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Abstract: This article by Garber represents Jewish thoughts on death and dying that 
were presented at the 28th Annual Symposium on Jewish Civilization sponsored by the 
Philip M. and Ethel Klutznick Chair in Jewish Civilization, Creighton University, and 
other sponsors, and delivered at the University of Nebraska Omaha. Conference title, 
“`Olam Ha-Zeh v-`Olam Ha-Ba’: This World and the World to Come in Jewish Belief 
and Practice.” The section on “Jewish Martyrdom” is mainly influenced by thoughts 
expressed in Chapter 2 in Garber and Zuckerman, Double Takes: Thinking and 
Rethinking Issues of Modern Judaism in Ancient Contexts.  
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y article will cover the following topics: (1) Adamology, the human 
being, body and soul; (2) Death: Halakha and tradition; (3) 
conceptual language differences dealing with life, death, afterlife; (4) 

Kiddush HaShem (martyrdom celebrated) and Kiddush Ha-Ḥayim (choosing 
life); and (5) burial service. Finally, I will argue that the psychology of death 
and mourning are rooted in the philosophy of “emet” the portal to the Academy 
on High. Kaddish matters. 

In an address delivered at the Lehrhaus in Frankfort-on-the-Main in 
1934, Martin Buber (1878‒1965) observed that Judaism teaches neither 
adoration (heathenism) nor conquest (Christianity) of cosmic forces but their 
sanctification and, consequently, their glorification. Not the earth above 
humanity nor humanity above the earth, but humanity and the ecosystem in 
equilibrium. Correspondently, cognizant life and death issues play out on Earth. 
Ever since Sinai, Torah teaches “to till (it) and keep (it)” Earth in terms of an 
intertwined word-pair: Adam (generic mankind) and Adamah (earth), which are 
birthed brought into being by YHWH (the timeless and infinite Master of All), 
whose ineffable Name breathes the “breath of life” (see Gen 2:7). In creative 
imagination, human life is evanescent, a breath of ruaḥ Elokim (wind/spirit of 
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God; Gen 1:2). The human being lives between the pillars of life and death, and 
s/he contemplates the afterlife. The purpose of this essay is to provide a Jewish 
understanding of life, death, and the afterlife. 

 
Adamology:  

The Human Being, Body and Soul 
 

The Torah narrates that Man is created in the image of God (Gen 1:27; 
2:7) and Talmud Torah extracts that Man’s being is of body (guf) and soul, 
sacred components that are united to work, care, respect, and restore Earth and 
all therein (Gen 2:15). Soul-talk in the Bible is restricted to terminology. Nefesh 
is the life animating principle connoting human, animal, and fowl life (nefesh 
ḥayyah; see Gen 2:7, 19). Body and material desires are motivated by nefesh, 
positive and negative (e.g., nefesh rasha [“soul of the wicked,”], Prov 21:10). 
Interestingly, “blood” is the medium of the nefesh, so expressed in “the life 
(nefesh) of the flesh is in the blood (Lev 17:11). In biblical context, ruaḥ 
suggests a) nature’s element “wind” (“a wind from God sweeping over the 
water” (Gen 1:2b); and b) “breath” (“The Lord said, ‘My breath shall not abide 
in man forever, since he too is flesh” (Gen 6:3a). Essentially, ruaḥ is portrayed 
as emanating from God and returns to God who bestowed it (Qoh 12:7).  

The verb yṣr (“form”) is the verb of creation designated in the second 
Creation story (Gen 2) albeit with an alternate spelling. Two yuds in the creation 
of Man: “Then the Lord God formed (va-yiytser) Man of the dust of the Earth 
(ground). He blew into his nostrils the breath of life, and Man became a living 
being nefesh ḥayyah” (Gen 2:7). One yud in the formation of animals: “And the 
Lord God formed (va-Yitser) out of earth all the wild beasts and all the birds of 
the sky, and brought them to man to see what he would call them; and whatever 
the man called each living being (nefesh ḥayyah), that would be his living 
name” (Gen 2:19). Grammar aside, rabbinic hermeneutics view the double yuds 
as symbolic of the doubled yetser that man not animals is endowed: “yetser ha-
tov and yetser ha-ra”, inclinations to act ethically and morally, choosing good 
or evil, respectively. 

A lesser-known rabbinic interpretation is that the Lord God formed 
(yatsar) Man to live in life (Earth) and afterlife (Heaven). Neshamah is first 
associated with nishmat ḥayyim (“breath of life,” Gen 2:7. op. cit) and shares 
with nefesh, ruaḥ, and yetser total identity with the guf in life and death. 
Ultimately, neshamah is the sole word for soul everlasting, enclosed in the guf 
but not separate and independent at death. The test of nasal breath leaving the 
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