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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNIVERSAL
QUESTION OF
WHAT COMES
NEXT

F o r  a s  l o n g  a s
h u m a n i t y  h a s
possessed the capacity
for  self-awareness,  we
have  grappled  with  a
s i n g l e ,  h a u n t i n g
q u e s t i o n :  W h a t
happens after we die?
This  inquiry  into  life
after death in world
religions is not merely
an academic exercise;
it is a deeply personal
a n d  c u l t u r a l
exploration that shapes
moral  codes,  rituals,

and the very meaning
w e  a s s i g n  t o  o u r
earthly  existence.
Across  the  g lobe ,
civilizations  have  built
elaborate  cosmologies
to answer this mystery,
offering narratives  that
range  from  peaceful
reunions to challenging
j u d g m e n t s ,  f r o m
cycl ical  returns  to
ultimate dissolution.
Understanding  these
diverse perspectives is
more  than a  study  of
t h e o l o g y — i t  i s  a
window into the human
psyche.  Each  tradition
provides  its  followers
with  a  framework  for
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
mortality,  encouraging
ethical  l iv ing,  and
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offering  solace  in  the
face of loss. While the
specifics  vary
dramatically  from  one
faith  to  another,  a
c o m m o n  t h r e a d
e m e r g e s :  t h e
conviction  that  death
does  not  represent  a
final  full  stop,  but
rather  a  transition,  a
transformation,  or  a
doorway  to  another
state  of  being.  This
article explores the rich
tapestry  of  bel iefs
s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e
afterlife as understood
by  the  world’s  major
religious traditions.

THE ABRAHAMIC
TRADITIONS:
JUDGMENT,
RESURRECTION,
AND PARADISE

T h e  A b r a h a m i c
f a i t h s — J u d a i s m ,
Chr i s t i an i ty ,  and
I s l a m — s h a r e  a
common  root  in  the
figure  of  Abraham  and

a foundational belief in
a single, personal God.
Within this framework,
life  after  death  in
world religions  often
centers  on  themes  of
divine  judgment,  the
resurrection  of  the
body,  and  an  eternal
existence  in  either  a
state of blessedness or
punishment.  However,
e a c h  t r a d i t i o n
i n t e r p r e t s  t h e s e
concepts  with  distinct
nuances.

Christiani
ty:
Heaven,
Hell, and
the
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Resurrect
ion of the

Body
Christian  theology
rests  on  the  central
e v e n t  o f  t h e
Resurrection  of  Jesus
Christ.  For  Christians,
this  historical  event is
both a promise and a
pro to type  fo r  the
general resurrection of
the dead at the end of
time.  The  afterlife  in
Christ ianity  is  not
viewed  as  a  purely
spiritual,  disembodied
existence.  Rather,  it
i n v o l v e s  t h e
reunification of the soul
with  a  transformed,
glorified  body.
M o s t  C h r i s t i a n
denominations  teach
that  upon  death,  the
i n d i v i d u a l  s o u l
u n d e r g o e s  a

particular  judgment
a n d  e n t e r s  a n
intermediate  state.
Immediately,  the  soul
experiences a foretaste
of  its  final  destiny.
Salvation,  understood
as eternal  communion
with God in Heaven, is
available through faith
in Jesus Christ and his
atoning  sacrifice.
Heaven  is  portrayed
n o t  m e r e l y  a s  a
physical location but as
a state of  perfect joy,
peace,  and the beatific
vision—seeing  God
face  to  face.
Converse ly ,  Hel l
represents the state of
definitive self-exclusion
from  communion  with
G o d .  T r a d i t i o n a l
Christian  teaching
describes  Hell  as  a
s t a t e  o f  e t e r n a l
s e p a r a t i o n  a n d
suffering,  chosen  by
those who reject God’s
grace.  The  Catholic
Church  also  teaches
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t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f
P u r g a t o r y ,  a
temporary  state  of
purification  for  those
who die in God’s grace
b u t  a r e  n o t  y e t
perfectly  purified  to
enter  Heaven.  This
intermediate process is
one  of  cleansing  and
preparation.  The  final
chapter ,  the  Last
Judgment  or  General
Judgment,  occurs  at
C h r i s t ’ s  s e c o n d
coming,  where  the
eternal destinies of all
humanity  are  publicly
confirmed.

Islam:
The
Hereafter
(Akhirah)

and the
Day of
Judgment
Belief  in the Akhirah,
the afterlife,  is  one of
the six core articles of
faith  in  Islam.  Life  on
E a r t h  ( D u n y a )  i s
c o n s i d e r e d  a
t e m p o r a r y  t e s t ,
preparing the  soul  for
the  eternal  l i fe  to
c o m e .  I s l a m i c
eschatology is detailed
and vivid. Upon death,
the  soul  enters  an
intermediate  state
cal led  Barzakh ,  a
barrier  realm where it
awaits  the  final
resurrection.
At  a  time known only
to Allah, the world will
end  wi th  a  cosmic
cataclysm. All souls will
be  resurrected  bodily
and  gathered  for  the
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Day  of  Judgment
(Yawm  al-Din).  On
t h i s  d a y ,  e v e r y
p e r s o n ’ s
deeds—recorded  by
a n g e l s — w i l l  b e
weighed  on  a  divine
scale.  God’s  mercy  is
immense ,  bu t  h i s
just ice  is  perfect .
Those  whose  good
deeds  outweigh  their
bad,  and  who  have
lived in  submission  to
Allah,  will  be  granted
entry  into  Jannah
(Paradise).  The  Quran
describes  Jannah as  a
g a r d e n  o f
u n i m a g i n a b l e
pleasures,  with  flowing
r i v e r s ,  b e a u t i f u l
companions,  and  the
greatest  reward:  the
vision  of  God.
Those  who  rejected
faith  and  persisted  in
evi l  wi l l  be  sent  to
Jahannam  (Hell),  a
place  of  intense  fire
a n d  t o r m e n t .
Importantly,  some

Islamic scholars debate
whether punishment in
Jahannam is eternal for
all inmates or whether
it may be purifying for
sinful Muslims who are
eventually admitted to
Paradise.  Regardless,
the  certainty  of  the
a f t e r l i f e  a n d
accountabil ity  is  a
powerful  motivator  for
ethical conduct in daily
life.

Judaism:
Olam Ha-
Ba and
the World
to Come
Jewish  beliefs  about
the  afterlife  are  less
centrally  defined  than
in Christianity or Islam,
and there  is  significant
diversity  of  opinion.



6

6 Life After Death In World Religions2023-07-04

The  Hebrew  B ib le
(Tanakh)  i t se l f  i s
relatively  reticent  on
the  subject  compared
to the New Testament
or  the  Quran.  Early
texts refer to Sheol, a
shadowy, subterranean
abode  of  the  dead
where  all  souls  go,
regardless  of  their
moral  character—a
place  of  silence  and
d u s t  r a t h e r  t h a n
reward or punishment.
O v e r  c e n t u r i e s ,
r abb in i c  J uda i sm
developed  a  richer
eschato logy .  The
concept  of  Olam Ha-
Ba  ( " the  Wor ld  to
Come")  emerged.  This
is the ultimate reward
for  the  r ighteous,
which may involve the
resurrection  of  the
dead at the time of the
Messiah.  The  Talmud
debates  the  specifics,
but the general view is
that the soul returns to
God, and the body will

be  resurrected  in  a
future  era.
Many  modern  Jewish
movements emphasize
the immortality of  the
s o u l  o v e r  b o d i l y
resurrection. The focus
in  Judaism  is  heavily
placed  on  how  one
lives  in  the  present
world (Olam Ha-Zeh).
Performing  Mitzvot
(commandments)  and
living  a  life  of  justice
and  compassion  is  its
own  reward,  and  it
ensures a share in the
World  to  Come.  The
a f t e r l i f e  i s  o f t en
understood as a  state
of closeness to God, a
peaceful  rest  for  the
soul, or a continuation
of the soul’s journey of
learning.  The  Jewish
emphasis on life is so
s t r o n g  t h a t  t h e
tradition  encourages
focusing on legacy and
impact  rather  than
obsessing  over  the
specifics  of  the
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hereafter.

THE DHARMIC
TRADITIONS:
REINCARNATION,
KARMA, AND
LIBERATION

The  great  religions
or ig inat ing  in  the
I n d i a n
subcontinent—Hinduis
m,  Buddhism,  Jainism,
and  Sikhism—share  a
fundamentally different
paradigm. Instead of a
linear  timeline  from
creation  to  judgment,
t h e y  e m b r a c e  a
c y c l i c a l  v i e w  o f
existence.  Life  after
d e a t h  i n  w o r l d
religions of this family
is  characterized  by
Samsara,  the endless
cycle  of  birth,  death,
and  rebirth,  governed
by  the  cosmic  law  of
Karma.

Hinduism
: The
Atman's
Journey
Through
Samsara
H i n d u i s m  i s  a n
incredibly  diverse
family of traditions, yet
a unifying belief is that
of  the  immortal  soul,
the  Atman,  which  is
e t e r n a l  a n d
unchanging.  At  death,
the  phys ica l  body
per i shes ,  bu t  the
Atman,  carrying  the
e s s e n c e  o f  i t s
accumulated  Karma
(the sum of a person's
ac t ions  and  the i r
ethical  consequences),
takes on a new body.
This new life could be
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human,  animal,  or
even  a  celestial  or
h e l l i s h  b e i n g ,
determined entirely by
the  quality  of  one’s
past  deeds.
The cycle of Samsara is
often  described  as  a
source  of  suffering
(Dukkha) because it is
m a r k e d  b y
impermanence and the
cons tant  cyc le  o f
desire  and  loss.  The
ultimate  spiritual  goal
for  many  Hindus  is
Moksha,  or  liberation
from this cycle. Moksha
is the soul’s  return to
its true, divine nature,
wh ich  i s  one  w i th
B r a h m a n  ( t h e
ult imate,  formless
reality).  This  is  not  a
" h e a v e n "  i n  t h e
Abrahamic sense, but a
state  of  complete,
blissful  unity  with  the
d iv ine ,  f r ee  f r om
ind iv idua l i ty  and
desire.
Different  schools  of

Hindu  philosophy  offer
v a r i o u s  p a t h s  t o
Moksha,  including  the
p a t h  o f  d e v o t i o n
(Bhakti),  the  path  of
knowledge  (Jnana),
and the path of selfless
action  (Karma).  The
p r o m i s e  o f
reincarnation  provides
a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
suffering  and
inequality,  as  present
circumstances  are
seen  as  the  result  of
past  lives,  while  also
offering  endless
oppor tun i t ies  fo r
spiritual  growth.

Buddhism
: Rebirth
Without a
Permane
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nt Self
Buddhism  offers  a
unique  and  profound
perspective  on  the
af ter l i fe .  Whi le  i t
shares the concepts of
Samsara  and  Karma
wi th  H indu i sm,  i t
radically  rejects  the
idea  of  a  permanent,
u n c h a n g i n g  s o u l
(Anatta). So what is it
that  is  reborn?  The
Buddha  taught  that
what  continues  is  a
s t r e a m  o f
consc iousness ,  a
causal  continuum,
much  like  a  flame
l i g h t i n g  a n o t h e r
candle.  The  new  flame
is  neither  entirely  the
same  nor  ent i re ly
different  from  the
previous  one.
This  process  is  called
Rebirth  rather  than
r e i n c a r n a t i o n ,
emphasizing  the  lack
of  a  fixed  self  that

transmigrates.  The
q u a l i t y  o f  o n e ’ s
intentions  and  actions
(Karma) conditions the
nature  of  one’s  next
birth. Rebirth can occur
i n  s i x  r e a l m s  o f
existence:  realms  of
g o d s ,  d e m i g o d s ,
humans,  an imals ,
hungry ghosts, and hell
beings.  The  human
realm is considered the
m o s t  f o r t u n a t e
because  it  offers  the
best  opportunity  for
awakening.
The  ultimate  goal  in
Buddhism is  Nirvana,
w h i c h  m e a n s
" e x t i n c t i o n " — t h e
extinction  of  greed,
hatred, and ignorance,
the three poisons that
f u e l  t h e  c y c l e  o f
rebirth.  Nirvana is  not
a  place  or  a  state  of
b e i n g ;  i t  i s  a n
u n c o n d i t i o n e d ,
transcendent  reality
that  i s  beyond  a l l
conceptualization.  It  is
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the  final,  complete
l i b e r a t i o n  f r o m
suffering  and  the  end
of the cycle of rebirth.
Th is  represents  a
p r o f o u n d
understanding  of  life
after death in world
religions,  where  the
highest  goal  is  not
eternal life, but the end
of the very process of
birth and death.

Jainism:
The
Soul's
Pure
Potential
and
Liberation
J a in i sm  takes  the
concepts of Karma and

Samsara to their most
e x t r e m e  a n d
systematic  conclusion.
The  sou l  ( J iva )  i s
b e l i e v e d  t o  b e
intr insical ly  pure,
perfect,  and  full  of
infinite  knowledge  and
bliss.  However,  it  is
we ighed  down  by
karmic  particles,  a
subtle  matter  that
clings to the soul  due
to its actions, passions,
and attachments.  This
karmic bondage keeps
the soul trapped in the
c y c l e  o f  r e b i r t h ,
experiencing the fruits
of its past actions.
Death  i s  s imp ly  a
moment when the soul,
sti l l  burdened  with
Karma,  leaves  one
b o d y  t o  t a k e  o n
another.  The  goal  of
J a i n  s p i r i t u a l
p r a c t i c e — i n t e n s e
a s c e t i c i s m ,  n o n -
violence  (Ahimsa),
and  ethical  purity—is
to  shed  a l l  karmic
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m a t t e r .  W h e n  a l l
Karma  is  eliminated,
the  soul  rises  to  the
top of the universe, to
a  p l a c e  c a l l e d
Siddhashila,  where it
exists forever in a state
of  perfect,  isolated
bliss and omniscience,
known  as  Moksha  or
liberation. In this state,
the  soul  experiences
i t s  t r ue ,  p r i s t i ne
nature,  free  from any
further  involvement  in
the physical world.

OTHER
TRADITIONS:
ANCESTORS,
SPIRITS, AND THE
AFTERLIFE

Beyond  the  major
world religions,  a vast
array  of  indigenous
a n d  t r a d i t i o n a l
religions  offer  rich  and
varied perspectives. In
m a n y  A f r i c a n
traditional  religions,
such  as  the  Yoruba
f a i t h ,  d e a t h  i s  a

transition to the spirit
wor ld ,  where  the
individual  becomes an
a n c e s t o r .  T h e s e
ancestors  remain
actively involved in the
l i v e s  o f  t h e i r
descendants,  offering
g u i d a n c e  a n d
protection.  They  are
honored through rituals
and  offerings.  The
ultimate goal is to live
a good life, die a good
d e a t h ,  a n d  b e
remembered,  thereby
joining the community
of  revered  ancestors.
T h e  c o n c e p t  o f
reincarnation  into  the
fami ly  l ine  is  a lso
c o m m o n  i n  m a n y
African  and  Native
American traditions.
Taoism,  an  ancient
Chinese  philosophy
and  religion,  views
death  as  a  natural
t ransformat ion,  a
r e t u r n  t o  t h e
fundamental  source,
the  Tao.  The  body  is
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seen  as  a  temporary
v e s s e l .  T h r o u g h
p r a c t i c e s  l i k e
meditation,  Qigong,
and  internal  alchemy,
T a o i s t s  s e e k  t o
harmonize  the  body’s
energies  and  achieve
i m m o r t a l i t y ,  n o t
necessar i ly  of  the
physical  body,  but  a
spiritual immortality by
becoming one with the
Tao. The afterlife is not

a  place  of  judgment
but  a  return  to  the
effortless  flow  of  the
universe.
Shinto,  the indigenous
spirituality  of  Japan,
f o c u s e s  o n  Kami
(spirits  or  deities)  and
ancestor  veneration.
After  death,  a  person
becomes a Kami of the
family,  watching  over
their descendants. The
physical


