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Editor’s Introduction

When I was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s (chronological point of reference: I celebrated my bar mitzvah in January 1959), I was regular and punctual in my attendance at Junior Congregation on Saturday mornings and religious school on Sunday mornings and twice during the weekday. (Yes! They worked us hard in those days.) I attended Beth El, the Conservative synagogue in Richmond, Virginia.

I remember a lot of what I heard (well, that’s undoubtedly something of an exaggeration), mostly about Israel and the Holocaust. Later on, I found out that my experience in this regard was typical. What I do not remember hearing about was olam ha-ba, the world to come.

Fast forward to the mid-1990s. I was still attending Congregation Beth El, but now in Omaha, Nebraska. It was a Saturday morning, and our younger daughter was attending services along with her teenaged friends. At some point in the D’var Torah [sermon], the rabbi mentioned hell.

Immediately after the service (or was it mid-sermon?), my daughter and her friends rushed over to me: “Jews don’t believe in hell, do we?” By then, she surely knew that she was not likely to get a quick yes/no answer from me. (If that was true when she wanted to borrow the car, how much more so in this instance?)

In all fairness to everyone involved, there is almost never a simple answer to a question that begins with “[All] Jews” and continues with “believe [and/or practice].” And so it was on this occasion. Her question was followed by several of my own: “Which Jews?” “When? “What do you/they mean by hell?” And so on.

The theoretical goal of such queries on my part was to point to the chronological, historical, and theological nuances of defining or describing beliefs and practices of “Jews.” I suspect that the practical consequence of my strategy was to lead my daughter, along with her cohorts, to Google.

In some sense, then, we can view the present volume as an extended answer—or, more properly, partial answer—to my daughter’s question of almost twenty years ago. But the present volume is also an extended answer to a query (or set of queries) that goes back well beyond two decades, to at least two millennia: How do beliefs about the afterlife, or world to come, affect the way we lead our lives in this world?

Beliefs have consequences. As a general observation, I know this to be true. Beliefs about the world to come have this worldly consequences. If I didn’t know that before hearing and later editing the papers in this volume, I know this now, as will those who read the chapters in this collection.

As is true with earlier volumes in the Studies in Jewish Civilization Series, the goal here is not comprehensive coverage of a given field. If it were, we would determine which topics or subtopics were essential and seek out experts in each. But we operate in reverse order. First, we seek out experts in a general field or area of study and then allow them to determine what topic they wish to address in their oral and written presentations.

So, for example, it is axiomatic among almost all mainstream Jewish thinkers that those who are rewarded in the afterlife neither eat nor drink. In this volume we have three papers that are based on the continuation (with important variations) of prandial and oenological activities after death. Whether correct or incorrect (and who really knows for sure?), these beliefs have had an impact in this world on those who accept them.

Don’t like the way things are going in this world? Be patient (sometimes, very patient): it will all work out for the best, or better for perfection, in the world to come. Throughout history there have been those who have staked their lives, their very lives, on the bedrock truth of this proposition. Indeed, beliefs do have consequences.

The essays in this volume, all of which have their origins in the 28th Annual Symposium on Jewish Civilization, are arranged in roughly chronological order, beginning with accounts in the Hebrew Bible and continuing up to philosophical-theological thought of the twentieth century. That said, I hasten to add that this organization through chronology is inexact, inasmuch as many of our primary sources gather together material far older than the time of their publication. Further, several chapters range widely through hundreds if not thousands of years of thought and practice. Even so, I have confidence that this structure will prove valuable in situating the varied contents of this volume for careful readers. (Do we have any other kind?)

The first chapter is by Dereck Daschke, Truman State University. It is titled “‘The End of the World and the World to Come’: What Apocalyptic Literature Says about the Time After the End-Time.” While Jewish speculation about olam ha-ba, either in the sense of personal eschatology (afterlife) or in the sense of the messianic age (cosmic eschatology), has largely been restrained, Daschke begins, in one area of theological imagination, such speculation has been persistent and insistent: apocalyptic literature. Almost all works in this literary genre, which encompasses works from roughly 400 B.C.E. to the second century C.E., give some indication as to what kind of existence shall follow. Frequently global and personal eschatology are linked together. Themes of individual sickness and healing underscore the healing of a corrupt world in the messianic age; individual fealty to Jewish law not only redeems the people but also restores the earth. Among the apocalypses he highlights are the books of Enoch, Daniel, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, and Revelation (a work composed well within the Jewish literary tradition).

Nicolae Roddy, Creighton University, is the author of the second chapter, “Warriors, Wives, and Wisdom: This World and the World to Come in the (So-Called) Apocrypha.” He observes that the vast array of Jewish late Second Temple Period religious texts written under the pressures of imperial and Hasmonean domination presents almost as diverse an assembly of responses to the political as to the cultural challenges of the times. For some groups, the perceived hostilities of the Hellenistic world could not help but provoke the question of what it might mean ultimately to be a Jew. In this study, Roddy examines Jewish texts abandoned by the rabbis after the destruction of the Temple, while retaining quasi-canonical status in the Roman Catholic Church and remaining fully canonical throughout the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox traditions. Although no longer part of the Jewish canon, the real value of these texts lies with the insight they provide into the minds of late Second Temple period Jews regarding the world in which they lived—as well as any world to come.

The third chapter, by Leonard Greenspoon, is titled “The Afterlife in the Septuagint.” Greenspoon’s survey of the relevant literature reveals that many claims have been made about the Septuagint’s view of, or attitude toward, the afterlife, which is often seen as different from the Masoretic Text and reflective of distinctive beliefs among Hellenistic Jews. To counter such global descriptions, Greenspoon points out the diverse nature of the books that make up the Septuagint, the varying ways in which the translators reflected the Hebrew they were rendering, and the need to perform the hard work of textual criticism before asserting theological exegesis on their part. Only then can scholars make informed determinations about what the translators themselves (as opposed to later interpreters) intended.

The fourth chapter is titled “Rabbi Akiva, Other Martyrs, and Socrates: On Life, Death, and Life After Life.” It was written by Naftali Rothenberg, Van Leer Jerusalem Institute. He begins by pointing to the transition between life and death as a major focus for discussion about life in this world and the next in talmudic literature. Here the focus for Rothenberg is a comparison of the discussion between Rabbi Akiva and his students during his execution and Socrates’s discourse with his friends as the time approached for him to drink the cup of hemlock—in connection with the immortality of the soul. The equanimity with which both men accept their deaths stands in sharp contrast to the agitation of those around them. The similarity between the two stories ends, however, at the composure with which the protagonists accept their deaths. The two discussions regarding the meaning of death and the source of comfort are fundamentally different. Akiva cherishes the most terrible moments of his life, refusing to cease pursuing his moral objective in this world for even a single instant. For Socrates, immortality of the soul is the source of meaning; for Rabbi Akiva there exists only the moral dimension.

Christine Hayes, Yale University, was the keynote speaker at the 28th Annual Symposium on Jewish Civilization. Her chapter, titled “Heaven on Earth: The World to Come and Its (Dis)locations,” is far-reaching. As she notes, ancient Jewish sources from the Bible to the Talmud contain a dizzying array of ideas about a better world to come (be it a messianic era in historical time, an eschatological end of days, or an afterlife). Some of these sources imagine such a deep disjunction between this world and the world to come that entry into the latter requires an escape from the former. But other sources imagine a conjunction between the two and apply themselves to the task of attaining a foretaste of the world to come in this world. Hayes explores the radically diverse strategies employed by ancient Jews to bridge this world and the world to come so as to locate “heaven on earth.”

Dov Weiss, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, is the author of the next chapter, titled “Olam Ha-ba in Rabbinic Literature: A Functional Reading.” In his analysis, the rabbis sometimes express their moral discomfort with a biblical idea or received tradition by declaring it inoperative for the “future world.” Whether it refers to the Messianic Era or a soul’s existence after death (or both), eschatology provided the rabbis with a moral safe haven: although a troubling law or theology might not be eradicated in this world, it could be branded as such in the next. This ethical response does not solve the moral problem, but it does minimize it. Weiss presents three examples to highlight this rabbinic ethical hermeneutic. The first revolves around the biblical concept of the evil inclination; the second around the biblical doctrine of inherited punishment (Exod 20:5); and the third example, the case of mamzer, deals with a “bastard” child that is the product of incest or an extramarital affair. In each of these cases, the exegetical grounding is forced, highlighting the rabbinic agenda to minimize the theological irritant by distinguishing this world from the next.

Following Weiss is Jordan D. Rosenblum, University of Wisconsin–Madison, whose essay is titled “Dining In(to) the World to Come.” Entrance into the world to come requires a proper rabbinic diet, he observes. Unlike this world, however, the world to come features a smorgasbord that would put the fanciest Las Vegas buffet to shame, including such mythical creatures as the famous Leviathan and Behemoth, as well as the lesser-known Ziz. Rosenblum examines classical rabbinic discussion about the diet that merits entrance into the world to come and about the menu that awaits therein. He concludes that such discussions are used to justify rabbinic dietary practices in this world. Included in this conversation are topics such as why non-Jews need not keep kosher and why nonkosher foods are prohibited for Jews only in this world (but not in the world to come).

Food continues to be on the table in the next chapter: “What’s for Dinner in Olam Ha-ba? Why Do We Care in Olam Ha-zeh? Medieval Jewish Ideas about Meals in the World to Come in R. Bahya ben Asher’s Shulhan Shel Arba” by Jonathan Brumberg-Kraus, Wheaton College (MA). He begins by pointing to the fact that rabbinic traditions about meals for the righteous in the world to come are contradictory. On the one hand, the righteous are promised a banquet of Leviathan, Bar Yochnai. But Rav says, “In the world to come, there is no eating and drinking.” Rabbenu Bahya ben Asher, the fourteenth century Spanish biblical exegete and kabbalist, devotes the final “Gate” of his short treatise on Jewish eating practices, Shulhan Shel Arba [Table of Four], to address this apparent contradiction about meals prepared for the righteous in the world to come. Since R. Bahya wrote Shulhan Shel Arba as a guide for meals in this world, the question arises: how does talking about, imagining, and knowing about meals in the next world affect our practice and enjoyment of meals in this world? In Brumberg-Kraus’s analysis, such talk about body- and soul-rewarding meals in the world to come while at meals in this world is intended to cultivate the transformation of our physical hunger for food from “Fressen to Essen … to sanctified eating.”

Morris M. Faierstein, University of Maryland, is the author of the next chapter, titled “The Dybbuk: The Origins and History of a Concept.” The concept of the dybbuk in contemporary Jewish culture is identified with S. Ansky’s play, which has nothing to do with the historical concept of the dybbuk. As Faierstein explains, this has its roots in the concept of transmigration [gilgul] that is first mentioned in the Sefer Bahir and expanded in the Zohar. The first locus for an appearance and exorcism of a dybbuk is Safed and its kabbalistic circles. All later manifestations are built on these earliest models. In the eighteenth century, the motif of the dybbuk and exorcism becomes a literary genre that is not based on factual events, but is created as “folktales.” Ansky took these folktales and wrote a play based on the style of late nineteenth century Russian literature (the so-called Silver Age). So, Faierstein determines, very little of Ansky’s play is based on historical or cultural realities.

The next chapter is by Vadim Putzu, Missouri State University. It is titled “Tasting Heaven: Wine and the World to Come from the Talmud to Safed.” Here Putzu investigates wine as it is represented and employed in relation to the world to come in rabbinic and kabbalistic literature. His analysis of the ways in which the rabbis and certain kabbalists pictured and/or used wine gives us an intoxicating taste of their perspectives on the present world and the hereafter alike. On the one hand, the rabbis’ discussions of wine mirror their perspectives on olam ha-zeh. On the other hand, the wine of olam ha-ba is deprived of all of its negative aspects: it is easy to make, abundant, and gladdens without ever leading to sinful drunkenness—thus coming to represent the very delights that characterize existence in the world to come. Further, Joseph Karo’s insistence on the importance of abstention and the Zoharic author’s recommendation to imbibe the symbolic wine of Torah signal their negative perception of this world. Moses ben Jacob Cordovero’s strategic emphasis on the significance of preserving wine from gentile contact for the sake of reaching olam ha-ba reveals much about his overall plan for olam ha-zeh.

Elias Sacks, University of Colorado at Boulder, is the author of the chapter titled “Worlds to Come Between East and West: Immortality and the Rise of Modern Jewish Thought.” Sacks has determined that the concept of olam ha-ba is not generally taken to be central to modern Jewish thought. Here he challenges that view through exploring the neglected Hebrew works of two foundational figures: the German-Jewish thinker Moses Mendelssohn (1729–1786) and the Eastern European philosopher Nachman Krochmal (1785–1840). Krochmal casts belief in an afterlife as a product of fierce debates among ancient Jews who disagreed about whether the soul is immortal. This position is best read as a covert critique of Mendelssohn, whose Hebrew writings cast the doctrine of an immortal soul as a belief affirmed by the Hebrew Bible. This dispute is, in part, a dispute about the nature of Jewish tradition: whereas Mendelssohn’s position implies that Judaism is a vehicle of timeless truths affirmed by the Bible, Krochmal’s position entails that Judaism is a historically developing phenomenon whose content emerges through clashes among human beings. For these foundational philosophical voices, then, olam ha-ba becomes a crucial terrain for formulating—and contesting—theories of Jewish existence.

The last chapter in the volume is by Federico Dal Bo, Marie Curie Postdoctoral Fellow at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. It is titled “Emmanuel Levinas’s Messianism and the World to Come: A Gnostic-Philosophical Reading of Tractate Sanhedrin 96b–99a.” According to traditional Jewish terminology, several pages from the Babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 96b–99a) specifically treat the notion of “messianism” and amplify the contrast between “this world” and “the world to come.” As analyzed by Dal Bo, influential Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas read these talmudic pages not according to, but rather in contrast with, the traditional notion of “religion.” Levinas does not consider religion as a specific “belief” in a deity. Rather, he interprets religion fundamentally as a form of “ethical-moral association” between human beings. With respect to this, Levinas recasts the notion of “messianism” as well as its two correlated notions: “this word” and “the world to come.” Yet these are not accounted for in their traditional religious sense, but rather under a different perspective: in an ethical-philosophical sense. This kind of “hyperphilosophy” actually neutralizes the cultural specificity of these notions with consequences, especially for so-called interreligious relationships.

As someone who is partial to eating and drinking in this world, I relish the thought of continuing these pursuits in the world to come—with or without condiments. I also like the idea of everyone getting his or her due. For sure, this is not happening in this world. It is reassuring to picture the proper allocation of reward and punishment in the world to come. In addition, I have come to understand that my beliefs about the afterlife are largely conditioned on what I have experienced and learned. More broadly, this has been true for Jews, as individuals and as members of a community, for at least two thousand years.

I invite all readers of this volume to interpret and interact with its contents in a variety of ways. And to recognize the inextricable bonds that unite beliefs about the afterlife with practices in this one.

Leonard J. Greenspoon
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“The End of the World and the World to Come”:
What Apocalyptic Literature Says
about the Time After the End-Time

Dereck Daschke

Olam ha-ba originated as a term designating the messianic age, the time after the end of time, but eventually it became more closely associated with one’s personal disposition in the afterlife. While the term is likely first recorded in the early apocalyptic book of 1 Enoch, later the rabbinic sages would highlight the meanings for personal eschatology that were originally bound up with biblical conceptualizations of cosmic eschatology, especially as found in the anticipation for the Day of the Lord and the messianic age. This tension and confusion between the two meanings of the concept is in large part at the heart of apocalyptic literature’s presentation of the events of the end-time.1

Without a doubt, the eschatological framework within which Jewish apocalypse works derives directly from the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures, in particular some of the passages that Paul Hansen termed “proto-apocalyptic” in his classic study The Dawn of Apocalyptic.2 Taken as a whole, the picture of the time after the end of time is the quintessential dream of restoration, healing, and rebirth in the individual, social, and even global realms. The individual experience of the restoration at the end of days is where personal and cosmic eschatologies intertwine, and this study will address this complex subject shortly. First, though, it is important to sketch the key ways in which the biblical sources anticipate the restoration of the people of Israel, individually and collectively, and even of the planet itself.

THE TIME AFTER THE END IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

The concept of the Day of the Lord in Hebrew prophecy, the anticipated end of history and time of judgment, establishes an apocalyptic scenario that foregrounds essentially all of the events prophesied for God’s people.3 God may chastise and pour out his wrath upon his beloved chosen (against Israel: virtually all of Amos and Hosea; against Judah: Isa 1:1–20, Mic 3:12, Jer 5:14–17) but there will come a day when He will turn his anger to the enemies of Israel (Zech 12:9, Isa 60:12). Once their foes are vanquished, the Jews shall be gathered back to the Land of Israel (Isa 11:11–12, Jer 23:8). Isaiah 4:2–4 describes how perfected the survivors already in Israel and Jerusalem will be: “In that day, the radiance of the Lord will lend beauty and glory, and the splendor of the land will give dignity and majesty, to the survivors in Israel. And those who remain in Zion and are left in Jerusalem—all who are inscribed for life in Jerusalem—shall be called holy.” The Lord will wash away “the filth of the daughters of Zion, and from Jerusalem’s midst [will rinse] out her infamy—in a spirit of judgment and in a spirit of purging.”4

While the prophets Amos, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, Joel, and Malachi anticipated God returning the people to the land without reference to a human figure to do so, the expectation of “an ideal human leader possessed of lofty spiritual and ethical qualities” who will restore sovereignty to Israel and righteousness to the office of the king, as depicted by the prophets Isaiah, Micah, Jeremiah, and Zechariah, certainly became emblematic of Jewish hopes for the triumph of the future over the past, “based in part on visions of a past Golden Age.”5 The period that follows the return of the Davidic king concomitant with the restoration of the people to the land is known, of course, as the messianic age.6

To say that a full exploration of the roots and impact of the ancient Jewish belief in a messiah could—and do—fill volumes of critical study and theological exegesis is, even so, naught but an understatement. The meaning of “the messiah” is, perhaps, the question upon which Western history of the last two millennia hinges. That said, in order to anchor the appearance of this figure in association with olam ha-ba in the Jewish apocalyptic literature, it is worth very briefly establishing the biblical roots of this expectation. The prophets Isaiah (ch. 11) and Jeremiah (ch. 23) establish that he will be a devout and reverent king from the line of David who will reign wisely by the spirit of the Lord and will embody righteousness in his judgments.7 Therefore, Jeremiah says, “In his days Judah shall be delivered and Israel shall dwell secure. And this is the name by which he shall be called: The Lord is our Vindicator” (Jer 23:6).

The ingathering of the Jews under the divine leadership of the Messiah culminates in the reuniting of Israel and Judah as one nation. This is depicted in Ezekiel’s famous prophecy of Ephraim’s hand and Judah’s stick: “I am going to take the Israelite people from among the nations they have gone to, and gather them from every quarter, and bring them to their own land. I will make them a single nation in the land, on the hills of Israel, and one king shall be king of them all. Never again shall they be two nations, and never again shall they be divided into two kingdoms” (Ezek 37:21–22, see also Zech 11:12–14). This expectation is elaborated in Hosea 3:4–5: “For the Israelites shall go a long time without king and without officials, without sacrifice and without cult pillars, and without ephod or teraphim. Afterward, the Israelites will turn back and will seek the Lord their God and David their king—and they will thrill over the Lord and over His bounty in the days to come.”

With the return of the people and their king to their land, the resumption of traditional Yahwistic worship must necessarily follow, which means the restoration of one essential thing: the Temple. The book of Isaiah throughout promotes the image of Jerusalem and its Temple “in days to come” as the cosmic center of the world, through which both Jew and Gentile will be enlightened and transformed.8 It will be so glorious, it will become a beacon for the other nations: “In the days to come, the Mount of the Lord’s house shall stand firm above the mountains. … [A]ll the nations shall gaze on it with joy. … For instruction shall come forth from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (Isa 2:2–3). The promise of the new Temple is most fully realized in the final chapters of the book of Ezekiel, which is detailed not only in its construction plans but also in its reestablishment of the roles and duties of individuals and tribes (Ezek 47:13).

Furthermore, this being an ideal “golden age,” moral conditions that had not existed since the height of the United Kingdom, if ever, would remake the Jewish people: “My servant David shall be king, they shall faithfully obey my laws,” promises Ezekiel 37:24. And Zephaniah 3:13 states that “[t]he remnant of Israel shall do no wrong and speak no falsehood; a deceitful tongue shall not be in their mouths,” implying that finally all Israel will achieve the ideal state of religious practice and personal ethics that God has expected from them all along.9 The transformation will not be limited to Israel, either. As the passage above from Isaiah indicates, all nations and peoples will recognize the true God and the religion of the Jews as the true religion—and this realization will bring about peace not only with Israel, but among the other nations as well (Isa 2:3–4, 17; 11:10; Mic 4:2–3; Zech 14:9, Zeph 3:18–20).

Even the very nature of the earth itself will be remade in the image of peace and prosperity (Isa 51:3: “He has made her wilderness like Eden, her desert like the Garden of the Lord”; see also Isa 6–8, Ezek 36:29–30, and Amos 9:13–15); and ultimately God will even end the threat of death once and for all: “He will destroy on this mount the shroud that is drawn over the faces of all the peoples and the covering that is spread over all the nations: He will destroy death forever. My Lord God will wipe the tears away from all faces and will put an end to the reproach of His people over all the earth” (Isa 25:7–8).

RESURRECTION OF THE DEAD AND FINAL JUDGMENT IN THE BIBLE

At this point, two major concepts associated with the biblical understanding of the messianic age and the end of days need to be addressed, but they are also the root source of the confusion between personal and cosmic eschatology in the apocalyptic literature (and indeed in the later rabbinic and even Christian traditions): the bodily resurrection of the dead and the final judgment. Simcha Paull Raphael writes in Jewish Views of the Afterlife:


The notion of a divine postmortem judgment, which is central in rabbinic Judaism’s teachings on life after death, has its roots in the collective eschatology of the biblical period. … In early prophetic literature, divine judgment is spoken of in national-political terms. … There is no sense of individual judgment; all the people of the nation [whether Israelite or Gentile] merit the punishment or reward collectively. [But an] important development … takes place in the Book of Zephaniah (1:2, 9) … [where] YHVH’s judgment is universal.” 10



But the book of Ezekiel is where the eschatological picture gets really interesting—and complicated. Raphael writes:


In Ezekiel, judgment is conceived of in a dual sense. … For the nations, judgment will be collective (Ezek 25:8ff). For Israel, however, judgment will be based on the merit of each individual. The sinful wicked will be annihilated by God’s wrathful vengeance. The righteous Israelite will be saved, and thereby selected to participate in the coming kingdom of YHVH. (Ezek 11:17–21; 36:25–32 [the “new heart” passage]). With Ezekiel, an important and subtle philosophical transformation takes place: individual and collective conceptions of divine judgment merge for the first time. … The righteous individual Israelite will be awarded a share in YHVH’s messianic collective. … Judgment takes place in the human realm and through the unfolding of history, not in an afterworld.11



Furthermore, the very next chapter in Ezekiel provides one of the most powerful images of bodily resurrection in the prophecy of the valley of dry bones, though in the context it is clearly a spiritual metaphor for the restoration of the political collective of the people of Israel. Yet the image itself seems deliberately intended to blur the line between the personal and the political, especially following from the “new heart” rhetoric of personal renewal and restoration—all but resurrection. Still, what can a new heart mean but a new life? It lies between the symbolic and the literal, between the prophetic (in the national-moral sense) and the apocalyptic (in the sense of future cosmic transformation).

However, it is in the next chapters, from 38 to 48, that Ezekiel is firmly in apocalyptic territory, and it is in these that readers get the first strong glimpse of the postapocalyptic olam ha-ba. Chapters 40–48 refer to the blueprint for the new temple-city, named “YWVH is there.” But 38 and 39 depict the great eschatological war, which we might today call by its Judean place name: Armageddon. The aftermath of the defeat of the nations, represented by Magog, is depicted with relish: “Then the inhabitants of the cities of Israel will go out and make fires and feed them with the weapons—shields and bucklers, bows and arrows, clubs and spears; they shall use them as fuel for seven years. … They will despoil those who despoiled them and plunder those who plundered them” (Ezek 39:9–10). The chapter continues on in stark, bloody detail, leaving no doubt about how the fortunes of the people of Israel and the nations who oppressed them have turned.

THE TIME AFTER THE END IN THE APOCALYPSES

This theme of eschatological war is picked up in the one true canonical apocalypse of the Hebrew Scriptures, the book of Daniel. As it happens, Daniel is better known not for its depiction of the lives of those who prevail in this conflict but rather for those faithful who have died, in it and previously—namely, in the introduction of the idea of the resurrection of the dead at the end of times in chapter 12. Daniel is also very explicit that this resurrection is part and parcel of the final judgment: “At that time, the great prince, Michael, who stands beside the sons of your people, will appear. It will be a time of trouble, the like of which has never since the nation came into being. At that time, your people will be rescued, all who are found inscribed in the book [of life]. Many of those that sleep in the dust of the earth will awake, some to eternal life, others to reproaches, to everlasting abhorrence” (Dan 12:1–2).12 This passage, as short as it is, is foundational for the understandings of olam ha-ba in Judaism—and Christianity—that will emerge in the centuries thereafter, and even until today.

Scholarly consensus holds that “the many” who awake from the dust does not refer to a universal resurrection, but only of the faithful Jews, likely specifically those who died in the second century B.C.E. resisting the forces of Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes, which gave rise to the book and the ex eventu prophecies of chapters 7–11.13 These multitudes of the dead will arise from their graves and face judgment on an individual basis, presumably due to their moral disposition toward or away from righteousness during their lives, and those who find favor with God will enjoy a new life without end. Those who do not apparently face eternal shame and contempt.

There is no specific indication what the moral measure that divides the one group from the other is. However, the overall presentation of resurrection in Daniel asserts a divine, cosmic morality by underscoring God’s justice: “Resurrection becomes the means whereby God’s justice will ultimately triumph. A new, revisionist, individualized eschatology is introduced to resolve the challenge of theodicy, the attempt to vindicate God’s justice. The new doctrine of resurrection vindicates God.”14

In the centuries that followed the exile, resurrection rapidly became part of mainstream Jewish thought and distinguished Pharisees from Sadducees, who rejected it for its lack of Torah support.15 (In fact, the idea may originate in Persian Zoroastrianism, imported in the wake of the Persians’ reign in the region after the exile.)16 And it plays a particularly prominent role in 1 Enoch, perhaps the most important extracanonical apocalypse and a text that reflected a great deal of theological speculation and creativity of the Second Temple period. Leila Leah Bronner states, “As a work of eschatology, [1 Enoch] ties together the notions of the soul’s journey after death with an end-point in time, a day of judgment, and a spiritual messiah who presides over human destiny.”17

As noted from the outset, 1 Enoch, which R. H. Charles dates to between 105 and 64 B.C.E., appears to be the earliest textual source of the term olam ha-ba.18 Genesis 5 tells us that Enoch was the great-grandfather of Noah and is one of two figures in the Hebrew Scriptures who do not die, the other being the messianic predecessor Elijah. Genesis 5:22–24 reports, “After the birth of Methuselah, Enoch walked with God 300 years. … All the days of Enoch came to 365 years. Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, for God took him.” It is in this span of sixty-five years when Enoch “walks with God” that the accounts of the book of 1 Enoch take place. These include a stunning variety of revelations of the nature of the heavens, history, the origin of sin, and, most significant for the purposes of this study, the final dispositions of the good and the wicked after the judgment. It is in one of these tours of heaven that the phrase meaning “eschatological world of the messianic age,” equivalent to the Hebrew olam ha-ba, is first encountered in a Jewish text:


With them is the Antecedent of Time: His head is white and pure like wool and his garment is indescribable. … Then an Angel came to me and greeted me and said to me, “You, the Son of Man, who art born in righteousness and upon whom righteousness has dwelt, and the righteousness of the Antecedent of Time will not forsake you.” He added and said to me: “He shall proclaim peace to you in the name of the world that is to become. For from here proceeds peace since the creation of the world, and so it shall be unto you forever and ever and ever” (1 En 71:10, 14–15).19



The Son of Man here is the Messiah, elsewhere called “the Elect One” in the translation from the Ge’ez language of the Ethiopic Church, which preserved the book and consider it canonical.20 In clear contrast with the biblical Messiah, this one represents a supernatural, eternally anointed figure of perfect righteousness (1 En 48:2–7) who “would remove the kings and the mighty ones from their comfortable seats and the strong ones from their thrones” (1 En 46:4). Thereupon he will render judgment upon all mortals at the end of time: “Thenceforth nothing corruptible shall be found; for that Son of Man has appeared and has seated himself on the throne of his glory; and all evil shall disappear from before his face” (1 En 69:28–29).

Thus 1 Enoch is clearly a critical source for the idea that the messianic age culminates a divine plan set into motion at the time of creation (as well as one source for the understanding of messianism that Christians would come to attribute to Jesus of Nazareth). This plan will rid the world of evil and restore the realm of perfect peace lost with the fall in the Garden of Eden.21 Yet Enoch’s tours of the heavens also reveal a complex system of personal eschatology at work, one that appears to elaborate on the postjudgment fates described in Daniel, wherein the souls of the dead are collected into hollow places in a heavenly mountain, with separate places for the righteous and the sinners, until the time of judgment. The angel Raphael tells Enoch, “[U]ntil the great day of judgment … to those who curse [there will be] plague and pain forever, and the retribution of their spirits. They will bind them there forever—even if from the beginning of the world” (1 En 22:11).22 But regarding the righteous and elect among humanity, at the time of the great judgment:


In those days, Sheol will return all the deposits which she had received and hell will give back all that which it owes. And he shall choose the righteous and the holy ones from among (the risen dead), for the day when they shall be selected and saved has arrived. In those days, [the Elect One] shall sit on my throne, and from the conscience of his mouth shall come out all the secrets of wisdom, for the Lord of the Spirits has given them to him and glorified him. In those days, mountains shall dance like rams; and the hills shall leap like kids satiated with milk. And the faces of all the angels in heaven shall glow with joy, because on that day the Elect One has arisen. And the earth shall rejoice; and the righteous ones shall dwell upon her and the elect ones shall walk upon her. (1 En 51)



In both of these accounts of the fates of the righteous and the wicked, their personal dispositions are also rendered as part and parcel of the events of the end-times, and the righteous anticipate as part of their reward continued existence on earth but in a time of perfect peace and cosmic joy.23

Of course, the national sovereignty and security—let alone perfect peace and cosmic joy—of the messianic age continued to elude the Jewish people even during the Second Temple period, and the destruction of that temple by the Romans in 70 C.E. underscored for many Jews both how far off the promise of the messianic age was in the current era and, at the same time, how necessary divine intervention would be to put things right. Two apocalypses, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch, written in the wake of the Temple’s destruction and the Jewish Diaspora, capture the mingling of dread of history and hope for cosmic redemption in the future that the messianic promise in the aftermath of another such disaster surely evoked.

With an apparent reference in chapter 12 to the Flavian emperors of Rome, scholars generally believe that 4 Ezra (2 Esdras 3–14 in the Apocrypha) reflects the situation in Palestine circa 100 C.E.24 However, the narrative is set in the aftermath of the Babylonian destruction of the first Temple, some seven centuries earlier, and consists mainly of the figure of Ezra, that great hero of the restoration of Jewish society after the exile, interrogating a divine interlocutor regarding the meaning of the devastation to which he was now witness. The tension in this line of questioning is broken by a spectacular vision of a woman in mourning who becomes the New Jerusalem on Earth. Unlike Ezekiel’s vision, however, the reader is not permitted to tour the divine city with the seer. Still, following this revelatory encounter, the focus of the dialogues with the angel shifts from past and present to future, and there are extensive presentations of what the surviving Jews may expect of the end-times and thereafter.

4 Ezra 6 contains this spooky glimpse of the time just before the judgment:


Infants a year old shall speak with their voices, and women with child shall give birth to premature children at three and four months, and these shall live and dance. … At that time friends shall make war on friends like enemies, and the earth and those who inhabit it shall be terrified, and the springs of the fountains shall stand still, so that for three hours they shall not flow. (6:21, 24)



Those who are alive to witness these events will also bear witness to God’s salvation and the return of “those who did not die,” presumably Enoch and Elijah but possibly including other apocalyptic seers such as Baruch and Ezra himself.25 As a result, their hearts will be fundamentally transformed away from evil (6:25–28).

4 Ezra 7:26–44 lays out a timeline of the world to come; the length of the messianic age, after which the return to primeval creation both mirrors and presages the final judgment (the common apocalyptic trope of Urzeit wird Endzeit, “the beginning time becomes the end-time”). Specifically, the Messiah will be revealed, and he will live for four hundred years, bringing joy to those who live among him. Then the Messiah will die, as will all humanity. The world will be returned to primeval silence, as at the time prior to creation; and after seven days will be reawakened, and “that which is corruptible shall perish” (7:31). The dust shall yield the dead, God will then begin His judgment without mercy, and the places of reward and torment will appear. And God will speak to the nations on the day of judgment, and his determination of their fates “will last for about a week of years” (v. 43). 4 Ezra 13:39–50 also indicates that in the last days, the lost tribes of Israel shall return from the land of Arzareth, where they had hidden themselves since the Assyrian conquest. In all, 4 Ezra gives the most complete account of the events, timeframe, and disposition of the events of olam ha-ba of any apocalypse, and it appears equally focused on the personal and collective eschatology of the Jews.

The final major Jewish apocalyptic text to address the nature of the end-times is 2 Baruch. Also known as the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, its seer is the faithful scribe of the prophet Jeremiah. It is likely of Palestinian provenance from the early second century, roughly contemporaneous with 4 Ezra. Like Ezra in 4 Ezra, Baruch begins the narrative amid the ruins of the first Temple, lamenting all that has beset his people. And while a dialogue ensues with an angelus interpres [interpreting angel] that echoes that of 4 Ezra, the emotional tenor is not as palpable. In fact, relatively quickly, a very clear idea emerges of what a future without a Temple looks like for the Jews: in a word, the law. Bronner states, “The author of the book appears to be an expert on both apocalyptic imagery and rabbinic law, someone who could find a way to continue studying the Law after the catastrophe of national destruction in 70 C.E., and therefore someone who could help the Jewish people face the challenges of the post-Temple era.”26 Baruch, more insistently than the other apocalypticians, envisions the future not just as a time of great difficulties to be overcome before an ideal age, but also as one with qualities that will define the Jews who enter into it as the “true Israel.” The Temple and its restoration is of secondary importance to the revitalization of the law in people’s lives and the establishing of moral fortitude among his followers to survive the transition between the ages.27

2 Baruch 43–44 addresses the consolation of both Baruch the seer and of Zion in idealized or eschatological contexts. Baruch will understand his revelations as a result of many “consolations which will last forever” (43:1–2), while in the future, “the time again will take a turn for the better” for those who persevere in the law, and they will participate in the consolation of Zion (44:7).28 “For that which is now is nothing. But that which is in the future will be very great. For everything will pass away which is corruptible, and everything that dies will go away” (2 Bar 44:9). As with Daniel 12:2–3 and Ezekiel 37, part of the culmination of these utopian fantasies of the future includes a highly idealized notion of the recovery of the body from death. Three verses in particular address the disposition of the resurrected and the heights that their new lives will endow to them:


2 Baruch 50:2: For the earth will surely give back the dead at that time; it receives them now in order to keep them, not changing anything in their form.

2 Baruch 51:3: Also, as for the glory of those who proved to be righteous on account of my law, those who possessed intelligence in their life, and those who planted the root of wisdom in their heart—their splendor will then be glorified by transformations and the shape of their face will be changed into the light of their beauty so that they may acquire and receive the undying world which is promised to them.

2 Baruch 51:10: For they will live in the heights of that world and they will be like the angels and be equal to the stars.29



This is to say, in death the earth will preserve the righteous as they were, but they will be transformed in olam ha-ba, first into a radiantly beautiful countenance and ultimately into beings equal to the angels and the stars—“while those who were evil will be changed into ‘startling visions and horrible shapes.’”30 Finally, as with so many apocalyptic visions, the ultimate hope of olam ha-ba pictures an end to illness and death. 2 Baruch 73:2–3 thus fuses the perfection of personal eschatology with its cosmic counterpart: “And then health will descend in dew, and illness will vanish, and fear and tribulation and lamentation will pass away from among men, and joy will encompass the earth. And nobody will again die untimely, nor will any adversity take place suddenly.”

THE JEWISH END-TIME IN CHRISTIANITY

This exact theme of the end of bodily frailty and death is evident in another apocalyptic text, the Christian book of Revelation, which in many ways is a quintessentially Jewish apocalypse, being informed by several of the traditions described thus far. But besides the statement in Revelation 21:4 about the end of death and mourning, it is relatively curt on the picture of the world after the judgment. Of the New Jerusalem, it states, “And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it” (Rev 22:23–24 NRSV). But these are about the only clues it offers concerning life on the new earth.

The development of the Christian notion of the world to come would be the subject of an entirely different study. Still, one particularly apocalyptic strand of Christianity is worth examining for the centrality of the Jewish view of olam ha-ba to its extremely rich and detailed rendering of the messianic age: the Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses are the product of Charles Taze Russell’s struggles with the legitimacy of religious and governmental institutions in the latter half of the nineteenth century. As a result, he sought a form of Christianity that reflected “true” and original biblical traditions and authority. By necessity, then, much of his theology reflected the original Jewish sources as articulated by the prophets of the Christian Old Testament. What Russell was most concerned with was alerting the world to the coming judgment by Jesus Christ and the subsequent supplanting of the current order with God’s Kingdom. He predicted this event first for 1914, then 1918. His successors later set the date at 1925, and lastly at 1975, before abandoning date-setting in favor of a generalized, but diffused, anticipation of the coming of the “New World Society.”31

If we look at how the Witnesses actually represent this New World Society, we see all of the themes that had been developed in the biblical prophets, which they quote (that is, “proof-text”) extensively.
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