’t care about those things.” But our love wasn’t enough to reassure Dad. During the 

last few days of his life, he chose not to speak. He was physically able to, but he directed 

his attention inward.  

About two months into my year of saying Kaddish, I dreamed about my Dad. In 

the dream, he asked me to retrieve a backpack for him. I walked from a small cabin to a 

wild, windy beach. Though I looked everywhere, I could not find the pack. I was 

anxious, distraught, and frantic. After the dream, I confessed to my father’s sister, “I feel 

Dad wanted so many things from me, and I failed to provide them.” “Well,” she said, 

“He would have liked you to live closer.” Meaning: you did nothing wrong; any tension 

you felt was his own self-criticism at work. Five months later,  I dreamed that Dad 

phoned me up to ask how I was feeling. We had a warm, friendly, ordinary 

conversation just as we would while he was alive. I awoke feeling comforted. My 

remorse was healed; perhaps Dad’s was, too. Perhaps I had tracked his ruach in its time 

of emotional purification. 

When my mother, who had conducted an intentional life-review, died, I had no 

anxious dreams. About seven months into the year of saying Kaddish for her, I dreamed 

that I was in an apartment in a high rise building. A few other people and I were 

arguing angrily about guns, and we started shooting at each other. Across the street, my 
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mother stood on the porch of another high-rise apartment building. Calmly, 

dispassionately, she surveyed the neighborhood. She saw what went on in every 

apartment – including the emotional storm in ours. But her faced showed no reaction, 

and she did not intervene. This dream gave me an image of a soul’s work in Gehenna: 

impartial observation of emotional storms, and increasing ability to disentangle from 

them.  

In the dream, my mother achieved a freedom I know she craved in life. She was 

free from being controlled by other people’s emotions. This is not an easy achievement 

for social creatures like us humans. We imprint on our early caregivers; family 

members may live inside us, so to speak. We internalize their responses to us. 

Sometimes we even imagine those responses, and react as if they are real. In a simple, 

everyday way, we are in thrall to others. To see our way out, we have to learn to 

observe our own emotions; understand how we react to others; and, sometimes, even 

change our responses. We have to recognize when the claim “they made me do it” is 

false. We must take responsibility for what is ours, and refine it. That, my dreams say, is 

part of the soul’s work in Gehenna. 

 

Moving Past Intellect 

With the dense fabric curtains of emotion burned away, the intellectual aspect of 

soul, neshamah, sees a truer reality. The soul enters the lower Gan Eden, the Garden of 

Eden. Here, our mythology says, the soul enjoys celestial music, continuous Torah 

study, and mutual support in the company of saints. In this environment of beauty and 

peace, the soul completes its refinement. Paradoxical metaphysical questions are no 

longer puzzling. The boundaries of concepts are no longer constraining. The soul 

experiences a lightness of being.  
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Most practicing Jews think of this lower Gan Eden as the soul’s terminus point. 

When we observe Yahrzeit, the yearly anniversary of death, we are likely to imagine a 

soul in Gan Eden. Each year at Yarhrzeit, we light a candle symbolizing the eternal light 

of the soul. We say the Kaddish, checking in with our memories, thoughts and feelings, 

expecting to understand more truly and gently over time. We may donate money to a 

cause important to our relative or friend, allowing ourselves to be inspired by their 

highest values. If we are synagogue-goers, we lead a prayer in their honour, as if their 

righteousness could strengthen our spirituality. 

On my father’s eleventh yahrzeit I had a dream. In my role as rabbi, I dreamed, I 

was visiting an elder in the hospital. The unit was a wide room with many beds. I 

noticed my father and an old friend of his lying in a nearby bed. The next day, I came 

back to the hospital to join my father for a special concert in the auditorium. He was 

alert, sitting between two friends. One friend was wearing a diving mask and snorkel. 

My father glanced at his friend and playfully rolled his eyes at me. I was ecstatically 

happy that my father had moved to Vancouver, where I live, and that he is in the 

company of two close friends. The images in this dream are whimsical. But its affect is 

clear. The dream shows my father, happy and lighthearted, enjoying celestial music and 

the mutual support of friends. It is a dream of Gan Eden. 

 

Dwelling in the Divine 

When the curtains of intellect have fallen away, too, the soul is led by chaya, its 

pure life and existence. It enters the upper Gan Eden, where it dwells directly with God, 

in its unique essence, its yechidah. Little is known about these subtle dimensions of 

reality. Still, I have some visionary experience that helps me imagine them. About a 

year after my mother died, I had an intense weekend in New York City. I visited the 
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9/11 memorial, participated in a poetry writing workshop on issues of grief, recalled 

my late older brother, and discussed traumatic events with my living younger brother. 

On the flight home, I had a mystical experience that lasted for four and a half hours. 

During that time, I saw that consciousness is both inside and outside each of us. 

To imagine my consciousness centred in my body, as I usually do, is an illusion. The 

source of experience lies beyond my body, brain, or mind. What I am, what we are, is 

not bounded by our bodies. Of course there is life after death, because the source of life 

does not die. My old view of an “I” centred within me and generated by my brain is a 

false product of unclear thinking. To see clearly, I have to lift veils of opinion over and 

over again.  

Was this experience a glimpse of my mother’s consciousness as she dwelt in the 

upper Gan Eden? Was it a gift of insight from all the souls I grieved that weekend? The 

Hebrew term olam haba, literally, “the world that is coming,” suggests that it might have 

been both. In casual Jewish conversation influenced by religious culture, the phrase 

usually refers to the afterlife.25 Medieval philosopher Moses Maimonides completed a 

careful survey of the term in prophetic and rabbinic literature. The word haba, coming, 

he said, does not mean that this realm is coming in the future. It means, rather, that this 

world becomes accessible to a person’s consciousness in their future. While we are 

rooted in bodily life, we cannot see it; but in the afterlife, we will.26  

                                                
25. This term does not refer to the messianic era. In Jewish liturgy, the two are carefully distinguished. 
The full Birkat HaMazon (Grace After Meals), for example, says, “May the Compassionate One find that 
we merit the messianic era (yemot hamashiach) and life in the world to come (chayei olam haba).” See, for 
example, Joshua Cahan, ed. Yedid Nefesh bentscher, 2009. For a scholarly perspective, see Menahem. M.R. 
Macina, “Days of the Messiah and Time of the Kingdom: Are They Identical to the World to Come?” 
(Posted on Academia.edu, Nov 2016; updated Dec 2016).  
 
26. Moses Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Sefer Hamada, Hilkhot Teshuvah, VIII, 8 (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav 
Kook, 1976), 250.  
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Some Hasidic teachers, however, suggest that we can glimpse olama haba during 

our embodied life. If we are pursuing spiritual development, in a way analogous to 

Socrates’ pursuit of philosophy, experiences of higher consciousness may come. The 

Ba’al Shem Tov, founder of the Hasidic movement, said we train our consciousness by 

being aware of God in everyday life. As a result, sometimes, through an act of divine 

grace, the heavens split open and we are transported to a higher spiritual world.27 The 

Ba’al Shem Tov’s grandson, Rabbi Ephraim of Sudlikov, adds that higher consciousness 

allows us to see that the dead are really living.28  

From the upper Gan Eden, sources say, the soul finds its way to tzror hachayim, the 

bundle of souls, to be re-incarnated, in God’s continuous work of creation. Upon 

reincarnation, it forgets all the wisdom it gained in its life before and after death. And, 

as a spark of cosmic consciousness, it is redeployed wherever the Creator chooses. 

Many Jews would say that teachings about reincarnation lie outside mainstream 

Judaism. However, they do appear in standard memorial liturgies. Four times a year, 

our sacred calendar includes Yizkor, a communal memorial service remembering all our 

dead. The service’s core is the chanting of El Maley Rachamim, God Filled With Mercy. 

This poem speaks of souls who have gone to the next world, highest realm of the holy 

and pure. In simple, rhyming Hebrew, it asks God to bundle them into tzror hachayim, 

the bundle of souls. The prayer suggests that each and every soul is connected with the 

past and future of its community.29 

                                                
27. Israel Ba’al Shem Tov and Dov Baer of Mezhirech, Tzava’at HaRivash (New York: Kehot, 1998); see also 
English translaton: Tzava’at HaRivash: The Testment of Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov, trans. Jacob Immanuel 
Schochet (New York: Kehot, 1998). 
 
28. Moshe Chayim Ephraim, Degel Machneh Ephraim (Jerusalem: Mir, 1995); “A Conversation with 
Chabakuk Elisha: Death is an Illusion,” simplejew.blogspot.ca/2008/03/conversation-with-chabakuk-
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Wisdom for Living 

 In one way, the journey of my inquiry is complete: I followed the Kabbalistic 

account of the afterlife to its end in rebirth. In other ways, I am just beginning. I’ve 

highlighted four threads of wisdom to pursue for many years to come. 

(1) Take seriously the potential of your consciousness. Human consciousness is broad. 

Kabbalah teaches that experience appears through the senses, emotions, intellect, and 

spirit. Philosophical and psychological sources also highlight memory, dreams, and 

imagination.30 These modes of psyche carry important information, including content 

pushed away in the busyness of daily life. Some of this content helps us understand the 

realities behind mythological, spiritual, or fantastical stories. At the very least, the 

content gives us flashes of insight into different ways of feeling, thinking, and knowing. 

These can increase our compassion for strangers, friends, and relatives, both living and 

dead. Remember that olam haba, the world to come, means both “the afterlife” and 

“expanded consciousness.” The Kabbalistic model of the soul’s afterlife journey also 

maps possibilities of expanded consciousness in this embodied life.  

(2) Pay attention to what ritual teaches. Ritual, said anthropologist Clifford Geertz, 

locates our moods and attitudes within a conceptual world view. But, Pierre Bordieu 

added, the conceptual meaning is rarely made explicit. 31 These observations help me 

understand Jewish rituals of mourning. On the simplest level, we practice them because 

we have learned “that’s what you do.” Emotionally, we find them comforting. Shiva 

brings people together; Kaddish offers a grounding rhythm at a time of inner chaos; 

                                                
 
30. Jung, ibid.; Husserl, ibid. 
 
31. Bell, ibid. 
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Yahrzeit helps us track our own life-long journey of appreciation and forgiveness. We 

may experience the rituals keeping us connected with the people we grieve. But few of 

us know explicitly that these rituals reflect a specific model of the afterlife journey, or 

that they invite us to track it. Thus, we miss opportunities to be attentive to deeper 

levels of the psyche and their wisdom. Imagine how much we could learn by turning 

our attention towards the philosophies and opportunities expressed in ritual. 

(3) Conduct a life review sooner rather than later. Here, I’ve shared my experiences of 

the afterlife journey of three of my parents. My mother-in-law died relatively young. 

Despite her diagnosis of pancreatic cancer, with a 5-year survival rate of 3% when she 

fell ill, she fought death for two years. Only during the last few months of her life did 

she prepare to leave her body. She reflected on the people most precious to her, her 

successes and mistakes. But she needed more time to heal from the heartbreaks.  No 

wonder my midnight vision showed her confused immediately after death, returning 

home in shock.  

 My father, who died at age 86, did take time to review his life. But he found 

himself wanting. Clearly, there were things he felt he hadn’t atoned for, and things he 

may not have known how to atone for. But he did not ask a spiritual or psychological 

guide to help him. He was always too busy. No wonder my dreams showed him 

frantically searching for months before finding calm. One might say he did not receive 

the help he needed until the distractions of bodily life were gone.  

 When my father died, my mother undertook an intentional life review. She looked 

at memorabilia from events good and bad. She identified sources of stress and 

untangled them. She expressed love for her children and siblings more freely than ever. 

And she changed into a kinder, gentler person. When she died at age 86 she was ready; 

in fact, she said so five months before her passing. No wonder my dreams and visions 



 19 

showed her delighting in her shiva, observing emotion impartially, and glimpsing 

universal consciousness. These visions are spiritual gifts I would like to leave to my 

heirs, as well. So, I choose to continuously conduct life review, and, when I am 

challenged, to seek help from trusted psychotherapists and spiritual directors. 

(4) The tools you need for afterlife preparation are close at hand. Kabbalistic psychology 

identifies four levels of soul that are refined in the afterlife journey. And we have seen 

how helpful it is to begin refining our souls while we are alive and embodied. A 

familiar passage towards the beginning of the Siddur, the Jewish prayerbook, guides us 

in doing so. This paragraph is so familiar, many of us miss its message. 

These are the actions whose fruits a human being eats immediately, and 

whose stalks continue to yield in olam haba: honouring father and mother, 

acts of loving kindness, arriving early to the house of study, welcoming 

guests, visiting the sick, welcoming a bride, accompanying the dead, 

concentrating in prayer, making peace between two people and between 

spouses – and the study of Torah is equivalent to all (adapted from 

Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 39b).32 

The instructions are simple and clear. To begin, we don’t have to seek out retreats or 

exotic spiritual tourism. We start in assiyah, the world of ordinary embodied life. Here, 

even simple choices require us to step up physically and emotionally. We can work in 

the close circle of family, with the challenge of honoring parents. Or in community, 

offering our time, physical energy and money in acts of loving kindness that increase 

our empathy – such as the four listed here. Or we can simply work on ourselves, setting 

a spiritual goal and organizing ourselves to arrive at it. All of these bring emotional and 

                                                
32 Siddur Lev Shalem, 107. Translation mine. 
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spiritual depth into our lives. They loosen our attachment to materialism, opening us to 

other worlds of consciousness. 

 We can explore the emotional world of yetzirah by listening deeply to friends in 

the service of conflict resolution. Or the intellectual world of beriyah by considering 

multiple midrashic perspectives on Torah. Or the spiritual world of atzilut by opening 

to God in prayer. These projects bear fruit immediately, because life offers an 

opportunity to grow in all directions of human potential. But these projects also bear 

fruit in the afterlife. The afterlife journey, Kabbalah teaches, is a crash course on living 

well in these worlds. The more we have learned to live in them, the easier our journey – 

and the grief journey of our survivors – will be. And isn’t such spiritual wholeness the 

main point of Judaism? After all, the study of Torah isn’t obsessive reading of a book, 

it’s refinement of soul through service, study, prayer, and love. 

 

Conclusion 

 Finally, I believe I have more insight into Plato’s point: a person who loves 

wisdom spends life preparing for death. After death of the body, a soul stands on its 

own. The more developed a soul is, the easier its afterlife journey will be. Jewish 

tradition, with its reputation for celebrating embodied life, adds a twist. Its program of 

moral, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual development helps both the living and the 

dead. I’m certainly not the first Jewish philosopher to see a convergence between Plato’s 

philosophy and the Torah. To the best of our knowledge, Philo of Alexandria was the 

first. The purpose of Torah, he wrote, is to teach that the essence of a human being is 

their soul. Soul animates our bodies, and expresses our God-like nature. Through the 

eyes of the soul, we see the subtle world of spiritual truth, where the values of justice 
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and goodness live. Only when we use our bodies to cultivate our souls, are we living 

well.33  

  

                                                
33. Philo, “On the Giants” in The Works of Philo, Complete and Unabridged, trans. C. D. Yonge (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 1993), originally published 1865. 
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SUMMARY OF CORRESPONDENCES 

WORLD OF 
CONSCIOUS-
NESS  

ASPECT OF 
SOUL  

STAGE OF 
AFTERLIFE 
TRAVEL  

STAGE OF 
MOURNERS’ 
JOURNEY 

MOURNER’S 
VISIONARY 
INSIGHT 

SPIRITUAL 
PREPARATION 
ACTIVITY  

Assiyah 
Physical 

Nefesh  
Living body 
 

Chibut 
Hakever 
Pressures of 
the Grave 

Shiva 
7 days of 
home-
bound 
mourning 

Visitation by 
corpse 

Tzedakah & 
Gemilut Chesed 
(charitable 
donations & 
deeds) 

Yetzirah 
Emotional 

Ruach 
Temper-
ament, 
mood 

Gehenna 
Emotional 
purification 

Kaddish 
praying 
through a 
year of 
mourning 

Glimpse of 
emotional 
non-
attachment 

Forgiving 
at bedtime and 
on Yom Kippur, 
Day of 
Atonement; 
making peace 

Beriyah 
Intellectual 

Neshamah 
Divine 
inspiration 

Lower Gan 
Eden  
Paradise of 
understand-
ing and 
good deeds 

Yahrzeit 
Anniver-
sary of 
death 

Dream of 
happy 
relative in 
heaven 

Midrash, 
chavruta 
Studying 
multiple 
perspectives on 
Torah (Bible) 

Atzilut 
Spiritual 

Chaya & 
Yechida 
Divine Life  
& 
Singularity 
 

Upper Gan 
Eden & 
Tzror 
HaChayim 
Divine 
Merging & 
Storehouse 
of souls 

Yizkor 
Collective 
memorial 
service 

Cosmic 
conscious-
ness, 
certainty of 
life after 
death 

Hitbodedut 
Secluded 
meditation; 
intentional 
prayer 
 
 
 
 
 


