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Book Description*
Rachel is a woman with a problem: she can’t die. Her recent troubles  — widowhood, a failing 
business, an unemployed middle-aged son — are only the latest in a litany spanning dozens of 
countries, scores of marriages, and hundreds of children. In the 2,000 years since she made a 
spiritual bargain to save the life of her first son back in Roman-occupied Jerusalem, she’s tried 
everything to free herself, and only one other person in the world understands: a man she once 
loved passionately, who has been stalking her through the centuries, convinced they belong 
together forever.

But as the twenty-first century begins and her children and grandchildren — consumed with 
immortality in their own ways, from the frontiers of digital currency to genetic engineering —
develop new technologies that could change her fate and theirs, Rachel knows she must find  
a way out.

Author Bio* 
Dara Horn is an award-winning novelist and literary scholar. She received her Ph.D. in comparative 
literature from Harvard University in 2006, studying Hebrew and Yiddish. She has written five 
books, three of which were selected as an Editor’s Choice in The New York Times Book Review. 
Dara has taught courses in Hebrew and Yiddish literature at Sarah Lawrence College, City 
University of New York, and at Harvard University, where she held the Gerald Weinstock Visiting 
Professorship in Jewish Studies. She has lectured at over 200 universities and cultural institutions 
throughout North America, in Israel, and in Australia. Dara lives in New Jersey with her husband 
and four children. 
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*from Dara Horn’s website



Reading Guide
Eternal Life is the story of Rachel, a woman born at the turn of the Common Era in Jerusalem, 
who cannot die. She has lived thousands of lives and witnessed the scope of human history as a 
Jewish woman. Her experiences over 2,000 years offer a unique perspective on the meaning of 
life. The depth of her wisdom shines new light on age-old questions, as well as the most modern 
debates, as we get a glimpse of what it might be like to live forever.

1.  Rachel grows up in the time of the Second Temple in Jerusalem and is the daughter of an 
important and well-respected scribe. Although she lives numerous adulthoods, how does 
her childhood inform her many lives?

2.  As teenagers, Rachel and Elezar take a vow that leads to their immortality, in an attempt 
to save their very ill young child. This decision binds their unique lives together forever. 
Through a 2,000-year existence, how does Rachel and Elezar’s relationship develop? 
What brings them together and what divides them?

3.  Elezar and Rachel approach immortality in a wide variety of ways: experimenting with life 
and death, pushing limits, and still trying to find meaning and connection. They both feel 
the freedom and the heavy weight of never dying. How do Rachel and Elezar understand 
their immortality similarly and differently? 

4.  Eternal Life is written in Rachel’s voice and, provides a female perspective on a variety of 
moments in history and life in general. How do Rachel’s experiences as a woman evolve?

5.  Although Rachel is immortal, she still experiences aging and death, however imperma-
nent. With each death and rebirth, Rachel undergoes a certain self-reflection, looking 
back on her litany of lives. How do Rachel’s many lives inform the next? How does Rachel 
experience and work through regret and loss? 

6.  Rachel and Elezar have lived thousands of lives and died thousands of deaths — some 
gruesome, some peaceful, and all temporary. How do Rachel and Elezar understand death 
and its significance, despite their inability to truly die? 

7.  Throughout Eternal Life, we learn of Rachel’s many children and grandchildren, from 
those well known in history to those unknown beyond their time. Her children and 
grandchildren have a profound effect on her life and her sense of purpose. What is 
the nature of her relationship with her children and grandchildren? How do these 
relationships affect Rachel’s view of her life and the world?

8.  Rachel’s intellect and introspection serve her well, and with each life, she grows in  
experience and wisdom. What can we learn from her? 

9.  As Rachel’s granddaughter strives to create medical immortality, Rachel struggles  
with the ethics of never dying. Which arguments on either or both sides resonate  
with you? 



Jewish History Reference Guide

Second Temple in Jerusalem

The Second Temple in Jerusalem was completed in 516 B.C.E. and in 70 C.E. was destroyed by 
the Romans. It was built on Mt. Moriah, said to be the location of the Akedah, the Sacrifice of 
Isaac in the book of Genesis. The Temple was maintained by the priests, a special subset of the 
Jewish community, who were responsible for maintaining the daily and holiday rituals. During this 
period, Jewish ritual and practice were wholly centered around the Temple and different sacrifices 
and burnt offerings. It wasn’t until after the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E. that Jewish ritual 
and practice evolved away from a centralized location. Judaism began to look more like the ritual 
and practice that we recognize today. 

Second Temple Life

In Jerusalem, Jewish life centered around the Temple and the daily sacrifices, which functioned 
in many ways as Jewish liturgy might today. The Temple was not just a place for ritual but served 
also as a marketplace and a place for gathering and learning. A complex ecosystem connected 
the Jews who served in the Temple. Under Roman rule, the Temple had a complicated relation-
ship with the Roman governors and laws. This led to a period of Jewish revolt, which catalyzed 
the destruction of the Temple and the expulsion of Jews from Jerusalem.

Destruction of the Second Temple

The Second Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans in 70 C.E. in response to more 
than four years of Jewish revolt against Roman rule. Much of the structure was consumed by fire, 
and the Jewish population fled the city. The Western Wall, known as the Kotel in Hebrew, is a  
section of what remains of the western retaining wall of the Second Temple.

Yochanan ben Zakkai

Yochanan ben Zakkai was a sage, scholar, and disciple of Hillel the Elder during the time of the 
Second Temple in Jerusalem. When Jerusalem was burning, ben Zakkai escaped by faking his 
death and smuggling himself out in a coffin — ensuring that Jewish scholarship would continue  
for future generations. At Yavneh, he convened sages who worked to figure out what Judaism 
would look like without the Temple. This work ensured the survival of Judaism and ushered in  
the beginning of the Rabbinic period that continues to inform Judaism through the modern era.

Hillel the Elder

Hillel was a sage and scholar who lived in the first century B.C.E. He is one of the earliest and  
most revered intellects in Jewish history. His opinions, interpretations, and teachings on Jewish 
law are often cited and debated by the rabbis who wrote the Mishnah and the Talmud. He is  
perhaps most famous for the teaching, “If I am not for myself, then who will be for me? If I am 
only for myself, then what am I? And if not now, when?” Yochanan ben Zakkai was one of Hillel’s 
disciples before the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem.

For questions or more information, contact Rabbi Jillian Cameron at jillianc@cjp.org.


