HEBREW UNION COLLEGE - JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION
NEW YORK SCHOOL

INSTRUCTIONS FROM AUTHOR TO LIBRARY FOR THESES
AUTHOR _ STACLY LAVEEON

e DEATHREN CONFESSION

_ RENG TperzE Waen [T Heeew s

TYPE OF THESIS: D.H.L( ) Rabbinic (,\,)/

Master's () D.Min ()

1. May Circulate ( )

2, Is restricted %r _Z:ycars.

Note: The Library shall respect restrictions placed on theses for a period of no
more than ten years.

I understand that the Library may make a photocopy of my thesis for security
purposes. |

3. The Library may sell photocopies of my thesis. l/

Vw1993
Date -

Library Microfiilmed
Record Date

Signature of Library Staff Member




Report on the Thesis of Stacy Laveson

Deathbed Confession: Being There While it Happens

Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman

Ever since Elisabeth Kubler Ross's 1972 classic, On Death and
Dying, Americans have been jogged into recognition that as a
nation they are positively phobic over dying. Drawn to movies
glorifying violent death through war or crime, but simultaneously
repulsed at the thought of anyone actually dying around us, we
have erected a protective wall around our own mortality,
preferring to imagine that death never comes. What Kubler Ross
depicted as national ignorance regarding the process of dying
could equally have been demonstrated beyond the boundaries of the
United States in particular, as it typifies modern, western,
scientific culture in general. It can even be argued that from
the European colonizers of this country to the scientific
enterprise itself, the entire history of western "accomplishment"
has been fueled and driven by a sacred vision of overcoming
death. Think, for example, of the intrepid explorers who pushed
on mercilessly to Florida, because they hoped to find a fountain
of youth, or of the science of mechanics which has pursued as its
unique holy grail the invention of a perpetual motion machine.
Denial of death goes very deep in our collective psyche.

By itself, this is hardly news any more. But like the
weather, our fear of death is (as they say) something everyone
discusses, while doing nothing about it. Stacy Laveson has given
us a thesis that is calculated to do something about it.

Her work thus addresses this consuming need to deny death.
In contrast to western culture, Ms. Laveson emphasizes the
traditional liturgy of death-bed confession, urging us as modern
Jews to recapture our right, indeed, our responsibility, to take
dying seriously, and to prepare for death spiritually. Laveson's
interest in dying is both personal and academic. She recalls
visiting Joe in the nursery home, Joe who had worked for Pony
Express (of all things) and demonstrated a "gentle acceptance of
death"; and her friend Tim, who died slowly of AIDS but was able
to do so with aplomb because he confessed daily as his life
slipped away. Why, she wonders aloud, do we all not learn from
Tim, and claim our own religious confession tradition? Hence this
thesis: a very solid piece of scholarship that traces the
rabbinic confession liturgy from its putative biblical origins
all the way through classical mishnaic and talmudic literature,
and then well beyond into the kabbalistic era where confession
became a complex liturgical norm. ‘o

Laveson leaves no doubt about the minimal role that
confession had in the Bible. Here as elsewhere, Rabbis found
proof texts for their own beliefs on the.subject, but biblical
Jews simply did not.spend their time in prayer about anything,
least of all, dying. The first several chapters make it clear, in
fact, that until the end of the geonic age, not much emphasis was

1




e ol

given to the death-bed phenomenon. Even those Rabbis who
advocated daily confession did not compose much of the
complicated ritual that we now associate with confessing before
we die. Pre-geonic contributions are largely limited to
confessions by criminals, an issue raised by M. Sanhedrin. Others
may -- indeed, should -- confess, but they may say what they
will. To some extent, 10th-century worthies (Saadiah and Rabbenu
Nissim) provide some verbal guidance, but in large part, nothing
substantive is composed until Nachmanides, whose Torat Ha'adam
became a central study of dying and death in Jewish tradition.

Given the terrors of the Crusader era for German Jewry and
the subsequent rise of Chasidut in Ashkenaz, one might have
expected a detailed liturgy of confession from Yehudah HeChasid
or Eleazer of Worms, but instead, liturgical expansion of the
confession comes from Sefarad, particularly through the Zohar.
Only then does liturgically ritualized preparation from death
becomes central to Jewish consciousness.

- The strength of this thesis is largely apparent in its
author's insistence on following through her subject to its very
end. Laveson thus traces the legal literature from the Rif all
the way through Maimonides, the Tur, the Shulchan Arukh, and the
acharonic commentaries, in order to see what novelty each
authority presents. But above all, she traces developments
through specific pietistic writings, all of which build on the
Zoharic tradition. Aaron Berechiah of Mantua's Ma'avar Yabok
(published, 1626), is clearly the most important of such works,
but Isaiah Horowitz's Shnei Luchot Habrit (1649) and Simon
Frankfurter's Sefer Hachayim (1703) are significant volumes also,
especially the latter which draws on the European ambience of
what Campbell has labelled "religion of the heart" to provide the
pious with a simple manual on dying. These books are detailed
lucidly by Laveson, who sets each one in historical context.

At the end, Laveson turns to her own time, and takes up the
personal and academic theme that motivates her work. No one more
than Woody Allen epitomizes America's passion for life of the
flesh. In Sleeper (1973), he cheats death through being frozen
through the centuries; and in his later Crimes and Misdemeanors
he flirts with an outright denial of the basic premise on which
religious faith in an ultimately just fate depends. It is Allen
who supplies Laveson with her subtitle. "I'm not afraid to die,"
he says, "I just don't want to be there when it happens."

On the contrary, Laveson argues in her synoptic chapter, be
sure to be there when it happens. A variety of literary and
religious snapshots are then adduced to justify the claim that
dying consciously is what we all want after all.

Ms. Laveson has thus provided us with mandatory reading. It
ought to be on the curricula of every D. Min. program, as it
ought to be on the shelf of every rabbi who purports to be able
to counsel the dying. At once logically and compellingly
presented, this comprehensive work is a rabbinic thesis at its
best.
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INTRODUCTION

My interest in death and dying began when, as a
teenager, I spent many hours ove the course of three years
visiting my grandfather in nursi..g homes .and hospitals.
During this time, I gained a un..jue awareness of the
fragility of life, which is ofte¢.. veiled from adolescents.
Death and serious illness were tangible realities in my
daily life as my grandfather, "Mutt," hovered between life
and death for much of this time. My grandfather's imminent
death created an ever present drama in my life. Yet
despite thig fact, I also spent many joyful and memorable
hours with him, singing old songs and hearing the same
stories day after day. It was during this time that he
taught me and my sister basic Yiddish (which we later

taught our dog to understand).

While .visiting Mutt, I became acquainted with other
patients in the nursing home and hospitals where he
resided. I will never forget.Joe, one of his many
roommates .. - Joe,;,who .was. 97 years old when we met, told me
that he.was a courier for the Pony Express (I doubted,the
veracity of ;this statement). What.was most striking about .
Joe :however.,.in addition.to his vivid cowboy stories, was o

his gentle .acceptance .of death. -Joe_.actually.wanted:to
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die, having lived a long, and satisfying life. Such a
marked impression did Joe's attitude leave on me that even
today, 14 years after his death, I still vividly remember
his words and his calm resolve. "This is no longer my
world, " he remarked, “I‘'ve done all the living I can do,
and it's time for me to die." The equanimity with which
Joe approached death surprised me, a young woman ﬁith most
of my life yet unlived. How could one possibly want to

die, I wondered. Yet Joe seemed peacefully resigned to his

death.

I witnessed a similar attitude toward death in some of
the other nursing home patients as well. They seemed
remarkably calm in the face of death. Today, I liken it to

a pregnant woman who, at the end of her ninth month of

pregnancy, can't wait for the birth of her child. She has

been pregnant long enough, is uncomfortable, and wants
relief from her burden. Her desire to give birth
overshadows her fear of pain and the unknown associated

with childbirth.

Similarly, a person plagued with illness or the
physical and mental ravages of old age, may feel that she
has lived long enough, accomplished-all she can, and-that
death will relieve her of her burden. :Thése‘pe0§1e'9ééﬁ to |
posdess a faith that death will ‘Bring them comfort. ' * i

Through the example of many of the people I met at the
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nursing home, I began to view death with less apprehension
and terror. I saw that death was an inescapable reality of
life, and that for some, death was actually a central part
of life, the only part they had left to live! These people
lived their death, making death another stage.of life to
be confronted. Gradually, I came to view death not as a
moment in time, but as a process. Death, then, in my mind,

became the last stage of life.

In the years since my grandfather's death, gaining
greater insight into_death has becqme a consuming passion
for me. In particular, I have-endeavored.tp‘understand
Judaism's approach to death. The more I learned of
Judaism{s attitude to death, the more my own was
reinforced, for I found that Judaism too viewed death as
the final stage of life. Thi§A¥ gohcluded aﬁ;er studying
the Jewish rituals for death, mourning, and burial, as well
as the Jewish emphasis upon the sanctify of life (and while
death is:part of ;if%,)iputqq is sanctified)., .My outlook
on death was reinforced not,only,by my academic studieg,of
death and dying, but through my work with sick.and dying
pggplg.i Through thlS wqu I have found great meanlng in

,‘.-.AI

my r%.lap,iwonsbrips.&w.ith rthose;szn.ﬁshtf ‘threshold of death.,

D

Where the physical and mental condition of STlepgppgrsgg;

S I R

allow, there 1s .a remarkable 1evel of honesty,and 1n31ght

YU, . ’ \»}LJ;‘- Wala S L

rarely foupdrinqheg;thy_lqd%viduals, I _am often re@&ndgd
W3ty A S AT O R A S ;‘r.f} S 1 T DA N ILATUR I LAl
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of the transience of life, and of the holiness of every

lived moment.

Similarly, the Jewish rituals for mourning and burial
emphasize the sacredness of life and encourage the
acceptance of death. For example, the standard form of the
mourner's kaddish never mentions death, but rather, praises
God and affirms life. Moreover, the practice of throwing
dirt on the casket prevents the mourner from escaping the
reality of death. These, and many other rituals, guide the
mourner through the grieving process which follows the
death of a loved one. So complete is Judaism's system of
mourning that death-related rituals are prescribed for the
mourners throughout their lifetime, recognizing the
persistence of the need to mourn and remember the dead (one
commemorates a death on the anniversary of death every

year) .

Judaism has developed an elaborate and effective
system of burial and mourning. Jewish mourners everywhere,
in varying degrees, prac;ice these well-known rituals.

Even school children learn of these.rituals in their
synagogue classrooms and 1ife-cycle courses. Miesing from
the textbooks however, and absent from thelpractiqe ef many
Jews, is a ritual for dgipe. While such a rituel does

exist, little is known about it. For me, Jewish rituals

which guide a person through the process of dying seems
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vitally important. Yet, I could not imagine how in all of
my studies and experience with death, I never found a
detailed account of the ritual which a Jew performs on the
deathbed. I was familiar with the practice of saying the
shema on the deathbed, and knew that a confession was
recited before dying. Apart from these two facts, I knew

nothing of the liturgy or rites Judaism prescribes for the

deathbed.

Thus, I decided to explore the deathbed confession in
an attempt to accomplish the following goals: to trace the
historical development of the confession, to understand the
spiritual and theological implications of the confession
and accompanying liturgy., and to evaluate the contemporary
usage of the confession on the deathbed. When I began my
study of deathbed confession, I encountered many obstacles.
First, I uncovered very few references to this phenomenon
in primary classical sources. Second, I discovered even
fewer citations of 1t 1n secondary llterature, the card
catalog presenting a dead end in my 1nqu1ry into confes51on
on the deathbed It seemed that Jews throughout most of

b PN I -

hlstory were slmply not concerned Wlth v1du1 al hamltah

'\\! 'r?l

(confesslon on the deathbed) Over the course of many

w r

months, I traced every lead and conducted a comprehens1ve

-1 P Tl

study of confesslon on the deathbed
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In so doing, I have discovered the beauty and power of
the Jewish ritual of deathbed confession. The liturgy and
ritual prescribed for the moments before death promote
self-examination as well as an acceptance of death.
Furthermore, the confession and accompanying prayers offer
comfort during the process of dying. Through the
confession, a person is able to ask for forgiveness in
order to purify one's soul before dying. These rituals
directly address the needs of dying people, guiding them

through this most mysterious and awesome stage of life.

In an age when the percentage of older people is
growing, and the presence of deadly disease such as AIDs
and cancer is overwhelming, there is a strong need for such
a ritual. Yet very few Jews utilize the rituals for the
deathbed. Wwhile for some it is impossible to recite the
confession (one does not always know that death is
imminent), others are simply not aware that Judaism
maintains the practice of confession on the deathbed. Even
fewer realize that Judaism directly instructs all dying
people to confess. Moreover, very few Jewish people who
learned of my thesis topic knew that Jews do confess on
the deathbed. Many insgisted to me that Reform Jews do not
confess before dying. However, confession is more than a
Jewish ritual, it is a commandment, and the deathbed
confession appears as such even in the Reform rabbi's

manual.
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This thesis, I hope, is the beginning of an effort to
increase general awareness of confession on the deathbed,
for such a profound ritual should not be wasted, hidden
beneath pages of ancient texts and esoteric theology.
Rather, the words of the confession would be more effective

heard from the mouths of the sick and dying.
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Chapter One
Confession in Classical Sources

The exploration of confession on the death bed in
classical sources begins with the Bible. A search of the
Bible, however, reveals no explicit references to this
phenomenon. While in later'CRassical texts (the Talmud and
Tur for example) a number of biblical citations of vidui
are associated Qith'eonfession on the deathbed, the Bible

itself makes no direct reference to confessing before

death. Similarly, certain instances in which biblical

i

characters have prayed before their deaths (and merited
God's mercy) are later interpreted by the Rabbis as
examples of confession before death. These biblical sources
thus later became prooftexts of the efficacy ef confession
on the deathbed despite the apparent absence of this

phenomenon in the Bible.

The earliest direct reference to confession on the
deathbed in classical sohrées appears in the Mishnah.
Ly ey
Whlle a number of passages in the Mlshnah refer to either

Ay s

confess1on of sin’ (prlmarlly on Yom Klppur) or confes51on

Ao o Lhile

of the second tlthe, only one passage deals dlrectly with

. . 1 s S . 1 - 4
PRAEC RIS SRR 4D OW i tl it s A 1,._1 T

confession at death Whereas confe991ng before death is

N AT I I U R A Tt e

generally known as v1du1 al ha—mltah and v1du1 sh'khiv }

. . , 1 e . e
VL YeSsnanSe LO G Eo L haen oentr s

E“;a, (confe531on on the deathbed and confesslon for the

S g Tenresf: ana purily dameslt, o Here, Lhe confecs
critically ill), the Mishnah prescribes confe9810n not for
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a mortally ill person at all, but for one who is condemned
to die and is within moments of facing execution.

M. Sanhedrin 6:2 directs a person who is about to be
put to death to confess. When one stands ten cubits from
the place of stoning, one is
instructed to "make confession, for it is the practice of
all who are about to be put to death to make confession.®
Important to note is that it is not the practice of all who
are about to die to make confession, but only of those who
are about to be executed. The Mishnah establishes the
existence and validity of such a confession through the
following biblical prooftext: Joshua entreats Achan, "my
son, I pray thee, give glory to the Eternal, the God of
Israel, and make confession to God, and tell me what you
have done, do not hide it from me® (Joshua 7:19). Central
to the discussion of wvidui al hamitah, this passage appears
frequently throughout the literature on the subject, as we
will see in the course of this thesis. |

In this passage, Achan, along with the Israelite army,
broke faith with God thereby incurring guilt. God
commanded the Israelites not to take of that which was to
be designated: for.God; when Achan transgressed this
directive, God grew. incensed and tellg Joshua. that they
confess in. order to repair the covenantal trust they had
betrayed. In.response to.God's plea, Joshua.then entreats
Achan- to.confess and:purify himself.. Here;:the.confession T-U

assumes the: form:used by Achan in answering-Joshua,

Ll
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"vaya'an Akhan et-Yehoshua, vayomar, omna anokhi chatati
laAdonay Elohei Yisrael *Indeed, T have sinned against the
Eternal, and thus and thus have I done* (Joshua 7:20).
Achan proceeds to confess his sins in detail, delineating
the ways in which he has transgressed God's commandments.
The initiative for this confession is God's admonition to
Joshua that the Israelites have sinned by running from
their enemies and transgressed the covenant with God by
stealing and keeping forbidden objects in their homes. In
order to gain their sanctity, (Joshua 7:12), the Israelites
must first destroy the accursed objects in their midst

following which they must confess to God.

Furthermore, according to the Mishnah, confessing at
the time of death grants the confessor a share in the world
to come. It is apparent, then, that in the tanaitic period
confession is a means through which people guilty of a
crime serious enough to warrant execution, may atone for
this sin and achieve redemption through their death. what
proof do we have that confession before death makes
atonement for those who are guilty, asks the Misghnah?
Joshua 7:25 provides the explanation: *And Joshua said, why
have you troubled us? The Eternal shall trouble you this
day. And all Israel stoned him [Achan] with stones, and
burned them [hls forbldden possesslons, anlmals, tent, and
all he had] wlth flre, after they had pelted them Wlth

stones.® Mlshnah Sanhedrln 6:2 explalns the Joahua
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passage: "This day you are troubled, but you will not be
troubled in the world to come.* Thus, although a sinner

incurs guilt in this world, confession procures atonement

and entrance to the world to come.

While no specific confessional formula is given, the
Mishnah does state that if one dées not know how to
confess, it is acceptable to say., “"May my death be an
atonement for my sins." This brief formula is later
incorporated into the liturgy of the confession on the
deathbed. Inherent in offering an alternative to those who
do not know how to confess is the assumption that there is
a specific manner in which one should confess. That
Achan's confession is used as the-precedent for confession
before death suggests a biblical paradiém for the rite,
namely, "Thus and thus have I done, * followed by a detailed

explication of one's transgressions.

t

One guideline to confessing is introduced. by Rabbi
Judah,. an,Amora from the third centuyry (d.c. 290 CE). In
his opinion, if one is wrongly accused and sentenced o
through false testimony., one.may .say., ;"Let my.death be an "
atonement for all.my sins except thig . sgin.®  The sages .
rejected Rabbi Judah's ruling however. :All people whg.are
convicted of..a.crime could easily,claim innocence:and thus,

would confess :in.thig+way .in order: to..cleartthemselves.
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Moreover, using Rabbi Judah's disclaimer discredits the

witnesses and seriously compromises justice.

Tosefta's brief discussion regarding confession on the
deathbed primarily reflects information which appears in
the mishnah as well. It thus exemplifies the Talmud's
penchant to provide commentary on the Mishnah as it already
existed in the third century. T. Sanhedrin 9:5 contends
that even a criminal sentenced to death by the bet din can
earn a place in the world to come through confession.
"Those who are put to death by the bet din have a place in
olam haba because they have confessed all their sins.*®
This assertion attests to the Rabbi's faith in the great
power of confession at the time of death. So strong is the
efficacy of confession to atone for cne's transgressions,
that even those who have committed a crime heinous enough
to'warrant execution can be cleansed through admission of
guilt. T. San. 9:5 continues, "when one is ten cubits from

the place of stoning, one should be told to confess. It

-va..!

once happened that when a certaln person was approachlng

\ ™

the place of stonlng, he was told to confese. He then sa1d

c il

'May my death be an atonement for my 51ns, but 1f I have

P H

31nned [ln the way you have sald], then do not pardon me,

-t : AT ow

for may the bet drnof Israel be clean [uprlght] And
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when thlB matter was brought before the bet d1n thelr eyes
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flowed Wlth tears. They eald 'TO restore h1m 13
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impossible and the only conclusion to this matter is that

behold, his blood still hangs from his neck.'"

We have seen that in both the Tosefta and the Mishnah,
confessing before one's death is prescribed only for a
condemned person immediately prior to execution. The
Talmud not only extends the discussion of confession for
the case of one condemned to die, but introduces additional
circumstances in which one must confess as well. Similar
to the Mishnah, however, the Talmud neither provides a
formula for the confession nor offers an extensive
explanation of the rite itself. Wwhile one passage deals
only with the confession of a ¢condemned person, the other
prescribes confession for one who is ill and about to die.
It is this second passage, Shabbat 32a, which serves as the
bagis for later developments of the vidui al ha-mitah, the .

confession on the deathbed.

- Sanhedrin 43b does not elaborate extensively upon:the
discussion found in M. 'Sanhedrin 6:2. The purpose of the
gemara to Sanhedrin is not to elaborate further upon the
phenomenon:.of confession;-but ‘to-outline Achan's 'sins and
lll to'distinguish betwéen:gecretiand revealed transgressions. .
ITtipresents no:new.information'and thus, affords us: no L
greater “understanding -of the confession itself. Thus, ’”Jw

although Sanhedrin 43b fails to give us more insight into S
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confession on the deathbed, it does reiterate the central
points found in the Mishnah: one should be urged to
confess; whoever confesses has a share in the world to
come; and confession makes atonement for one's sins. 1In
both of these passages, Joshua 7:19-25 is employed as a
prooftext establishing the validity and efficacy of
confession. (M. Sanhedrin 6:2 and Sanhedrin 43b both add
that if one does not know=howrto confess one may say, "May

my death be an atonement for my sins.®).

In the Talmud, the second reference to deathbed
confession is found in Shabbat 32a. Of the two, this
section is the most pertinent to the study of confession on
the deathbed. While the previous passage we examined
discusses confession before execution, Shabbat 32a extends
the circumstance in which one must confess to include
illness or imminent death. Since the confession before
death is generally recited on one's deathbed (and not by a
condemned person about to be stoned to death), this passage
is crucial in establishing the practice of confession for

one who is mortally ill.

~In Shabbat 32a the Rabbis taught in a baraita,
nwhoever becomes ill and ‘is about to die, is told, ‘'make
confession,' for all who are-about to die must -confess.*

The passage contimues, - - - = e

14
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When a person goes outside, it is similar to one who
has been given over to an officer to be brought before
a court for trial. Wwhen one has a headache, it is
similar to when one has been placed in prisoner's
chains. When one gets into bed and falls, it appears
to be like one who ascends the executioner's scaffold
(to be punished), for all who ascend the scaffold to
be punished, if they have great advocates, they will
be saved. But, if they do not have great advocates,
they will not be saved. And these are the great
advocates of human beings: repentance and good deeds.
And even if 999 teach on behalf of a person's guilt,
and one teaches on behalf of a person's merit (in the
person's favor}, then that person is saved, as it is
said, "If a person has one angel, an advocate, one of
1,000, to tell a person what is right, then the angel
is gracious unto him and says, redeem him from
descending into the pit," (Job 32:23).

Rabbi Eliezar, son of Rabbi Yossi the Galilean
said: even 999 parts of that one angel who supports a
person's guilt, and one part supports the person's
innocence, the person is saved, as it is said, one
advocate in every 1,000.

Hence, Shabbat 32a demonstrates not only a connection
between confessing on the deathbed and confessing before
execution, but illustrates the immense power of the
confession. The passage likens confession to an angel;
both are advocates who have the power to save a person, to
spare one from eternal guilt. Confession possesses the
power to redeem a human being, to cleanse one of sin and
guilt thereby facilitating entrance to the world-to-come.
Moreover, the theology underlying this phrase suggests that
while sin causes sickness, it is confession that brings
about healing. So strong is the power of one's earnest
confession that even one confession of the smallest scale

grants atonement and rescues one from death's hold,
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The paucity of references to confession on the
deathbed that we noted in the Mishnah and the Talmud, is
hatched by the midrash as well. 1In fact, the tannaitic and
amoraic periods gives us only Mishnaic reference directly
relevant to the discussion of confession at death. The
passage, Sifre to Numbers 5:6-7, is so significant that
hereafter, Numbers 5:6-7 not only comes to be understood as
the basis of the commandment to confess on one's deathbed
(ags we will see throughout the remainder of this work).

The midrashic passage explicates the following verse, “All
souls who incur guilt, shall confess the sin which brought
on their guilt.* Through the midrash we learn two lessons
of major importance. First, without prior confession, a
gsin-offering alone does not effect atonement. This
assertion emphasizes the importance of recognizing one‘s
sins as well as admitting them through the act of

confegsion.

Second, Rabbi Natan's assertion at the end of this
passage is integral to the discussion of-confession on the
deathbed. Rabbi Natan states that, *“This passage (Numbers
5:6-7) serves as the foundation of the‘principle that all
thoge who are -aboiit to die must confess-their: sins."
Hereafter, those who write about confession on the deathbed
look to Numbers 5:6-7 to provide a biblical precedent upon
which to base the practice of confession on the deathbed

which is developed after this period.

'
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An additional reference to confession for one
condemned to die is appears in Semachot 44a, an 8th century
work. One of the Minor Tractates, Semachot 44a closely
follows the discussion found in M. Sanhedrip 6:2. 1In fact,
this passage deviates from the mishnaic discussion at only
one point, adding that Achan states, "I have sinned,®
(Joshua 7:19) to emphasize that it is he, and not his wife
or children, who has sinned. Thus, upon confessing, one
admits to and takes responsibility for one's sins.
Semachot asserts that this demonstrates that he has
confessed in good faith. Confessing truthfully is

important in assuring that confession will make atonement

for the accused.

The exploration of confession on the deathbed during
the tannaitic and amoraic periods has not been a fruitless
one; the Mishnah and Talmud have provided the fundamental
principle that one must confess before one's death, and the
midrash manages -to read confession on the deathbed into the
biblical injunction to confess one's sins. Despite these’
few references to vidui al hamitah, the phenomenon is still
undeveloped ‘during this entire period, with only the basic

directive in place.

17
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Chapter Two
From Talmud to Tur

Even by the end of the amoraic period, we have seen
little development in the rituals and liturgy of the
confession on the deathbed. The geonic period displays an
equally- limited amount of material written about this
subject, the geonim and their Palestinian and North African
contemporaries paying little attention to this still
uncultivated phenomenon. A distinct lack of novelty is

present in the scant references of the geonim to the vidui

al hamitah.

While the following authorities remark on the
confession on the deathbed, they offer no significant
insights or new developmentsf Their comments seem to
suggest that from 500-1000 CE, confessing before death was
not. of major concern for Jews. In his commentary to
ShapngHBZa,.for.example,ﬂRapbenu Chanapel (990-1055) just
repeats the talmudic text adding no new decisions. In his
commentary to Shabbat 32a,.Rabbenu Nissim (990-1062) adds
only that R..Yitzchak, son, of Rav Yehoshua, maintains.that
people should eternally, request:mercy so that they will not
fall ill. This statement infers that praying at the time
of.illness, and by extension, death, may have curative
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Regarding the confegsion said at the moment of death,
Rabbenu Nissim merely reiterates the ruling of the Talmud
that whoever is about to die should be told to confess, for
this is the way of all who are dying. Wwhile he does not
directly contribute to the development of the confession on
the deathbed, however, Rabbenu Nissim is credited with the
composition of a confession which is still recited by some
on Erev Yom Kippur.! 1In the 17th century, the vidui of
Rabbenu Nissim was also recited by Torah scholars on their
deathbed and R. Nissim's is not the only liturgical

composition in this regard.2

We find also that while Saadia Gaon (892-942) does not
include a confession on the deathbed in his siddur, he does
compose a prayer for recovery to be recited immediately
prior to the vidui skhiv me'ra.3 So, despite the fact that
there is still no development in the formula of the
deathbed confessiop, the prayers composed by Saadia Gaon
and Rabbenu Nissim begin to £ill the void between the
theory that confession is desirable. and the lack of an
exact liturgical ritual that people might draw upon to -

satisfy the theory. While the direct association of these

1 This confession’ can'be ‘found in Rabbi’ Nosson Scherman, The 'Complete
An_s_qmn_mm_j_gm_xmm (Brooklyn: Mesorah Publlcauons, Ltd
1990), *‘pp.’ 48-51." :
2, Aaron Berechiah. b.. Moses of Modena, Maavar Yabok (1626; rpt. Co
Jerusalem* "Yashfeh, 1927), secuon II:7. :

3 Rabbi Chaim Binyamin Goldberg, Mourning in Halachah (Brooklyn:
Mesorah Publications, Ltd., 1991), p.438.
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prayers with confession on the deathbed occurs only in a
later period, the appearance of prayers for mercy and

healing point to an increased interest in illness and

death.

Like other authorities of the period, Alfasi (1013-
1103) too does not directly address the issue of confession
on the deathbed. He does, however, remark upon the
confession of Yom Kippur, examining and expounding upon
various types of sins and the appropriate confession for
each one (end of Yoma 36b). Similarly, even in northern
France, Rashi (1040-1105), Alfasi's contemporary, uses his
commentary to the Talmud merely to clarify ambiguities in
the text, offering no innovations to the deathbed
confession. An example of Rashi's treatment of the
confession can be seen in his commentary to Shabbat 32a.
The Talmud states that those who are ill and about to die
should be told to confess. Seizing upon the lack of
specificity of this statement, Rashi asserts that *ha'omdim
sham, * those who are standing by the patient bear the
responsibility for urging the patient to confess. While
Rashi does not develop-the.actual confession, he does-
indicate obliquely that one.should not die alone; other
people must be present, for the injunction to confess is
not upon the sick person alone, but also upon those who

surround the-sick person. :'.. ..
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Thus, we have seen that the confession on the deathbed
is not foremost on the agenda until after the geonic age.
No major developments are established during this period
and no major debates take place. Not until the Rishonim in
Europe do we begin to see an active interest in confession
on the deathbed. Through the end of the geonic period, no
specific formula or instructions guiding the act of
confessing exists. It becomes evident that under the
influence of the Rishonim of Europe, the confession begins

to take shape, both liturgically and theologically.

Contributing to the proliferation of confession as an
important part of Jewish ritual are the German Pietists, or
Chasidei Ashkenaz. During the 12th and 13th centuries,
direct confession becomes for them, a central component of
religious life in general, and a tool which facilitates
initiation into pietistic orders in particular. While the
German Pietists do not deal directly with confession on the
deathbed, they do make the act of confession integral to
their spiritual, moral, and religious wellbeing. Thus,
while deathbed confession is not focused upon specifically,
the vital role of confession in general among the German
Pietigts reflects a religious milieu in which deathbed

confession might be more easily appreciated.

Ly
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. ..s...'...&.\-.’ [

thought and. practice .of the,
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Chasidei Ashkenaz are the writings of the earlier Jewish
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fi mystics. Many of the ideas and rituals of the pietists

;é, were informed by and developed as a direct result of

g? contact with such mystical texts and thought. As well as a

”é' heightened concern with drawing nearer to God (or the

3* shekhinah) and in preparing one's soul for such a task,

i - these pietists were also characterized by an increased

%% atten;ion to prayer and “meticulous concern for ritual.“4

%» These attitudes, along with the incorporation of confession
into the lives of German Pietists, pave the way for the

éi acceptance of confession on the deathbed during this

period. Thus, the influence oﬁ the early mystics upon the
Chasidei Ashkenaz is integral Eo the discussion of

confession on the deathbed in that it is clear that during
this and later periods, where mysticism moves, there is a

greater interest in confession.

BEarly mystical texts (including Sefer Yetsirah and
hekhalot literature) arrived in the Rhineland via southern
Italy during the ninth century, the very period that the

Kalonymus famlly 1s credlted Wlth laying the foundatlon of

o
I
s
»

Rping;andFQewry.§A_Sqon,_the Chasidei Ashkenaz were, well

o gty e
2 N e

f..!;. B T s

versed in the recent developments in Jewish gysticism..

e

Accarding. to. the, tradition,of the German Pietists of.the

ey

o AR

8 12th ceptury.. the ‘'new.mysteries" of mysticism, including
ﬁ matters of the Merkavah and the power of the system of

i ' h‘”J i 3\

(. Robcrl, M: Seltzer, J_msh_P.mls._Mmh_Ihmm (Ncw York: Macmillan
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gematria, were transmitted in the year 870 to R. Moses ben
Kalonymus in Lucca by Abu Aharon, the son of R. Samuel Ha-
8 Nasi of Baghdad. Following this revelation, R. Moses went
to Germany where he ®"laid the foundations of the mystical
tradition of the Chasidei Ashkenaz. which grew around this
new element (the mysteries of the Merkavah)."6 According

to Scholem, thig chain of names links Babylonian and

pop L
e =y

Palestinian mysticism to its later developments in Germany
and France. Moreover, he adds "There is no doubt that at
the end of the geonic period, mysticism spreads to Italy as

fﬁ? well, in the form of Merkavah literature.*?

p It is apparent through the writing of the German
Pietists (including a gematria-based midrash fragment that
speaks of angels active during the Exodus from Eqypt8) that
mysticism directly influenced their attitudes and practice.
Bt But we can trace the chain of mystical influece further
still. The German pietistic literature was eventually read
g by the kabbalists, informing their attitudes as well.
Evidenceé .of this phenomenén appears in the fact that
Bachyia Ibn Pekudah's Chovot. Halevavot, written- in.the
early 1llth century, was translated by the kabbalists in
1160 on the- initiative of Meshullam ben Jacob:and:.the

circle of kabbalists in Lunel.? The widespread success of
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8 'ibidi; p. 35!« Found in the British; Mus¢um,: Ms. 752 :fol. .132b.":
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this work is evidence of the popularity of the mystical and

pietistic notions contained within.

Furthermore, a direct correlation can be established
between the heightened interest in repentance and
confession and new trends in mysticism. During the geonic
period these mystical trends included, * The ascent of
repentance to reach the Throne of Glory [as] interpreted in
a late Midrash [Pegikta Rabbati 185a3] as an actual ascent
of the repentant sinner through all the firmaments...The
process of repentance is closely connected here with the
process of ascent to the Chariot."10 where the early
mystics underscored the importance of repentance in drawing
one closer to the Divine Presence, the German Pietists went
further, making central to their religious practice the use
of confession. The Chasidei Ashkenaz of the 1llth and 12th
century Germany thus established the practice of public

confession.

Sefer chasidim, written by R. Yehuda HeChasid, (1150-
1217) reflects the importance of confession as well as the
mystical intention of prayer. In Sefer Chasidim, an
elaborate penitential . gystem exists.which facilitates the

transition from non-pietism into pietism.ll Marcus

10 . Gershom 7Scholem, Kabbalah (New York: Quadrangle/The New York
TimesiBook:Co., 1974). p. 32
11 Ivan G. Marcus,

annnx (L.eiden: E.J. Brill, 1981), p. 76

24
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indicates that repentance and atonement were the very roots
German piety.!? It is through direct confession to another
person, a Sage of the pietist movement, that one was
initiated as a pietist. *The ritual drama of making oral
confession to another Jew was one of the boldest
innovations in Judah's sectarian form of pietism and he

[Judah] sought to legitimate it in Sefer Chasidim as being

part of earlier Judaism."!3

Public confession, acompanied by public humiliation
experienced as-a result of the equally public penances, was
the vehicle through which one's status changed. These
acts, according to Marcus, represent a symbolic death,
which complete the initiation rite into pietism.l4 The
asgociation of the initiation rite of the pietists with a
symbolic death suggests the liminality of the initiation
experience. That confession igs the vehicle through which
this transition is achieved makes a statement about the
power of confession in facilitating transition at a liminal
moment (whether it be the changing of one's status from non-
pietist to pietist, or the ultimate liminal experience, j.

death). So powerful were the affects of confession, that ‘i

S e
b oo b

at times "a Sage was successful in winning over a non-
. . LI TR SR S R - i 1. :

Pietist through confession and penances."*13
YL S < . ‘ [

s
12 ibid, p. 77. -
13 iphid 'pre2 3
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15 ibid:p. 78. L
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Not only was confession capable of transforming one
into a pietist, but the emphasis upon confession informed
other areas of religious life for the Chasidei Ashkenaz as
well. For example, according to Scholem, the act of
confession and repentance among the pietists .strongly
influenced Jewish ethical teaching and behavior.!0 The
incorporation of confession into the ritual system of the
Chasidel Ashkenaz was widespread and not confined to Sefer

Chasidim alone. For example, R. Elazar Rokeach, a disciple

of Judah HeChasid, includes a section.on vidui in his work,
Harokeach, in which he speaks of approaching the holy
throne of God through confession and repentance.l!’” As is
the case with Sefer Chasidim, HaRokeach does not make
specific mention of confession on the deathbed. Yet
despite the lack of attention payed to confession on the
deathbed. the centrallty of confe551on and the great
empha51s placedrnpcn ltS power to faC1lltate a major llfe
change among the German Pletlsts, paved the way for
acceptance of thghdeathbed confe351on in later generatlons.
.. ForGerman-.Jewny, the late 12th and.l3th.centuries.,

witnegs :.wide-gpreadyhatred that went.so far as anti-Jewish

violence.!® . For, Sephardlc .Jews, on. the other hand, . the

:Ghmithﬁ inigu: Yoo, IS B FAE I G ST I

-

16 Scholem, p. 37.
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12th and 13th centuries are a period of great freedom in
which typical Sephardi culture reached its zenith. Whereas
the Ashkenazic Rishonim pay little attention to confession
on the deathbed, it is the Sephardim who have the greatest
impact upon the development of ritual and liturgy
associated with this phenomenon. Among the first to
elaborate specifically upon vidui al hamita is Maimonides
(1135-1204). 1In the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides clearly
establishes a link between the biblical injunction to make
confession, and the deathbed. While much of his discussion
deal with general confession of sin, Maimonides extends the
obligation to include at death, thereby making his entire
discourse on confession relevant to confession before

death.

In the Mishnah Torah, Maimonides contends that verbal
confession (as opposed to silent confession) is a positive
commandment .1 The biblical source of this commandment,
according to Maimonides, is Numbers 5:6-7, the very
prooftext used in the Mishnah and Talmud: *If a man or a
woman sins against another...they must confess the sin that
they commltted " "How does one confess,' asks the Rambam
in the M;ahnah_mgzah? One should state,

I 1mplore you, God, I 91nned I transgressed, I
committed iniquity before you by doing thus and -thus.

e

oy O i . s B st . g S BT

19 Mishineh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah, 1:1. According the Sefer HaMitzvot,

confessionlis positive commandment #73.

|
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Behold, I regret and am embarrassed by my deeds. I

promise never to repeat this act again.20
This formula comprises the essence of the confessional
prayer. As Maimonides asserts that confession is required
on the deathbed; and that this formula is the only one
presented in his chapter, it can be assumed that this
confessional formula applies to the deathbed as well as the
other contexts Maimonides includes. This formula, derived
from Yoma 66a, describes the confessional prayer of the

High Priests on Yom Kippur.

Noteworthy is Maimonides' assertion that sacrifice
without a verbal confession as well will not atone for
sins. Leviticus 5:5 serves‘as the source for this
directive, "Onhe must confess the sing one has committed."®
Through this assertion, Maimonidies underscores the
necessity’of confession in héelping:to.bring :about cleansing
and-.atonement; sacrifice and repentance alone do not
suffice; tonfegsion too is needed iniorder" to complete the

Maimonides then establishing a connection between the
obligationctbitonfess?with the' momefti of- ohe"s” death:

individhales dol fiot athieVe atornemént: through ideath until

’théyiﬁﬁﬁéiredéhﬁédﬁéﬁd”toﬁfégﬁﬁaﬁf’ﬁTﬁbﬁéﬂwHB*é¥éfgéhB§hﬁbd

20 jbid., 1131,
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to be e;ecuted or lashed by the court do not attain
atonement through their death or lashing unless they repent
and confess.*2! Thug Maimonides, who notes that verbal
confession is a positive commandment, extends this
obligation to include the moments before death. Curious,
however, is Maimonides' limiting the list of those who are
commanded to confess to people about to be executed or
lashed to death by the bet din. He still operates within
the confines of the Mishnah when confession is linked

solely to criminals, and not the population in general.

The brief confessional formula which Maimonides
includes in the Mishnah Torah thus may be used as the
confession at death, although it was not not intended
specifically for use in this context. Nachmanides, on the
other hand, is the first person who has actually recorded
confession to be pronounced on the deathbed. It is this
confe931on, contained in ngan_ﬂa_adam which is still used
today as the central COHfESSlonal prayer one recites before
dying. Thus, more than any other figure, R. Moshe ben
Nachman (Nachmanldes) is respon91ble for the formulatlon of

deathbed confessmon.

»

~Nachmanides' interest :in the.confession on the

deathb d was dlrectly 1nfluenced by his pe;sonal
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in 1270 in Eretz Yisrael. In addition to ‘being a talmudist
and the foremost halakhic authority in Spain, Nachmanides
was also an eminent kabbalist, a central figure of the
Gerona circle of kabbalists.?2' In fact, Nachmanides was
known as a "great mystic,* and, was the "last of the
ancient kabbalistic school who received direct transmission
of tHe mystical secrets that wefe later revealed,®

according to Rabbi Azriel, himself a distinguished

kabbalist .23

It took over 1,000 years since the first mention of
confession on the deathbed (in the Mishnah), until a
confessional formula finally appeared. The question one
must ask, therefore, is why the formula is written
specificallyﬁduring thisdperiod (in the mid-13th ceﬁtur&).

and why is it Nachmanldes who recorded it. The answer
VI

clearly p01nts to Kabbalah and the ZQha: as that Whlch

BRY

stlmulates 1nterest in the phenomenon of confeSSLOn on the

.|_.

deathbed Nachmanldes' assoc1atlon Wlth Kabbalah

i
- ! )

(accordlng to Scholem, he had jOlned the ranks of the
kabbalists as a young man [and] prepared the way for
reception of the:Kabbalah in Spain®24) .led to his ¢oncern
with the fate of'the: soul atr death.and the integral role:

conféssion played in’regard.to Ehat. fate. \.Thug, ¥:% Lo

22" SEhole * contends’ thai “wers it not for Nachmamdes " issociation with the

Gerona—kabbalists; they “would not have been as influential. Scholem, p. 50.
235 RabbicNosson' ‘Scherman/ Meir Zlotowitz. eds., The Rishopim (Brooklyn:
Meschhilpubllcaugnsl';(ud'~f11982),hp 02; e soul followtng death im Sha'
24 ;ScholemjrphsOiobiae.  Svholem. po 333
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Nachmanides paved the way not only for the reception of

Kabbalah, but for the receptiveness to confession on the

deathbed as well.

The kabbalists' emphasis on the scul, redemption, and
yearning for the Divine (shekhinah) may have fueled their
interest in confession on the deathbed. It is clear that
the views of Nachmanides and other kabbalists are found in
the wording of confession itself as well as later rituals
associated with the deathbed confession. It is
Nachmanides, along with the inner circle of the Gerona
kabbalists, who discuss the mystical basis of ;edemption,
which becomes thematically important to confession. This
notion stems from the view that, "in the Divine realm, the
state of redemption is expressed as the end of the exile of
the Shekhinah, the restoration of the Divine unity
throughout all areas of existence."® It is through
confession on the deathbed, as we will see later in this
study, that one effects thHe unity of the Divine‘éﬁd'comes-
face- to ‘face with thelshekhihéh.

. - S “or, - G b
et " PRI ' T o . -

Nachman:.des records his views regardlng the laws of

ECT RS IR WATUM DY By e L oal

mournlng, reward and punlshment, and resurrectlon of the

R 24 1y
N E . R n}__ 1 1 ,

dead in- hlS‘ treatise entidled*‘;'_qm;_ﬂa_adam 26 What lends

e "‘;_1 WG orens T

this treédtise spec1al significance is Nachman:.des'
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25 Scholem, p. '335

26 - Nachmanides« ralso- discusses cthe tfate of the soul following death in Sha'ar

Hagemul in the Zohar. Scholem, p. 333.
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inclusion of a confessional formula to be used specifically
on one's deathbed Prior to him, throughout the 1,000 years
since the first directive to confess at death, there is no
evidence of a confession intended solely for that occasion.
His brief confession provides the cornerstone of the
liturgy recited upon death, and is still recited by Jews in
every stream of Jewish life upon their deathbeds. Thus,
the contribution made by Nachmanides to both the formula
and philosophy undergirding the confession make his
influence upon this phenomenon unparalleled. Not only was
Nachmanides the first to record the confession used on the
deathbed, but he was also the first to devote a discussion

completely to the subject of vidui al hamita.

Before presenting his vidui, Nachmanides compiles and
synthesizes the existing classical sources dealing with
deathﬁed confession. He includes rabbinic material which
we have already seen in the previous chapter (Shabban 32a,
Sanhedrin 43b, and Semachot 44b). To the discussion in
Semachot 44b, Nachmanides adds that a tanna was about to
die, and it was said to him, “You should confess so that
you will not die.* Nachmanides explains: | |

There are many who éonfessed and havé'ndﬁ'died, and

there are many who did not confess and did die...on

the merit of the dying person's confession, one shall

live.

Clearly, for Nachmanides, confession -is a potent prayer

with the power to avert death.
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Nachmanides also incorporates practical instructions
about. These simple rules suggest that there is an
interest among Jews in confessing and that perhaps a
practice of confession already exists. These pragmatic
rules are the first we find which instruct one regarding
how confess. Thus, finally, Jews are able to carry out
the directive set forth in the Gemara, that a Jew about to
die should confess. According to Nachmanides in Torat
Ha'adam, if one is able to confess out loud, one should.

If not, one should confess in one's heart. One may confess
aloud and in one's heart provided that one is of sound-
mind, hada'adt m'yushav alav. It becomes clear in
Nachmanides' discussion that one must be in a proper mental
state in order for confession to be optimally effective.
Furthermore, all of these things should not be said before
common, ignorant, unlearned people, and not before women or
children, lest they cry and their hearts break (causing a
premature onset of death for the dying person).

Nachmanides ;adds that

if the sick .are abqut ,to die, ,do-not inform them, lest

they go out of their minds. And do not rend garments,

.lest .the ,dying see this and worry that death is

imminent. Do not cry or eulogize the dying patient

lest. their hearts break from fear and they die
prematurely. The comforters should maintain composure

and be:quiet in the midst of the dying:in order not to
disturb them.

According to Nachmanides, Numbers 5:6-7 is the




bana av, the biblical source from which confession on the
deathbed is derived. 1In Sifre, Rabbi Natan ties the
Numbers text to the act of confessing on the deathbed.
This is the source for all those dying to make confession.
Nachmanides then cites Sanhedrin 43b and Joshua 7:19, as is
the case of Achan. If one does not know how to confess,
one should be instructed to say, "May my death be an
atonement for my sins." Nachmanides offers additional
instruction regarding the actual confession based on the
confession of Yom Kippur in Yoma 36b. "Our Rabbis taught
in a baraita, how should one confess? Say, aviti, pashati,
chatati, (I have committed iniqﬁity, transgression, and
sin) (Lev. 34:7). And likewise, when one confesses for
another, one should say, "Confess for him and for all of
the sin of Israel and all of their transgressions."
Nachmanides makes the connection between confessing on Yom
Kippur; on the deathbed, like Yom Kippur, one should first
confess all of the deliberately evil deeds one has
committed followed by the mistakes. After reviewing the
content of . various biblical and talmudic citation which
address the issue of confession, Nachmanides asks, how
should one confess? In that Nachmanides himself recorded
(1f nbt Qrote) the central prayer of the confession, this
question and the ensuing discussion are of great

significance.
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Nachmanides's chapter on confession on the deathbed
concludes with the actual text on the confession. He
states, that this is the order of the confession for the
terminally ill as has been handed down to us by chasidim
v'anshel ma‘'asei, by rightoues people, and those of good
deeds. This term appears to be a generic term, and not one
indicating a specific group of individuals. While
Nachmanides does not take credit for actually composing the
text of the confession, there are no earlier references to
an author prior to this. Nowhere does it state who else
may have composed this or even, who else was interested in
the phenomenon. Thus, the confession has come to be
associated with Nachmanides as he was the first to record
it and compile a conclusive explanation of textual
background of confession. The text of the confession,
found in the end of Nachmanides' section regarding death in
Torat Ha'adam, is as follows:

I acknowledge before You, my God and God of my

ancestors, that my recovery or my death are both

in Your hands. May it be Your will that You

heal me with a complete recovery. But if I die,

may my death be an atonement for all of my

mistakes I have made, the sins I committed, and

the rebellious behavior for which I am

responsible. May You grant me a portion in the

Garden of Eden, and-may You allow me to merit

entrance into the world to come which lies in

gstore for the righteous. ‘ -

In the confession, not only does one pray for a complete
recovery, but the dying person attests loyalty and faith in
God, ready.to accept death if this .is God's will. 'Thus, in

this brief formula, the dying person- bargains with God in

|
f




rm

hopes of earning forgivenss and recovery; if this is of no
avail, however, one prays for a portion in the world-to-
come. Inherent in both of these pleas is a resignation to
God's will based on a trust in God. This liturgical
formula quickly became the accepted liturgy recited on the
deathbed. Even today, Nachmanides confession forms the

cornerstone of the confessional seder.

The Zohar is the central literary work of the
Kabbalah. Written primarily between 1280 and 1286 by Moses
ben Shem Tov de Leon (who died 130%5) in Guadalajara, Spain,
the work reflects many of the attitudes prevalent among the
Gerona circle of kabbalists (of which Nachmanides was a
part). Reflected in the Zohar is a heightened interest in
death as well as a concern for the fate of the soul
following its departure from the body. As a result, the
moment of the soul's departure from the body (the moment of

death) is the subject of extensive discussion.

In the Zohar, it is through confession and repentance
at the moment of death that one may alter one's fate.
Confession and repentance at the end of one's life are of
particular importance in that on the day of death, human
beings are judged. According to the Zohar, the last day of
one's life is the ultimate and final Day .of Judgment. The
fate ofﬂégéﬁsisoul.is depénaeﬁf}ﬁpéﬁ:qhe-buﬁcdmézqfiﬁhe

judgment which occurs on this awesome day. Thus, in the

b

Sohodens
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Zohar, we find, for the first time in Jewish literature,
that confession plays a prominent role in one's death and

1s of major consequence in determining the fate of the

soul.

Scholem characterizes the central elements of the

Zohar 1in the following statement:

In a pseudepigraph attributed to Simeon b.
Yochai and his friends, Moses de Leon clothed
his interpretation of Judaism in an archaic garb-
in the form of long and short Midrashim of the
Torah and the thr=e books Song of Songs, Ruth,
and Lamentations. The explanation in the book
revolves around two poles- one consisting of the
mysteries of the world of the Sefirot that
constitute the life of the Divine, which is also
reflected in many symbols in the created world;
and the other of the situation of the Jews and
their fate both in this world and in the world of

souls.?7

As in the Zohar, the day of death, more than any other
day in one's lifetime, is of unparalleled importance. On
this day that three critical events occur; the soul
separates from the body, one confronts the shekhinah, and
judgment is passed uponh one's life: First, upon separation
from the body, 'the soul embarks upon an unknown path, a
journey whose destination is unknown. ' This day is one of
anger ‘and-dissension. Moreover! the specific moment at
which 'the'soul departs from the body is characterized as
one of cris;s and_violence:

RS

..whenhthertime, comes. forira man:to depart_f?om»the~-
+1 world, and he sees what he sees, the gpirit moves
.+ i, through every part of the body, following all its

L o i
chrsnd., L. LT,

27 Scholems; p. 58.
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4 convolutions, like someone who sets out to sea without !
- oars, going up and down without any peace. And it '
3 (the soul) goes and asks leave of every part of the ;
_%; body, and (no time) is more violent than the day when N
A the spirit separates from the body."28 j
;
$ !
& However, the intensity of the ecstasy that death ;
3
3 occasion far surpasses its violence. The Zohar contends
1 - that we die with open eyes, looking forward to death. The
| éi separation of the soul from the body, therefore, is not
;{- viewed primarily with dread, but rather, with joyful
g? anticipation. "Death frees the soul from the shackles of
?{ the body. The body forms a barrier between the soul and
fg‘ : the upper world, which is the origin of the soul, the
18 eternal resting place as well as the source."?® Aan
4
%ﬁ individual longs to return to the source and to encounter
8 the shekhinah. Thus, one need not fear death.
- § On the contrary, an individual greets death openly
3 with the knowledge that upon death one is greeted by the ]
i y
. E_ shekhinah. At this moment, “the dying man's exaltation
Co % reaches its height."30 It is through death that one's soul 1
- P !
. §; achieves ultimate peace, for "death frees the soul so that :
P il . . L
: ‘
- r ¥ it can ascend unhindered to contemplate the radiance of the ‘
z S St *i v |
; . . ]
e ' angels and the divine sefirot.*3l The Zohar's description i
SRS . ‘:1;
I 30 | o . I,:
28 Isaiah Tishby, mgm_gf_mg_znm; (Oxford: Oxford University Press), j; H
e . 29 Isaiah Tishby, p. 838. H

30 ibid., p. 834. i

stoduz T8 31 jbid., p. 835. L
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of death as a radiant, ecstatic moment creates a
receptivity toward discussing death that we have not seen
in previous works. This openness produces an elaborately

detailed description of death and the subsequent journey of

the soul,.

The day of death is elevated to supreme importance not
only because this is the day on which one confronts the
shekhinah, but also because thisg is the ultimate day of
judgment. In a description which is reminiscent of Yom
Kippur themes, the day of death is depicted as the Day of
Judgment, the day on which the books are opened and the
accusers appear. On this day, the "body and soul stand
together to give an accounting of their deeds, before the
soul is separated from the body."3? 1t is during the
entire period of a serious illness and impending death that
one is judged; While the day-of death is the ultimate day
of reckonlng, sickness too is v1ewed as a precarlous period
in which a person's deeds are conSLdered and judged. The
flnallty of the judgment that occurs durlng 111ness is
summarlzed in the follow1ng statement nEvery serlous
111nese 19 seen as a dangerous‘cr151s when one s 11fe is in

e T A =70 IR ‘

the balance, to be Jndged elther favorably or unfavorably,

I ERaT o nan

for life“or death =33 - A favorable judgment pgoduces

£ \\":.'"f:r. 314 I?’, !.a\] . 2 Win

prolonged fif.}ion the ther“hand an“unfavorable oitcome
e in

e na ay'l
oo“f\‘,-t”: e \rzrw} w-tt=:nn;*'5 ULt n AT
32 ibid-‘}}i):5:338-,*°.3. ce ooy Uher nand. Thoe o LT pmaning
33 neqnl RAA G Sed ol boo ey L0 Lt WL oo nen
ibid.; p. 832.
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leads to death. However, life in this world is not the
only reward of a favorable judgment; eternal reward is

attained when the spirit leaves the world and returns to

the Source.

What is it that determines the outcome of divine
judgment? The Zohar maintains that confession and
repentance spare one from unfavorable judgment. Parashat
Pikudei of the Zohar maintains that those attempting to
induce repentance are like the advocates of goodness in
that they cause the sick to be saved from the attribute of
stern judgment and death. Ultimately, engaging the sick in
confession spares them from death and causes a revival of
life. No wonder that when death is imminent, one is urged
to examine one's life and confess (a directive which we
first saw in T. Shabbat 32a)! The process of confession in
the Zohar is described in the following passage:

Rabbi Eleazar said: Happy are the righteous who

study the ways of the Holy One, blessed be God,

so that they may walk in them and fear the Day

of Judgment. For one must plead and render
account before the Holy One, blessed be God.
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He began by quoting ®"it is gealed in the hand of
every person, So that everyone may know one's )
deeds* (Job 37:7). They have interpreted this ;.
verse. Come and see. On the day when one's O
allotted span is completed and one is about to -
leave the world, the day when the body is broken J
and the soul seeks to part from it, one is |
permitted to see all that has prev1ously bee :
hidden when the body was healthy and in control. o
A ‘person is confronted'by three messengers who A
examine one's days and sins and all that one has Bt

" done in the world. - -The dyifig°person then - g

- confesses everything with one's own lips, and )

.then-geals it:by the.hand. This is the meaning

ot

_.of ,*one. seals it by the hand.of every person.”
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With his hand they are all sealed, so that
judgment may be passed in that world on (all of
one's sins), early and late, new and old; not
one is forgotten.3

R e, T T 2, T L L e W T

Thus, confession involves two steps; first, one must
examine one's life, taking an accounting for one's deeds
and misdeeds. Only after searching one's soul can the
actual verbal confession ensue. Confessing with one's own
lips suggests confessing with self-knowledge: each human

being take a personal accounting for him or herself. It is

this public declaration, or confession, which lends
completion to one's life, which "seals" transgressions in

the past, and which elicits a favorable judgment.

The Zohar underscores the importance of confession in
the following passage, where confession is likened to an
angel who appears at the moment of death:

Come and see. Man moves in this world and

imagines that it belongs to him forever, and

that he will always remain in it, While he-

moves in this world he is put in chains. And i
when he is seated they judge him in the field *
with others who are to be judged. If he has a |
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defense then. he-is rescued from judgment. This
is the meaning of "if he has an angel, an
intercessor, to vouch for a man's uprightness, |
the He is gracious to him, and says: deliver him :q
4
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from going:down into the pit. I have found a-
ransom” (Job 33;33;24).35

PR T : EEY Py

This comparison between confession and an angel is one we Al
:=7'|(
have $een previously in'Shabbat 32a. In fact, the exact o

verses from’Job are employed' 1! both the Zohar ‘and“the

34 Zohar'I; 78b-79a Tishby, p. 844.
35 Zohar: I11,:(126a-127a, cited by Tishby, p. 846.
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talmudic passages to demonstrate the great redeeming

strength of confession. So, while illness enshackles a
human being, it is confession which frees one from these
shackles. 1In this passage from the Zohar, the procéss by
which confession operates is described in greater detail.
While one lies shackled in the chains of illness, two

figures (whom Tishby explains are scribes of the heavenly

court) approach and record all of the deeds that the sick

person has just confessed.

[The sick person] gives an account of it all and they

(the heavenly figures) write it all down in his
presence. This is the meaning of "behold, He that
forms the mountains, and creates the wind tells man
what his thought is..."

performs ascends and stands ready to testify about

him, and they continue to exist to offer testimony and

then they all descend and are listed in his presence

and stand before him, and they do not depart until the
time arrives for him to be judged through them in that

world,.36

Through this passage it becomes clear that while one

may confess either during an illness or when death becomes

imminent, it is at death that all that one has confessed is

judged. Good deeds are held in one's favor while

transgressions are accounted negatively. The moment when a

person is about to leave the world is thus the time of

great judgment. All of our actions and words in this world

become a testimony to our lives. After examining and

reviewing our lives, we may feel remorse and dread our

36.ibid., p; 846, ¢ <t

(Amos 4:13). And he (the ill
one} confesses them. Why? Because every deed that he

42
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past. However, confession has the power to heal, enabling
us to confront our lives and to move peacefully to the
world to come; "we groan because of the things we have
done, but it avails us nothing, unless the healing power of
repentance has taken effect before this moment.*37 while
sin and evil bring about illness and even death, confession
restores health and renews life. At times, confession
actually saves one from the grip of death. On the other
hand, confession has the power to neutralize the negative
effects of one's sins, enabling one to pass into the world

to come along with the righteous.

Before completing this discussion of Zohar and its
influence on confession on the deathbed, one final issue
must be raised. The sins a human being commits affect not
only that person's immediate world, but the entire
universe, including the heavenly realm. The Zohar to
Numbers 5:6-7, (121b-122b), contends that one'shactions
affect the haiance of the universe, with sins negatively
affecting unlversal harmony ‘“When a man or woman shall
commit any sin... then they shall confess.. and they shall
make restltutlon. The truth however, is that through
their penltence the Almlghty. as it were, rectlfles on h1gh
the wrong commltted and thus the world 1s put rlght

A
again. 38 Accordlng to this passage, 51ns dlsrupt the

1
-_A-.

37 ibid., p. 847.
38'"'!‘m.nslation““by"'Maurice Simon and Harry Sperling, The Zohar, (London:
The:.Soncino Press?i1934),’ p:.179:
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balance of the world, while confession and penitence

restore that balance. Thus, the ramifications of

confession are cosmic.

In the years following the publication of the Zohar,
Jacob ben Asher and his family fled persecution in Germany
arriving in Spain in 1303. After living with his brother

in Barcelona, Jacob ben Asher moved to Toledo, where his

fhms

father, The Rosh, was a rabbi.3¥ Not only did ben Asher
serve as a member of the Toledo bet din, but he also became
a noted scholar. Ben Asher produced numerous halakhic and
scholarly works, most notable of which is his Arba'ah Turim
(the Tur). 1In that ben Asher's background include exposure
to both Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jewry, he incorporates

both traditions into his halakhic code.

In the Tur, ben Asher discusses the phenomenon of
confession on the deathbed. His discourse on the matter,
however, lacks significant innovation. While ben Asher

does mention a number of practical halakhic rulings

'%ﬁ B regarding the approporiate behavior for visitors of the

i ro dying, he fails to present new information about the

- T meed confeééion itself. Mention of confeéssion on the deathbed
e is found in Yoreh Deah 338. This section opens with a
TR e e reiteration of the discussion found in Shabbat 32a equating
WA T epe

confession with an advocate who saves human beings from
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punishment. Ben Asher then adds a number of Nachmanides'
statements from Torat Ha'adam regarding the effectiveness
of confession: “In order that one‘s heart not be broken,
the dying person should be told that many have confessed

and did not die, while many who did not confess, die. On

the merit of confession, one may live.®

This statement is followed by a number of pragmatic
considerations which we have seen in earlier works (that if
one is unable to confess aloud, one should confess in one's
heart, and that if one does not know how to confess, one
should say, "may my death be an atonement for my sins") .40
Much of the halakhah regarding confession on the deathbed
which ben Asher summarizes reflects a concern for the
physical and emotional well-being of the dying patient.

For example, that the confession should not be said in
front of women, children, or ignorant pecple lest they cry
and upset the sick person (this is originally found in

Nachmanides' Torat Ha'adam) .

The only. specific mention of the confessional formula
itself. is the repetition of the words recorded by
Nachmanides; which we already seen, and, the advsie, new o
the Tur, that Torah scholars, instead of saying aviti,

pashati, chatati, they should say, chatati, aviti, pashati.

-t
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40. Jacob, ben Ashers<The Tur. .. Yoreh Deab, 338.
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No explanation of this alteration is offered. Thus, an

exploration of the Tur reveals only one halakhic innovation

regarding the confession on the deathbed. Instead, ben

Asher offers a summary of the extant classical sources that

discuss this phenomenon.

Joseph Caro, like Jacob ben Asher, spent much of his
life in Toledo, Spain, where he was born in 1488. Fleeing
to Turkey in 1492, Caro finally moved to Safed in 1535,

where he assumed leadership of the beit din (he died in

safed in 1575).4! caro's great halakhic work, the Shulchan

Arukh, reflects the tradition and ritual of Sephardic
Jewry. Morevover, Caro became of student of the Kabbalah,
writing a mystical interpretatién of various Torah verses
entitled, Maggid Meisharim. The discourse found in Yoreh
Deah 338 closely resembles that found in the Tur.
Similarly, no innovations or new legal rulings appear in
the Shulchan Arukh regarding confession on the deathbed.
Where the Shulchan Arukh departs from the Tur is in its
inclusion of the biblical passage Joshua 7:19 (which we
have already cited seen in the mishnah and talmud). Like
the Tur, however, Shulchan Arukh provides no new insight

into the rituals or liturgy associated with confession on

the deathbed.

41 Rabbi Hersh Goldwurm, The Early Acharonim, (Brooklyn: Mesorah
Publication, Ltd., 1989), pp. 84-85.
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47 :
This period sets the stage for the significant ?
developments to the deathbed confession which take place in
subsequent generations. We have seen not only an increased
usage of confession in general, but also, for the first
time an actual confessional formula appears. Moreover, the 3
influence of Kabbalah upon Jewish thought and practice §
creates an atmosphere conducive to interest in death and E
dying as well as a concern for the fate of the soul %
|
following death. Therefore, while no significant deathbed é
ritual is introduced, (apart from Nachmanides' ;
i
confession), the theological and liturgical seeds of the {
deathbed confession are planted during this period. These
seeds, as we will see, come to fruition in manuals written
specifically for the sick and dying. The subject of the
next two chapters, these manuals bear an incomparable
impact upon the development of the deathbed confession and
ritual. |
C
N
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Chapter Three
Ma'avar Yabok: A Bridge to Death

In the preceding chapters, we surveyed Jewish texts
spanning more than 1350 years in an effort to trace the
development of the deathbed confession within Judaism. We
have explored these texts in order to gain greater insight
into the liturgy, ritual, and theology associated with this
phenomenon. This search, however, reveals that until the
mid-sixteenth century (the Tur, with which we concluded the
previous chapter, was published in the 16th century)
confession on the deathbed remained an undeveloped and
little discussed ritual within Judaism. While the Talmud
instructs us to confess before death, it offers little
direction and only a one-sentence formula. The codes
somewhat expand these directives, including Nachmanides'
confessional formula and a few pragmatic considerations.
Only in the Zohar have we uncovered clues to the greater
power and significance of confession before death. Yet, we

are still left with numerous unanswered questions.

The literature of the next 150 years provides us with
answers to these questions. For the firgt time in Jewish
history, we find detailed guidelines instructing the dying
person how to confess in the last moments of life. The
order, or seder of confession undergoes considerable
expansion with the éddition of numerous Psaimé‘énd prayers

as well as various rituals to be performed by the patient.

49
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Yet the discussion of vidui al hamitah in this period
focuses not only on practical instructions for confessing,
but on the theological and spiritual implications of the
confession as well. A body of literature appears from the
mid-sixteenth century on in which these expanded
confessions are found. These works, written and published
throughout Europe, contain prayers and rituals for the sick
and dying. Many of these, especially those of the 16th and
earl 17th centuries, contain kabbalistic views which
significantly influenced the nature of the confession
recited on the deathbed. The most important of these
works, and the subject of this chapter, is : ,
written by Aaron Berechiah of Mantua, Italy (published in

1626) .1

In Ma'avar Yabok, Berechiah presents a rich and
fascinating ritual for confession. The kabbalistic notions
discussed in the work and reflected in the rituals make
Ma'avar Yabok compelling to the reader. Before exploring
this work, however, we must first analyze the cultural,

religious, and historical factors that led to the creation

of this and other works of this genre. We will investigate

to central role.played .by: mutual aid societies in promoting

the therapeutic. use of prayers for the sick and dying.
Furthermore, we will examine the integral role Kabbalah

played in increasing public interest in confession on the
layed n
STha,

hl

1 “Aaron Berechiah ben Moses of Modena died in Italy in 1639.
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deathbed and in creating an atmosphere receptive to such a

ritual.

Aaron Berechiah (along with Samuel ben Elisha
Portaleone) made Italy one the foremost centers of
Kabbalah.? Yet even before Berechiah's influence was felt
in Mantua, there existed an interest in Kabbalah, made
evident by the fact that the first printed edition of Sefer
Yetsirah appeared in Mantua in 1569. Scholem contends that
the spread of Lurianic Kabbalah to Italy can be attributed
to the journeys of one man, Israel Sarug (who also
travelled to Poland bringing kabbalistic teachings there as
well). During this time, the presence of Kabbalah grew
rapidly, "as Kabbalah began to radiate outward from Safed
to the Diaspora, it generated great religious excitement,
particularly in Poland, Italy, and Turkey."3 During the
early 17th century, Lurianic theology and ritual spread
throughout the Jewish world and "had established a
supremacy that was virtually unchallenged.*4 As a result,
Lurianic theology and practices were quickly incorporated

into ritual lives of Jews throughout Europe.

Aaron Berechiah was no exception, for more than any
other theology of his day, it was Lurianic Kabbalah that

informed his views. In fact, so apparent is the direct

2 Scholem, p..76.
3 ibid., p. 76.
4 Marcus, p. 61.
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influence of Lurianic Kabbalah upon Berechiah's work that
Scholem remarks, “The views of the Lurianic school are
crystallized in Ma‘'aqvar Yabok.*3 The influence of

Lurianic Kabbalah upon Berechiah is evident in his emphasis
of the following notions: the different fates of the three
parts of the soul (nefesh, ruach, and n'shamah), the
importance of the letters forming God's name, the tikkun
which is brought about through confession, and the
importance of purging one's soul of impurity.® 1In fact,
Luria himself regularly confessed as part of his religious

devotional practice.’

The impact of Lurianic Kabbalah was felt not only in
the theological realm; it extended into the sphere of
ritual practice as well. Lurianic Kabbalah stressed the
importance of the spiritual well-being of the soul. This,
along with the kabbalistic concern with the fate of the
soul following death, created the groundwork for increased
interest in ritual upon the deathbed. “Under the influence
of Lurianic Kabbalah, which was intensely interested in the

1

welfare of man's soul, the ritual at the bedside of the

very sick and dying assumed substantial proportions.“8

This becomes clear after an initial glance at Ma'avar

3 Scholem, P 333

6..For ‘a:more : detalled discussnon of Lurianic Kabbalah see Scholem,
Kabbalah, >pp. 128-144.

7 Marcus; pi:66. ", -

8 ibid...p. 261. -
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|
Yabok; Whereas the Tur, the last published major work |
before Ma'avar Yabok to address the subject, discusses the

ritual for the sick and dying in just three pages, Ma'avar

Yabok devotes 344 pages to this subject alone.

Moreover, Ma'avar Yabok gained rapid acceptance as the
standard for ritual practice for the sick and dying.
Further attesting to the widespread use of Ma'avar Yabok
are its numerous republications throughout Europe.? This
work became the accepted manual for those attending to the
gravely ill. An abbreviated form of the work was produced
_ in 1682, and by 1800, at least 18 editions of the Kizzur )
Ma'avar Yabok appeared. Marcus, in part, attributes the

& widespread use of the abbreviated version to the fact that
’ the full edition was too heavy and cumbersome to carry from

home to home while administering to the sick.10 ;

Aaron Berechiah was among a group of Mantuans who

i cared for the sick and dying. These mutual aid societies,

of which he was a part, stemmed from a trend toward lay
leadership existing in Italy in the mid-17th century.!l

The development of mutual aid societies can also be

9 Marcus lists the following titles of editions of Ma'avar  Yabok which were |
published in European lands between 1682 and 1800: Zikron Aharon, g
Prague, 1682, Magen David, Venice, 1704, Refuat Neshamah, Frankfurt,

1704, Keriah .Ne'emanah, Venice, 1715, Korban Aharon..:Brun, 1759, Divre

o ] |f[_:(‘

syl Jr s 10d Emet,. Prague. 1789, p. 230..
Wi aladded 4 10 ibid,, p. 229.
- cntd L1 phillipe. Aries,: The:Hour: of Our Death (New York, Oxford: Oxford -
n . bidi * University Press, 1989), p.433.
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attributed to the expulsion from Spain. 1In the 14th and
15th centuries, Jewish Brotherhoods functioned as a central
part of Jewish life in Spain. Seventy vears after the
expulsion of the Jews from Spain, these societies began to
appear in Germany and provided for many of the religious
needs of Jews in smaller, rural communities.!2 Holy
Brotherhoods, as they were sometimes called, functioned in
a number of ways, including visiting the sick, providing
financial support to needy families, and conducting worship
services at the homes of mourners. In Germany, the rise in
anti-Semitic acts toward Jews fueled the need for such
groups who could care for the wounded and provide an
appropriate burial of the dead.!3 Mutual aid societies did
not develop in Italy until after 1492. The earliest
example is the chevrat gemilut chasadim of Modena which was

fully functioning in 1516.14

Wwhile the central function of these societies was to
aid the sick and dying in their homes, their ultimate goal,
according to Marcus, was to "give the soul rest through
speech and deed, and by speech they meant prayer and words
of comfort."l5 Thus, we see an increased emphasis upon the
spiritual well-being of the soul as well as a belief in the

healing power of, prayer. . This notion:is grounded in the

12 Marcus, p. 64.

13 Maréus notes “that “Jews “were massacred in' great numbers in over 300
Genpan towns. Ibid., p. 64. o

14'5bid,, pi6s.” T )

IS Mantua, 1785, Introduction; Berlin .(Hebrew), 1750, par.- 21.  As cited by
Marcus, p. 216.
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kabbalistic philosophies popular in Italy in the mid-

sixteenth century. Moreover, the Ttalian Jewish community

paid great attention to the spiritual care of its infirm

and dying members. This increased interest in death and
dying and belief in the therapeutic powers of praver,
together, inspired the development of a new genre prayer

for the sick and dying.

The extended prayer service found in Ma'avar Yabok for
use upon the deathbed is an example of such prayer. 1In
Ma'avar Yabok, we £ind an intricate and well developed
ritual for the dying patient. <Central to this ritual is

the deathbed confession. The development of this

confession reaches its zenith in Ma'avar Yabok and all
subsequent works on this subject rely heavily upon Ma'avar
Yabok as a model. While numerous manuals for the sick and
dying are published after 1624, none is as comprehensive or
innovative as : . The remainder of this chapter
is devoted to an explication of the confession and
accompanying rites found in Berechiah's work. The

quintessential manual on deathbed confession, Ma'avar Yabok

warrants and deserves an extensive study and analysis.

IHE_DEBIHBED_CQNEESSIQN_QE_MALE!BB_IABQK

The title, Ma'avar Yabok, originates in Genesis 32:23,

where it refers to the fjord over which Jacob crosses with

his family and physical possessions before meeting Esau.
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For Jacob, the ma'avar yabok serves not only as the
physical bridge separating him from his estranged brother
Esau, but as an emotional bridge as well. The fjord
symbolizes the emotional and spiritual bridge Jacob must
cross before he truly confronts himself and reconciles with
his brother. In Berechiah's Ma'avar Yabok, the fjord
represents the bridge between this world and the next.

When crossing this bridge, one must first look back,
gathering one's spiritual possessions. Before reaching the
other side, one must confront oneself, as Jacob does. Aand
finally, one encounters the Presence of God, achieving

ultimate reconciliation.

In Ma'avar Yabok, it is confession which bridges this
world to the world-to-come. The deathbed confession guides

and transports an individual through the transition between

life and death. Berechiah explains the meaning of ma'avar
xabgk_and states his principle goals in the following

passage from the introduction to Ma'avar Yabok:

I composed new ideas and different gxplanat@ons,;.to
present them as an offering and as incense 1n love and
in reverence before . the: holy congregat;on,-ln,orqer
“that it will make a way in the midst of the shaking
.worlds. . It is a.bridge from:the world of»change.and
‘destruction, with its sinful condition, to be joined
with. the. heavenly,. pleasuzes.of Unity, Blessing,.and
Holiness...And (the dying) will pass the fjord of
Yabok-to wrestle with Adonay...until the dawn- that 1s
immortality- for then our soul and body will no

... longer,be called Jacob;: but;rather Israel, in:thatwe

b S L S Vabas Tt B
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will be a kingdom of priests and we will be worthy of
seeing God face to face.!6

The "offering" Berechiah presents in Ma'avar Yabok is the
deathbed confession and its accompanying rites and
explanations. Facilitating passage through the fjord, the
confession enables one to journey safely between the

worlds. Moreover, it helps to prepare one for an encounter !

with God and for eternal life lived in the light of dawn.

Ma'avar Yabok does not intend to achieve these goals
solely through Nachmanides' 39 word confession, the only
standardized and widely known confessional formula which f
existed at the time of its writing. Rather, Berechiah

compiles a confessional seder complete with prayers,

Psalms, and rites which together, guide the sick patient |
o through the process of death. The confession for the A
BT deathbed reflects Berechiah's extensive knowledge of |
. C e Lurianic Kabbalah as well as his considerable insight into
o es death and dying. Thus, the confession operates
simultaneously on two levels. First, the confession
:gifj:wg functions on the personal plane, guiding an individual
f?iajl:: through the dying process through a spiritual preparation
Iéi%iz;: for death The confe991on and accompanying ritual
,fiﬁ;iﬂf fac111tate dylng by leading through the follow1ng stages-
}éit.m%} self- examlnatlon, standlng in judgment, splrltual |
Iopac cleansxng, acceptance of death, and finally, an affirmation .
[N, | ;

16 Aafon,,BerecMah beanc‘:ses of Modena. Mum_mmk (1626, rpt.. B'nai
Berak: Yashfeh,. 1929); p.. 14... ..
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of God. Only after one completes the process of confession

is one fully prepared to encounter the Divine Presence and

enter the world-to-come.

Not only does confession effect the spiritual well-
being and fate of an individual, but its ramifications
extend to the universal and Divine realms as well.!? oOn
this second level, the coofession is a powerful tool with
the capacity for the following: to solicit Divine
attention; to awaken the Divine attributes of mercy,
forgiveness, and kindness; and to restore the spheric
harmony that sin disrupts. The aforementioned attributes
of the confession reflect a theology present in the Zohar
(the subject of an earlier discussion to which I will refer

in this chapter) and in Lurianic kabbalah.

The infusion of kabbalistic theclogy into the deathbed
confession greatly increases its ramifications; when one
confesses to God, requesting forgiveness for human
failings, this confession simultaneously operates in the
upper world, creatlng a balance which sin dlsrupts. of
course, the strong empha51s upon the theologlcal
1mp11catlon of confe531on in Ma_axar_Xaka does not
undermine the 1mportance of its therapeutlc 1mpact upon a

dying person. Therefore, my assesement of the deathbed

. 1 *l.!
WL ab s '

L | Py - . v - NN l l“ ';"‘g
S v ar i Ry S PAEY (I ATG g ¥

17, ‘By ‘umv;verda.l SR the”i'balmhwhlch transcends’ the sgelf: ‘andﬁ the -
matcnalt* world. YiIti.is a heavenly or divine sphere operating simultaneously

to’ the rworld  occupied by human beings.
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confession will be conducted on the two levels outlined
above, the personal, spiritual level and the theological,
universal realm. I will identify and analyze the

confession's spiritual effects upon the dying person and

unravel its ramifications in the upper world as well.

Prior to the actual deathbed confession in Ma'‘'avar
Yabok, we find prayers intended for the gravely ill. These
prayers, when recited by the sick and by those
administering to their spiritual needs, call upon God's
divine attributes of mercy and healing. Through them, the
ill person requests a complete recovery from the sickness,
something only God can grant.!® Of particular importance
is the recitation of Saadia Gaon's prayer for recovery.
This is to be the last prayer recited before the deathbed
confession. In it, a plea for complete healing is made,
"Heal me, God, and I shall be healed. Save me, and I shall
be saved." In the remainder of the prayer, one praises
God, reinforcing God's many Divine attributes.!?® Through
this prayer, one not only makes a last attempt to be saved
from death, but one affirms faith in God as well. Once the
physicai condition worsens, however, is and death seems

imminent, the patient is advised to confess. Important to

18 For a detailed discussion of the prayers for the ill refer to rabbinic thesis
by Steven A. Moss, "The Attitude Toward Sickness, Dying, and Death as

Expressed in the Liturgical Works Ma'avar Yabok and Sefer Hahavim," 1974,
HUCIIR, New York.
19 Berechiah, p.” 86.
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note, however, that all critically ill people are advised
to confess regularly in order to accustom themselves to
confessing. After all, a soul may depart the body without
prior warning; if one regularly confesses throughout an
illness, there is little chance that a person would die

without having first confessed.

Introducing the confession in Ma'avar Yabok is the
directive from Shahbat 32a to confess. Typical of

Berechiah's style throughout the work is this association
of classical, ancient texts with his own. Here, Berechiah
reminds those visiting the sick person that it is their
duty to instruct the dying person to confess, for "many
have confessed and lived, and many who have not confessed,
died...by the merit of your confession, you shall live."20
This last sentence is worthy of further exploration. 1Is
the intention of this phrase literal, suggesting that
anyone who confesses will actually be healed, while those
who do not confess warrant death? On the other hand,

perhaps this phrase is an exhortation, a rhetorical

flourish stated to demonstrate the great power confession.

Regardless of the exact purpose of this sentence, it is
clear that its inclusion in the beginning of the

ca

confessional service demonstrates the grave importance of

confession.

20 ibid., p. ‘86, from Shabbat 32a.
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The following instructions precede the first

confessional prayer found Ma‘avar Yabok. when a sick
person feels death is approaching, that person should wash

his or her hands. Following this act of symbolic
purification, one should take one's tzitzit (tallit) and
wrap them around one's hands, weaving the fringes through
the fingers. The fringes serve to remind the patient of
the commandments and in this instance, the commandment to
give tzedakah. Thus, as a final physical gesture one gives
tzedakah, either "with the hand or the mouth,* (one may

actually give coins to a needy person or simply instruct

another to act in one's place) .2l

These three acts of washing the hands, wrapping the
fringes of the tallit around the fingers, and giving
tzedakah help to purify the body and reinforce the
centrality of the commandments. Then, one actually
performs a commandment by giving away a portion of one's
material possessions before death. This act serves as a
reminder to the dying person of the transience of life on
earth. The ramifications of giving tzedakah extend beyond
the immediate world of the dying person. The amount of
money one is instructed to give, either 26, 91, or 112
prutot, all correspond to three configurations of God's

names. Therefore, through the act of giving tzedakah, the

21 ibid., p. 86.
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dying person also beckons God, seeking Divine attention in

these final moments of life.

Further underscoring the dying patients need for God's
kindness and mercy is the instruction which comes next.
One should confess in the morning because this is the time
when the sphere of Kindness, or chesed, rules. Therefore,
by confessing in the morning, one may appeal more directly,
and with greater effect}veness, to the Divine sphere of
Kindness. Following this directive, Berechiah asserts, “It
is the custom of Israel to gather ten people (a minyan)
around the dying person because holiness resides within
them and within the ten sparks of their souls which keep
away Satan and evil."2?? fThe gathering of ten people around
a dying person is significant not only because of the
suggestion that the Divine spark within each soul keeps
away evil, but also for the simple fact the one should not
die alone. A Jew, who lives among a community, should be
ushered into the world-to-come in the presence and through

the prayers of this community.

In fact, so important is it that one be surrounded by
other people at the time of death that Berechiah contends
that this motivated the writing of Ma;axa;_!ahgk. The
following is his central goal for compiling and printing

prayers and rltual for 31ckness and death he says, ;s‘ssq‘
Tnyowhils ot s . R 1 IETR S rreer o

(IR !; 3 4

vl 3 [SEINERN N iy 1.,

22 lbld.. p. 86.
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that the comm?nity can join in song and pPrayer at the time

of the going out of the soul.“?3 wWhen a one is too weak or

11l to recite the confession, a community member to recites

it for that person. Additionally, as the soul of dying
person leaves the body, the visitors are instructed to

recite various prayers to accompany the soul on this

journey.

The actual confessional liturgy in Ma'avar Yabok is
divided into three section, the first of which begins with
the recitation of Nachmanides' 39 word confession.24 (For
an English translation, refer to page 35 of this thesis.
See appendix A-1 for Hebrew text). It is unclear why
Berechiah does not include the text of this important
confession in the central rubric of this service. Perhaps
he assumes that, as the only existing confessional formula
to date, this confession is well known and a dying person
will naturally recite it. If the dying person is a Torah
scholar, then a special prayer is recited for that person.
In the prayer, the "student of wisdom* humbly appeals to
God, asking the "Revealer of secrets" to reveal the hidden
words of Torah. The dying person entreats God, "May I be
worthy to hear the words and secrets of the Torah from the

heads of the Yeshiva above."? (See appendix A-2).

23 ibid., p. 19. | |
24 ibid., while the instruction to recite Nachmanides' confession appears on
p. 86, the actual confession is found on p. 134.

25 ibid,, p. 87.
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The confession begins with the recitation of Psalm 4, ;
in which David makes a plea for God's mercy. David
preclaims his faith in God, praising God and entreating

others to trust in Adonay. 1In the final words of the
psalm, David makes a moving declaration, particularly

profound when spoken moments before one's death; "Safe and

sound I lie down and sleep, for You alone, Adonay, keep me
secure. "2 Reciting this psalm helps the dying person to
turn toward God and to trust that as one prepares for

sleep, or death, that God is present, ensuring safety and

peace.

The first of the three confessions found in Ma'avar
Yabok c¢losely resembles the confession of sins of the Yom

Kippur liturgy. The wording of the deathbed confession

departs from the Yom Kippur confession in two major ways.

First, the dying person recites the confession in the
singular. Secondly, whereas the Yom Kippur liturgy |
includes an alphabetical listing of sins (with one sin
corresponding to each letter), the deathbed confession
incorporates two words per letter of the alphabet. (See

appendix A-3 for the Hebrew text).

In the opening words of the confession, the dying
person appeals to God to heed the words he or she is‘about

Ce s to utter. One humbles oneself imploring, “Do not be deaf

LA s
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26 ibid., p. 87.
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to my plea, for I am not so arrogant and stiff-necked in my
confession as to say before You, Adonay, God of my
ancestors, I am righteous and have not sinned, but rather,

I have sinned, I have committed iniquity, and I have

rebelled, me, and my ancestors.*?? Interesting to note is

Berechiah's inclusion of the feminine form of the opening
lines of this confession. 1In doing so, the confession is
made more accessible to a dying female. This inclusion

reflects his conviction that confession on the deathbed is

not only important for men, but for women as well.

An alphabetical listing of sins follows the general
admission of sin as seen above. The list includes ethical
misdeeds, transgressions of the commandments, and sins
committed against God and other people. Following the
mention of the last listed sin is an appeal for God's mercy
and forgiveness. After exposing a lifetime of sin, the
dying person states, "May it be Your will, Adonay. my God
and God of my ancestors, to forgive and pardon me, and in
Your abundant mercy, (forgive) all of my transgressions and

sins and grant atonement for all of my sins.*28

This first confession forces one to examine one's
deeds and thoughts. That the listing of sins is
alphabetical and inclusive of perhaps more sins than the

dying person has actually committed, reflects the

27 ibid., p. 87.
28 ibid., p. 88.
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importance of a thorough accounting of oneself before
death. Hence, this confession plays an important role in
the dying process in two ways. Through the confession, one
affirms God's power and arouses the Divine attributes of
mercy and forgiveness. Moreover, in confessing one's sins,
one is forced to look inward in contemplative self-
examination. This self-examination is an important step in
the dying process in that affords one the opportunity to
review one's life and to become reconciled with past words

and actions.

The second confessional prayer reflects the confession

found in Sanhedrin 43b, “May my death be an atonement for
my sins” as well as Nachmanides' deathbed confession. (See
appéndix A-4 for Hebrew text). Furthermore, this
confession reinforces the notion that one's fate rests with
God, since both life and death are in God's hands. The
following powerful words are part of the confession recited
on the deathbed,

May my body be an altar and may my soul be a pure
gacrifice. Through my death may I be granted
forgiveness, and may my illness be an atonement for
all of my transgressions, iniquities: and sins that I
have committed before You from the first day of my
existence until today. May my lot be among the
righteous in gan eden. May I merit access ;ohthe_
world-to-come reserved only for the righteous...for
Adonay is the God of the heavens and the eq;th, there
is none else [this.is 'a quotation from the aleynu

prayer] .29

29 ibid., p. 88!

66




-

A% o L bid b

Here, while the body is burned, destroyed, the soul rises

like an olah. The smoke that leaves the sacrifice goes to
God; so too does the soul which departs from the body upon
death ascend to God. At death then, the body's purpose is

fulfilled as it releases the soul to become a sacrifice to

God.

Furthermore, through these poignant words, a dying
person expresses an acceptance of death and a desire that
this death serve a higher purpose. The dying person no
longer asks to be cured, but rather, asks that the death
cleanse him or her of past sins. Through death and the
atonement which is achieved therein, the dying person hopes
to gain entrance to gan eden in the world-to-come, and to
live among the righteous. Thus, not only is a healthy
acceptance of death revealed in this confession, but also,
a contention that after death, one reaches a higher plane
of existence. 1In addition, the act of confession protects
one from evil and harm, thereby facilitating a more

peaceful death.30

Important to note is the affirmation of God as Master
of both heaven and earth, the homes of the soul and body.

The confession is replete with affirmations of Adonay as

the eternal and sole God:

30 ibid., p. 146.
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Adonay.is the true Goq and Moses is true, and God's
Torah is true. OQur King and our God, Your name shall

be un;fled in Your world...save us and atone for our
sins for the sake of Your name. .Hear O Israel, Adonay
is our'God Adonay is one. Blessed is God's glorious
sovereignty now and forever. Adonay is God, {Adonay,
Hu HaElohim is repeated twice), God was, God is, God
always will be...Adonay is the true God.3!
The repetition of God's names and Divine attributes helps
to strengthen the dying person's resolve that Adonay is the
true and only God. God reigns upon the earth, the domain
of the living, as well the heavens, where the soul rests
after it departs the body. The parallels to the Yom Kippur
ne'ila liturgy are clear in this prayer. Ne'ila occurs as
the gates of repentance begin to close; similarly. the

deathbed vidui is recited at the threshold of death, as the

gates of heaven begin to open.

Praising God in the face of death enables the dying
person to accept death in the last moments of life.
However, while accepting death is vital to the spiritual
well- belng of the dylng patient, Berechiah contends that
one must. rejolce -in the face of death. "The rlghteous
person should re301ce with great happlness on the -day of
one's death xFor God knows that [the day of death] is the
day of perfectlon ahefcompleteness, that one' s 1nher1tance
will be eternal And the goul of the tsaddlk w1ll be the
charlot to the shekhlnah:upon death...In Ketubgt lt is

tar sl

written, 'If one dies smiling, it is a good sign for this

S
31 ibid., p. 89.1.u!
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death, but an actual senge of joy as well.

person. It is a very good death.'*32 Thus, this
confession, as well as Berechiah's views (reflective of

kabbalistic theology) foster not only an acceptance of

One eagerly

anticipates encountering the Divine Presence and the

restoration of eternal life.

A third confessional prayer may be recited if the

dying person is physically and mentally capable. This
vidui al hamitah resembles the Yom Kippur al chet
confession. The prayer, recited in the first-person
singular, as opposed to the plural form of Yom Kippur,
enumerates one's sins and transgressions. (See appendix
A-5 for text of the confession). In the prayer, one
appeals to God for mercy in one last effort to receive
forgiveness from God. In addition to a comprehensive list
of sing, the confession adds that through sin, one disrupts

God's name, destroying the unity of God;

May it be Your:-will, Adonay, my God and God of my
ancestors, that on the merit of Abraham, Isaac, and
Israel " Your -sérvant, that this vidui will -be
acceptable and pleasing to You. If I were stoned, or
burned; - or killed; -or :choked by Your ‘bet din,
according to the ordinances of Torah and halakhah,
because “of “the horor ‘of Your great name which T
destroyed through my thoughts or words or deeds,

whether ‘the ‘first,-‘second,- third, or fourth letter of

Your great and awesome name...then, I will be
deserving 'of ‘these four déaths.'.May You'accept the
troubles and burdens of my body with the sacrifice of
my soul as it-departs from my body...and may my soul

.. be:madesholy:and pure,through.Your;great;name: B

U yate Y 3
noBooxz, 1WA, poY
T [y [ B N Py My
P room LA Lt A I N Yy Y o T P AL REROEF Brol
RV R T T !L&“;“\‘-w!‘;~5lai:L‘JJ_{‘...&‘J—-A .r._(n&\&._ ',.,..._.ll-.‘-'b"l'-" et L.-- et
R | . L.
32 TR R P Y TR L, M hli"‘ T : Pt
- ibidi;ipai144 v Vork Taslee |

33 ibid;«pp.290:91y7
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This section of the confession conveys the kabbalisgtic
notion that sin destroys the harmony of the divine spheres.
Confession, as well as other acts of devotional piety, 1is

capable of restoring that harmony. The importance of God's

name is central in kabbalistic theology in that God's name
represents the highest concentration of divine power.¥ so
holy is the great Name of God that Spanish kabbalists
contend that the entire Torah is comprised only of
variations of God's name. Through confession and
repentance, one also purifies the soul, creating a
restitution that, according to Lurianic Kabbalah, must be
made when one sins.3 Thus, confession is effective on the
highest leﬁel of the Divine realm, restoring balance and

repairing the destruction of God's name caused by sin.

The concluding section of the confession refers to the
three parts of one's soul, the neshamah, ruach, and nefesh.
Each of the three parts represents a distinct level of the
soul, .the highest soul, moral soul, and animalistic soul

respectively.. Each aspect of the soul performs a distinct

function when confessing; the neshamah unites. with.God, the

nefesh praises God and the ruach seeks God S name while
:.c":n ((_a{_, L0 Soaln .
"walking in the llght of a pure soul 36 After confe551ng,

-

A otwo-fold atols )
the soul is purlfled and departs from the body, the

"i--~‘-3 toyoaner U

34 Gershibm cﬁscxfo‘fémf
SChOCken B d :196*6«.?)6-1’% ‘311 3000,
35Lawrence - Fine, :
of ‘Wisdom -(New--York:~Paulist Press, 1984), p. 63.

36 ‘Berechiah, 5p5.92.
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garment of the body is a kind of imprisonment for the soul;

it shackles it and forms a barrier between it and its

origin in the upper world. Death frees the holy soul so

that 1t can ascend unhindered to contemplate the radiance

of the angels and the divine sefirot.*3” The purified soul

rises to heaven like a sacrifice offered to God. After
being liberated from the body, the purified scul returns to

its origin and encounters the Divine Presence.

Concluding the final confessional prayer of
Berechiah's seder vidui is a plea to God that the dying
person not commit any sins in the future. Incorporated
into the prayer is an affirmation of God as the source of
mercy and forgiveness. The dying person then recites
yihiyu 1l'ratson {from the silent prayer following Amidah)
and oseh shalom, affirming faith in God. In reciting
these words, as well as the psalms following the
confession, the dying person nears the end of the dying
process. That one speaks of God as the maker of peace in
heaven and earth moments only before death reflects not

only a faith in God, but an embracing of death as well.

Reflected in the confessional service in Ma'avar Yabok
is a'twb:féld aEEitude toWard:aéath. On the one hand,‘oﬁe.
attempts to avert death, praﬁing for a CompleEe healing
from God. On the other hand, one‘abprbachés‘death joyously

with the kiswledge that soon, the soul will be set free to

Ay e rf s o kb - = e AT

Aty b s Je TN

3 Tishby,i p.. 835.9:
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encounter the Divine Presence and enter the world-to-come.

Tishby summarizes this duality in the following words;

During these tgrriple death throes, while the body and
squ; are experiencing the agonies of separation,
vislions appear before man's eyes, and images form

another gorld £11l the vacant space being created
before him...death is not only a time of

disintegration and emptiness but also a time of
exaltation and supernal vision. *38

Through the course of the deathbed confessional service,

this duality is addressed. The prayers recited by a

gravely ill person upon the sickbed include prayers for
God's mercy and healing. The ill person then asks for
forgiveness for sins which dause sickness. Once the
physical condition deteriérates and death seems
unavoidable, the prayers shift the focus of the dying

person toward an acceptance of death. One awakens the

Creator, and affirms faith in God and the divine decree.

Finally, in the very last moments of life, one
requests mercy, asking God to guard one's soul from harm.
The dying person beseeches God in a f;pal plea for

salvation and blessing, “Heal me God and I will be healed.

1

Saved‘me édd and I will be savedu“39 (See appendix A-6 £Qr

Hebrew text). The priestly benediction and yiheyu leratson
S ¢ R SRS N« PR IS LAt PUL S I S - o
close this prayer.

The dying person, upon complet%qg”Fhe
recitation of the prescribed confessional prayers, may

recite verses of Torah, Yigdal, and Adon olam (if the dying

¥y o4

38 Tishby;.p) 833)
39 Berechial, p. 93
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person is unable, another may recite the aforementioned

prayers). The very last words spoken by a dying person ask
that God grant one peace and eternal rest. "Master of the
universe, may it be Your will that I achieve peace in my
rest*¥® The deathbed is then moved away from the wall and
the window opened to facilitate the departure of the soul.
A candle is lit as *“the life of the dying is like a
dripping candle."4 Like the olah, the matter is burned,
but a bit of the smoke ascends toward heaven. After the
candle is lit and before the dying person breathes the last
breath, those present are advised to recite psalms and
verses from Torah. One should recite the following words
which “Moses said when he was told he had only one moment

to live, Blessed is God's name, may God live and endure

forever. 42

The confession and ritual which Berechiah prescribes
for a dying person reflects his understanding of death as a
process and not a momentary event. Whereas the body
undergo a physical transition before death, so too does the
soul undergo a spiritual process leading to its departure
from the body. The confession guides one through a process
of gpiritual preparation of the soul in order to fully

cleanse oneself before encountering the Divine Presence.

40 ibid., p. 94.
41 Marcus, p. 270.
42 Berechiah, p. 104.
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The recognition of the spiritual needs of the dying person

marks an innovation in Jewish tradition.

Until this point however, only the needs of the

survivors were recognized with an elaborate system guiding

mourners through the burial and mourning process following

the deatﬁ of a loved one.

throwing of

the death.

rituals during shivah and sheloshim.

For example, the keriah and
dirt over the casket reinforce the reality of
The grieving process too is facilitated by the

However, until

Ma'avar Yabok, no similar tradition existed for the dying

person him/herself.

compiled in

Yabok, none

While manuals for death and dying were
the years following the publication of Ma'avar

was as comprehensive or innovative.
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Chapter Pour
The Acharonim of Northern EBurope

During the 16th and 17th centuries, the major
contribution made by northern European Acharonim to the
deathbed confession was in the form of manuals, much like
Ma'avar YabokK. Aside from this, apart from one
controversial issue, acharonic commentary on the deathbed
confession was minimal. At the center of this debate raged
one question: when is the appropriate time to confess. The
commentators posit two opposing opinions regarding this
issue, each of which identifies. the role of confession in a

completely different way.

Two opposing views exist in determining the time
confession takes place. On one side of the debate stands
Rabbi Yehoshua Falk Katz, a Polish Acharon who died in
1614. In his commentary to the Tur entitled Prisha, Katz
suggests that one must confess even before death becomes
imminent. Throughout an illness, one must become
accustomed to confronting and admitting one's sins. In
Yoreh Deah 338, Katz explains that through confession, one
prepares for one's eventual death. Moreover, one must
confess even when one's illness does not appear to be life

threatening, for dying without the aid of confession is an
avoidable ‘tragedy,. simply by confessing early in one's

t
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On the other side of the controversy exists the
opinion that confession must take place only in the last
moments of life. Supporting this view are two
commentators, the first of whom is Rabbi Joel Sirkes, born
in Poland in 1561. The Bach (the name derived from his
commentary to the Tur, Bayit Chadash) argues that a sick
person should confess only when death is imminent, for if
one is not at the threshold of death, confessing can push
one over the edge, causing a premature death. The Bach's
comments underscore the potency of confession. While Katz
emphasizes the potential benefits of confession, The Bach
argues that confession is potentially dangerous. The act
of vidui may hasten death by breaking one's heart. If one
is told to confess, one may think that death is closer than

it is and may die prematurely.

In juxtaposition to Katz's view that confession
prepares the sick for death, Sirkes claims that reminding
the sick of their duty to confess prior to the moment of
death is dangerous and must be avoided. Concurring with
the Bach's view is Siftei Cohen (1561-1640, Lithuania). In
his commentary to the Shulchan Arukh, the Shach states that

one should. be told to confess only when death is imminent.

Of significance-astell-areytwo additional:pointSu
First, .in his.commentary to the Tu, Rabbi-Moghe Isserles.

(died in-the-Land-of Israel in 1571) suggest that if one
ST RS S
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wants to lengthen the confession, one may recite the
confession of Yom Kippur, ashamti, bagadti, gazalti.
Isserles supports lengthening the confession by stating
that, “It is a good thing to delineate one's sins, to
measure these sins carefully, and to consider which sins we
have not weighed because we have overlooked them."! Only
after we recall these forgotten sins can we achieve true
peace and atonement. In the Drisha to the Tux, Katz adds
that we may lengthen the existing confession in any way we

choose, not limiting us to a specific formula.

Agide from these issue, the acharonim are relatively
silent on the topic of deathbed confession. Thus, while
the acharonic commentators do contribute somewhat to the
development of the deathbed ritual, the major innovations
appear not in their commentaries at all, but in various
manuals written specifically for the sick and dying and

those who care for them.

As‘we have seen, Ma'avar Yabok is the most important

example of this genre. influencing this work, as we

dlscovered 1n the previous chapter, was the 1nflux of

Spanlsh Jews into southern Europe. Alongs1de these

1 . ‘y
R R ) \

lmmlgrants arrlved a rlch JeW1sh tradltlon of scholarshlp

RS \.,I"Lr .

Partlcularly 1nfluent1al to the development of the deathbed
g b hag e £

confession was Kabbalah and 1ts unlque theosophical system
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of belief. These kabbalistic attitudes formed the

foundation of Berechiah's work, Ma'avar Yabok. So too was

Isaac Horowitz influenced by kabbalistic theology in the

compiling of his magnum opis, Shpei Luchot Habrit.

Isaac Horowitz (b. 1560 in Prague) spent the early
vears of his life in Poland. His reputation as a "saintly*
Torah scholar spread throughout Poland and Russia. In
1606,.he was invited to become rabbi of Frankfurt-on-Main,
where he remained until 1614, when an anti-Semitic uprising
forced him out of the Jewish ghetto.2 Horowitz returned to
Prague serving as its chief rabbi, and in 1621, after the
death of his wife, emigrated to Israel. So determined to
live in Israel was Horowitz that he left Prague without.
notlfylng his community or his children. Horowitz did,
however, compose an ethical will to leave to hlS children.
In this ethical will, he outlined “the ideal way of life,
customs and laws for the whole year, elaboratlons on the
fundamental tenets of Judalsm, ba91c 1nstruct10n in

Kabbalah a commentary to the Torah and many mlscellaneous

matters. "3

This document, which has come to be known as Shnei
Luchot Habrit, grew to monumental proportions. So immense

was this. work, .that Horowitz completed its writing only

ifo. 114 {1l f\[ﬂ\(l i iy ?«r')-s
after’ he”had*lixfed in Yerdsf fob' &' Hiimber of | véars: "TF was

ALY Grath N
IRTEr I B TRV R PN 20 riebpew sgioms ot ihe ‘x;u;\ii'.e,h.ﬁ.u_‘l.i..ldi@hm

2 Scherman. ‘The ~Early Acharonim, p. 135.
3 ibid;'p. 135220
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during this time in Israel that Horowitz devoted himself to

the study of Kabbalah. As a gtudent of Chaim Vital, a

disciple of Isaac Luria, he became well-versed in Lurianic

Kabbalah. The influence of this theological system upon
Horowitz's attitudes is clear in Shnei Luchot Habrit.

Furthermore, Horowitz ‘may have-been exposed to
Lurianic Kabbalah in Italy where he spent time before

reaching Israel. He may even have known Berechiah's work,

whose influence upon the Sheloh is profound.? 1In fact,
Horowitz's gection on the deathbed confession closely

resembles Ma'avar Yabok. Horowitz maintains Berechiah's

basic format as well as the confessional formulas, prayers,
and rituals prescribed in Ma;axa;_iabgk. Thus, in order to
avoid unnecessary redundancy, we will not conduct an in

depth exploratlon of his treatment of the deathbed vidui.
Sufflce 1t to note that llke Ma_axar_xabek the Sheloh

galned w1de acceptance among European Jews .3 Horowrtz

hlmself galned renown as well, and 'exerted a profound
v Tt o
1nfluence on the llfe of all of central and Eastern
g Ty vl X i
«6

European Jewry for the next 150 years.
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4 shnm_]_mhm_mm as, first printed in. _Amsterdam _in 1649, 19, years ..

after Horowitz's death. . . _
5-Between—1693-and~-1795;-20 Hebrew editions of the Kizzur Sbnei Luchot
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While Horowitz is of North European descent, his work
is, for the most part, informed by Kabbalah, stemming from
southern European and Palestinian influence. Thus, the
factors which led to the compilation of the Sheloh are
quite different from those which inspired the writing of
Sefer Hachavim, a northern Eurocpean manual on sickness and
death written by Simon Frankfurter and published in 1703.
Both the religious and political climate of the 17th
century created an atmosphere conducive to the publication
of this and other manuals of practical rituals for daily

life.

An important impetus for increased interest in death

and dying was the popularity of the pietistic religious

e

movement in northern Europe. Because of the religious
exCitation and devotional piety which characterizes this
movement, TedJCampbell assigns the name “religion of the

heart* to these religious movements.7 The JeWish pietism

- . . 7..;,
FEN] i 4 e

closely parallels that of non JEWISh