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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 confe~sion 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. 

Laveson leaves no doubt about the minimal role that 
confession had in the Bible. Here as elsewhere, Rabbis found 
proof texts f.or 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 
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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 litu~gy of confession from Yehudah HeChasid 
or Eleazer of Worms, but instead, liturgical expansion of the 
confession comes from Sefarad, particularly through the Zahar. 
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 ~hich 
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 interes.t in death and dying began when, as a 

teenager, I spent many hours ovf'-· the course of three years 

visiting .my gr~n_dfa~her in nursi..g homes and hospicals. 

During this time, .I gained a un-tue awareness of the 

fragility of life, which is oftl.. veiled from adolescents. 

Death and serious illness were tangible realities in my 

daily life as my grandfather, "Mutt," hovered between life 

and death for mu~h of tpis time. My grandfather's imminent 

death created an ever present drama in my life. Yet 

despite this fact, I also spent many joyful and memorable 

hours with h..im, singing old songs and hearing the same 

stories day after day. It was during this time that he 

taught ,me. al}d my sister basic Yidd~.sh (which we later 

taught our dog. to understand). 

While.vis~ting Mutt, I became acquainted with other 

patients in the nursing home and hospitals where he 

resided .. I .w.ill ne'!'er forget Joe,, .one of his. many 
' • • . ' • • • • . l • • • • • ' • .. - . • . 

rqqil)Il1a~!;S", - ~oe,,,w):lo :was 97 years_.P+d;,\>fh~~.we"~et,_ told,;I!\e 

thi3._t h..e.-.was -~_ .. cquriei,r- fo;r- the _Pony., EXJ;?:r;e~~· (I ,doub.ted: t~e 

What .. was mos.t ,Btriking about -
.__. - '-·. ''. J .~ - ."I . . ' ' • ' .... ~ . ' ' 

~oe_ ,-hO\<f,91{~~'-' _,~Il! ac1cl,it.l.on_. t;.o .hisi Y~"1:~~ c_<;>'-!!l::1PY~ §,~_9,r~es, was 

nis g~µtle . .:.ac.c;:~p~-q~Ce tOf death. · Jo~ "a9.~u_a~lY.:o~an,teQ.~.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 with 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. These-people 'seem to 
. • • - I '>. •! • ,. -~ •.' ~. '· -. '. r l'.J", .' .. •- r :"'1 ., ~.~I'', .,~)ii 

possess a faith that death ·will ·ori:ng them comfort. · · ·· · · · - · 

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! The~e 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 become a consuming passion 

for me. In particular, I have endeavored to.understand 

Judaism's approach to death. The more I le~rned of 

Judaism's attitude to death, tpe more my own was 

reinforced, for I found that Judaism too viewed death .as 
. J ) . " . • •. -· - . 

th~ final stage of life. This-I concluded after studying 
\, I ,• ' 

the Jewish rituals for death, mourning, and burial, as well 

as the Jewish emphasis upon the sanctify of life (and while 

death i~ part o~. ~if~, 1i~ 1 .tq.o, ~s ,7~x;i~t~f~eq> .~ , ,1'fy 1 ~utlook 

ox: d;.gth, was r~int9rc~~ nq~ 11only 1~ ~ academic e;t,~di~r.~?~ 

death ~x;iq dY;~B9.r put; t?rq~gh 1!1Y .~Rrlt wit~ s.~~k.a~4 1 ?¥ing 

pe9ple. Thro\lgh ,t.his w9;-jt, ,:): haye. fo1,1p¢1.,great m~c;n~ng in 
.......... ~ ..... J.. .... .o•f,Jt.Q._ •.... 1 l_.,) ••. _} •.•. ~!•.I.• 

I!1Y.. -.~~f,~t~oq~~~~~ .-.~~th , ~nos~, ~nc~~I. th.f~~9B~d 0~ 1 ~~a~p. 1.: ,,r, 

wg7r~, .. ~h~ Pl}~si~~~/~~d !Jl~Rt~;i.,,~~Pi~df F~8n: R~ et <i,Y).XZ.~f~P,e,fs89; 
allow, there.is a remark~ble l~yel ot honesty, and ipsight 

~.''-.",:).; / , . -~ '. ~; 1J.1_, •• - ' j_)/ L!i'.l. 1\,.:J --~ :°'•_.' ~ ! l •·_·,~ti· \J,,)~-~-
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of the ~ransience 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, practice these well-known rituals. 

Even school children learn of these rituals in their 
" 

synagogue classrooms and life-cycle courses. Missing from 

the textbooks however, and absent from the practice of many 

Jews, is a ritual for dying. While such a ritual does 
· , • ,. . . '. i r' 

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 it in secondary literature, the card 

catalog presenting a dead end in my inquiry into confession 
\' ' ,-

on the deathbed. It seemed that Jews throughout most of 
I , -' . 

history were simply not concerned with vidui al hamitah 
•,{. ~ : \ : ' ' . . ~ ; (· ';,1 ,. : ::. 

(confession on the deathbed). over the course of many 
• ' .i . ~. " ' 

months, I traced every lead and conducted a comprehensive 
' . , I ' '(.; • '! 

study of confession on the deathbed. 
· •.•.. :, r .:~ ,'., ·~ ~;ii,·~;: , .. ~,' t ·~ • ' ~ 
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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. While 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 insisted 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 
• ... • r • 

phenomenon. While in later classical texts (the Talmud and 
··. 

Tur for example) a number of biblical citations of vidui 

are associated with confession on the deathbed, the Bible 

itself makes no direct reference to confessing before 

death. Similarly, certain instances in which biblical 
' ' 

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 of confession 

on the deathbed despite the apparent absence of this 

phenomenon in the Bible; 

> •• \ 

The earliest direct reference to confession on the 
\ • ' , • ' I . • . l t 

deathbed in classical sources appears in the Mishnah. 
- ' : , ··.I . , ·. , '~ ,j 1 •· ' ' ; : . ,· .. f .• . • • . , I l . _ ' . 

While a number of passages in the Mishnah refer to either 

confe·s~i~n 0
1

f siri;''(p~1i~0~r1ily on Yo~. Klppurl. o;r ~~~fe~sion 
··~':· :,'i r_ ... ,_: -·i: ·,." .. - ~--·~· •. ;;"' ·:_:..~-,~=J!.:·:.·-:- .. ·(_ ;.,..t11;:. 

of the se'cond tithe, only one passage deals directly with 
-'-~--~i_·t.~,r;_._1, ~---•.: '.1:'.'.C\..J l.···.'~·2r~:i\·;.j ,j,-: ~:· .. ~·-~ _-1(,,:-;,;L1;,Sl, ~:·,\:. ~--~~' 

confession at death. Whereas confessing before death is 
• • ~ • • • • • -. : ~ ' ' ' • t" ' • ... -. 't .-, : .... u ~· ' ~. '-''. . 

g~ne~~ily krla~· a
1s vidu'i' al ha-mit-aJi" an.a· vidui sh ·'khi'~/ . 

• •.• 1 • •• • , • ,-(:::i -,-~.--. 1 ,. , .. ,~ .·, ,~ --,.~;.,. -., .. .,_ ~·n ""lr r ~ .;· 
.._•.-: •.•.. t • ,-_,_. ~ ., __ • :_)t;•'- .1. ·~t" l.'--' J .• ~- . I •, · ···• •. ol ... \ -!~ t;,, .. .· .. 

me'ra, (confession on the deathbed and confession for the 
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a morta~ly 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 confes~ion.• 

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 vidui 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 

conunanded the Israelites not to take of that which was to 

be.designated: for~God; when Achan transgressed.this 

directive,·God grew incensed and tel1s Joshua:that they 

confess in.order to repair the covenantal trust they had 

betrayed. In. response· to G.od' s plea, Joshua. then .entreats 

Achan- to. confess and:: purify himself. ; Here, : the . confession 

assumes the: formiused·by, Achan.in .answering.Joshua, 
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•vaya•ap Akhan et-Yehoshua, vayomar, omna anokhi chatati 

laAdonay Elohei Yisrael "Indeed, I 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 Mishnah? 

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 [his forbidden possessions, animals, tent, and 
1,: . ~ : '·' .:. ' \. 

all he had] with fire, after they had pelted them with 
~ :. . ' ' . ·:1 • ' ,+ 

stones.• Mishnah Sanhedrin 6:2 explains the Joshua 

. . , . ' . ·. :. ·, ,· ' - .. 
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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 does 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 paradigm for the rite, 

namely, "Thus and thus have I done," followed by a detailed 

explication of one's transgressions. 

One guideq.ine to confessing is intr.oduc~d by .Rabbi 

Judah, an.Amara from the thi:i;d ceµtury (d.c. 290 CE). In 
'. ... ' - ·- . . . . . . - - . .. ~ . - . . . ' . . . 

his opiµion,. if one. is -wronglY._,~cc~sed and sentenced 

throu~~ ~~lse ~~st,imony,., oqe-'m~y: s~y., :; "L.~~ my _de~th b.e an 

atonemen~ .. fo~ <?~+.-my. i;;.i~, ,ex<!.el>tc thi!jl, . .S,).f1i 1" n•JThr. sages . 

rej ec!;.,~d c_lj.p.__bq~ Juqah' s ~ling ;hpwev.e:r:.. : t-Jl · people wh,Q: are 

co!lV:i-Gt;.~Q. q~, ,a ,.c;rim_e G_Qul4. . .e_aslJ..Y.1q;l~im i_M.oq_e_nc~; CIJ!d tl:iu.s., 

woul.4. _CQAf_~!'l~ J..p. '.t:hi!:i"-WCfY ·Jn qrd~r: t;:o. ~cle~rht.n.ems.el ves. 
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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 one'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 
; • ! r • 

•• ... r • • ••• •· .....:.- t . , 

once happened that when a certain person was approaching 
•' ,· - , . . , \ -- . - '· 

the place of stoning, he was told to confess. He then said 
' . . 

·-·. ;.' l. i.:.' •• • .• 

'May my deat~ be an atonement for my sins, but if I have 
' ' ; l ' - . - . . ' .. : . ' ' . 

sinned [in the way you have said], then do not pardon me, 
· ... 1~-·~~;_ '. I ~ ' \ l ;": ,..;,. . - •.:· ': . 

for may the bet din of Israel be clean [upright] . • And 
- - ;_ J'''=:~:0;·-!_ ;~ :·~) :·.'.'·>.· : ! .... ~ .. •l• .::;_;.·:~ . . ... ~ •' ·~' 

when this matter was brought before the bet din their eyes 
• .• , t ,., •• ... ,.,.:,(Jo)"(\,_--.---~; ... , .. .'£"•·:!" ... ~-~· .• il\.-.·- ,., •. ~.:1 .... ·:' 

flowed with tears. They said, 'To restore him is 
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imposs.il;>le 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. While 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 

basis 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 Sanbedrin is not to elaborate further upon the 

phenomenon1.6f confessionr- but 'to· out:l.ine Achan•s: ·sins and 

to' distingu.tsh ··between: secret rand revealed ·transgressions. 

It '-presents no' new '-information ':and thus, affords· :us ·no 

greater~understandin:g ·Of the confession itself. Thus, 

although Sanbedrin 43b fails to give us more insight into 

., . .!:>;: ,.··, .• : . 
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confess~on 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. In 

both of these passages, Joshua 7:19-25 is employed as a 

prooftext establishing the validity and efficacy of 

confession. (M. Sanbedrin 6:2 and Sanbedrin 43b both add 

that if one does not know how to 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, 

•whoever becomes ill and=is about to die, is told,· •make 

confession, 1 for all who are~about to die must·confess.• 

The~ passage· continues, · ; . l 

. \ . 
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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. When 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 inunense 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-co~e. 

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 

matched by the midrash as well. In 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 

(as 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 

sin-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 

confession . 

Second, Rabbi Natan's assertion at the end of this 

passage is integral· to the discussion bf .. confession on the 

deathbed. Rabbi Natan states that, •This passage (Nuinbers 

5: 6-7) serves as the foundation of the·:principle that all 

those who are about 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. Sanhedrin 6:2. In 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 

mid.rash manages-to-read confession on the deathbed.into the 

biblical injunction to confess one's sins. Despite these 

fewreferences to vidui al hamitah, the phenomenon is still 

undeveloped:during this entire period, with only the basic 

directive in -place. 

' ... . . . 
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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 developments. Their comments .seem to 

suggest that from 500-1000.CE, confessing before death was 

not. of major concern for Jews. In his commentary to 
·' . ' . .l • ' '·'.' •. 

Shabbp,t .. 32a,, _for exampl~, _Jla~benu c~anap.~l. (990-1055.l just 

repeats ,the talmudic text adding n(), new decisipn.s. In his 
' 

coµunentary to Shabbat 32a, .~abbenu ~issim, (99.0.-1062), adds 
' . ~ . . ... . . . .. ~ . . . . . . ' . ' ... ' 

only t~c?-t .1~~, Y~~zchak, son,-.ofi~R.ay"Xep9,1j1µua,,,_ l\\9-i~t~~n~,-, that 

p~op;Le. shpµld:. e.t~rnal*y, request il,ll~rcy 99., tpa~. they, ~il;~ .. not - , -

fall ill. This statement infers that praying at the time 

·f .. f, 'l~ ;._,1,,;,r\.'' e -ect ... ---' .... ·•· -
... i<1'1 rri .. ~~ ·· : 

-·· ~ .. • .... 

,J, .... ~, iJ ( 

• : :: '•<°"i r:Lh 
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Regarding the confession said at the moment of death, 

Rabbenu Nissirn 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. While 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 Erey Yorn Kippur.l In the 17th century, the vidui of 

Rabbenu Nissirn was also recited by Torah scholars on their 

deathbed and R. Nissirn'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 confession, the prayers composed by Saadia Gaon 

and Rabbenu Nissim begin to fill 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 Tliis ·coiifc8sion· can!. be 'found in · RBbbr Nosson Scherman, The· ·complete 
Art Scroll Macbzor: Yom Kjppur (B.rooklyn: Mesorah Publications, Ltd., 
i99o),'.ltfu>'.' 48~51. : . ' 

2,:.~~-~H~p~c,%•;~·'.~o~~ J>~ryodena, Maavar Yabok (1626; rpL 
Jerusalem: Yashfeh, 1927), section 11:7. 
3 Rabbi Chaim Binyamin Goldberg, Moumjpg in Halacbah (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 Yorn 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; forthe 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 

Pietists reflects a religious ritilieu in which deathbed 

confession might be more easily appreciated. 

. sti:;on~.~Y, in.~1-~~.~~~TI~:.\~~~:::.i~!l?u~p~c~ ~d. pi;ac;t~pe :«?.~ "~h~, 
• ! . -, \ 

cli~sldei Ashicimazare'the writings of the earlier Jewish 
.• _1,1,{ •• t. 
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mystics. Many of the ideas and rituals Qf the pietists 

were informed by and developed as a direct result of 

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

heightened concern with drawing nearer to God (or the 

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

these pietists were also characterized by an increased 

at tent.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 

acceptance of confession on the deathbed during this 

period. Thus, the influence of the early mystics upon the 

Chasidei Ashkenaz is integral to the discussion of 

confession on the deathbed in that it is clear that during 

t~is_~d later periods, where mysticism moves, there is a 

greater interest in confession. 

Early mystical texts (including Sefer Yetsirah.and 
. I. . I •• 

hekhalot literature) arrived in the Rhineland via southern 
- ' . " 

Italy_ during the ninth c.ei;itury, the very period that the 

Kalonymus family is credited with laying the founaa.tion of 
_ .• • i• •. ~· . • ;, . · . · l~I .:! .·,;·' ·. . · ' ,,.{:. 

Rhineland,µewcy .s. J •. Saon,, the Ch~pidei Ashkena.z were, w~ll 
• : , , . f .I ._, , 1 •. •. , , • , , .,.. , ./ •---·· • ,,_ ,. . •• • , • • • ~ • I , •-.. 

ver~E7dl ~n th~, rec.E;!~t. <;l,l:!velop~ents i?. Jewisl_l, 8\Y~~ici.sm. 

Acc9r.q~ng:- .~o: ,t;.{le:. ~r?-c;l~ ti\:>n~·i.9:f' .t;.he Gerpi~n Pie,~i.si~·~ a.ft. the 

12~h 1 9e~~ury'.'··· .~~~.; ;:ne~., my~~~r ~es" of. mys~ic,i,sm~ .. ~?ir:l~q.~ng 

matters of the Merkavah and the power of the system of 

· 1i•\tl,, ·p. J.1. 
4 Rober:ti M~ Seltzer, Jewish People. Jewjsh Thouaht (New York: Macmillan 

~\.•t.•..O•tf t. ····'· 

Pu}?.1>:~hin.s ~.p., i~S:rct18,8Q).t: P.~ni~~' v .. ~:c .:•1. •.•: '' 1L. 5 --• -• I - • . 
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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-

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, this chain of names links Babylonian and 

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 

well, in the form of Merkavah literature.•7 

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 Egypt8) that 

mysticism directly influenced their attitudes and practice . 

But we can trace the chain of mystical inf luece further 

still. The German pietistic literature was eventually read 

by the kabbalists, informing their attitudes as well. 

Evidence-of this phenomenon appears in the fact that 

Bachyia Ibn Pekudah' s Choyot. Haleyayot, ·written· in. the 

early 11th century, was·translated.by the kabbalists in 

1160 on the· initiative· ofr.Meshullam ben Jacob :and ;the 

circle' of kabbalists in Lunel.9 The widespread success of 

6 ( ibid;,r:p~•J33.:. .. . '.:' i _.: _ ~.L - '" •
0

• ~ .... .. . ~ ) ' ' . ~ . , . 

7 •ibid.,Pp .. ·33:' . ' 7 . ·. ' . 

8 'ibid1r: p.: 35J.1·Found;in the,·.British::MwicUm..~Ms.<752.tfol: ·132b.'·:::_,, i:": '-· 

9·, "b"d ~·· ., 3'6'' .,i_. ·•·.·. )' 't: .. , ... ','. 'l.}~, l' , .• 'J,"'-.. I I ;, Lp. ~- .. ;. I. ' '. , 

23 

" 

,! II 

:111 
.11 
,·." 

" 

: ' 

:11 . " 
' 
! II 

. '1: 11 . ' ,I 



.. 

) -

r-! • 

~' _; 

r~ . 

[: : 

.l< I' 

- •. - r , . ~· ~ ~ 

. . . 

,. ~.-. ... ,. 
~; -• '. _., . I 

r; 1 .. bidi t 

' · 1 . bir:ii I 

LJ(r; ~: ~ ,,t,~1~: ~ 

,;~ ,{! bidi Q 
• 

this wo~k 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 [Pesikta Rabbati 185a] 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 11th 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.system exists.which facilitates the 

transition from non-pietism into pietism.11 Marcus 

10 t0Crs4om7Scholem, Kabbalah (New York: Quadranglcffhe New York 
TimcsJBQOk'·.Co., 1974), p. 32. 
1-1 :Ivan fl. '.·Marcus, Piety . and Society: 1bc Jcwjsh Pjctists of Mcdjcyal 
Oennapy .. (1:.eiden: B.J. Brill, 1981), p. 76. 
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indicates that repentance and atonement were the very roots 

German piety.12 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.• 13 

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.14 The 

association of the initiation rite of the pietists with a 

symbolic death suggests the liminality of the initiation 

experience. That confession is the vehicle through which 

this transition is achieved makes a statement about the 

power of confession in facilitating transition at a liminal 

moment(whether .:i.t be the changing of one's sfatus from non-

pietist to pietist, or the ultimate liminal experience, 

death). so power~ul were the affects of contession, that 
'. '' j ! j - • ' ' • \. - ~ i: . . 

at times _•a Sage w~s.successful in winning over a non-
• • \-.. •. ,..!~- ... I ·.1~ ... ·• ____ ·_·-•. :· ·_,i ·1 • 

Pietist through confession and penances .• 1s . 
~· "j ~ :·' ;;· ; ' -~ ' I • 

. : ,, . 
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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.16 The 

incorporation of confession into the r~tual system of the 

Chasidei Ashkenaz was widespread and not confined to Sefer 

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

of Judah HeChasid, includes a section.on vidu.i in his work, 

Harokeach, in which he speaks of approaching the holy 

throne of God through confession and repentance.17 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 

deathb~d. the cerit~~lity'of conf~ksion ~~d the great 
. . . . . ,,•-.r·~ _,,. , . •· .. 

emphasis placed upon i'ts power to f'acilitat'e a major life 

change -~ong ; th~ Gerriian Pietis~~, · pav~d· £fie way· for 

acceptance . ~f Mt"li&"·d~a'thbed C0°nf1ess.ion : fn latet generations. 

. .. !_,.;. 

. fQ;-ui:Ge~~n .JeWijyj,1 ~.h.e late 12,~l;l. a~d. lJ~h.-:-:ce~~u~i,~s., .i 

wi.tne~s :·~~<!~tI.~J;>.E.~~~.:hatr.e.c;l. that. wex:i.t.,$0. far as anti-Jewish 

violence. 18 -~ ~!?.;;: ~':l~h~5~~c :J.ews, ox;i tP,~ o~hef-, :Q~.d,,, f..he 
'"1r.•-.1t-tpi' 'DJ·,.,, ... ,,~···' 

•' \..._ . '-.' -- - . •• .l -· "'!_Jo • - ... 
:·~ ., '',j :1~-~~-~ -···~ .,•t __ .·~:_ 

... :. : ·_:_. - . 
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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). In 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 Misbnah Torab, Maimonides contends that verbal 

confession (as opposed to silent confession) is a positive 

comrnandment.19 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 committed." "How does one confess,• asks the Rambam 
• r { • ~' 

in the Misbnab Torab? One should state, 
. ' 

I implore you, God, I sinned, I transgressed, I 
committed iniquity before you by' aoing~'thus' and -thus . 

19 Miiilineh ·-xorji.b;·aukliot Teshuvah. t:t. 
confes'sioli : 1is positive commandment #73. 

.. . .... ':'. '.,.,,., 

According the Sefer HaMjtzyot. 
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Behold, I regret and am embarrassed by my deeds. r 
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 context's· Maimonides· includes. This formula, derived 

from YQma 66a, describes the confessional prayer of the 

High Priests on Yorn Kippur. 

Noteworthy is Maimonides' assertion.that sacrifice 

without a verbal confession as well will not atone for 

sins. Leviticus 5: 5 ser'l/es: as the source· for this 

directive, "One must confess the sins one has committed.• 

Through this assertion, Maimonidies underscores the 

necess'il:y'' of confession in helping:~·to,.bri'ng :about cleansing 

and-atonement; sacrifice and repentance alone do not 

suffice;. 'Cbh·fess'ion: too is needed ln.i order· to complete the 

atonement'; process~· · 

;. ' . ' ' 

Maimonides then establishing a connection between the 

obligat1on<,tb3 cohfes·s~wi:th tbe~ 'mome!ntr 'of" one •·s·' deat.h: 

indi\r-i;dua];"Ej5 doi.. ·not a.th\ieve· a:toriententl· 'through :death until 

'theYLnave1 :reperttea; cina: rc:ortfe's:se'd ,i ri •'frnoEJe.~ whl:P<a¥·e :aent~noed 

20 "b'd. 11' 1 1 •.• , - ; • 
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to be executed or lashed by the court do not attain 

atonement through their death or lashing unless they repent 

and confess. ·21 Thus 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 Misbnah 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 

confession, contained in Torat Ha-adam, which is still used 

today as the central confessional prayer one recites before 

dying. Thus, more than any other figure, R. Moshe ben 

Nachman (Nachmanides) is responsible for the formulation of 
. . . 

deathbed confession. 

. ) '. 

· Nachmanides • interest '.in the.,confession .on the 

dea~~iT.~r. w~~ .. ~~;re~~JY .. ~1~£~u~~~~~, o/~.~~-8i;,Ri7rs~~t . , . . : 1. . 

~cX:'gro\in~ ~' s::; H~h 'was'lobrn10ii:r>i 1119~~~111·~Ger~ita1} 1 "Spaih11t:in'.a· d~.ed' 
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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.22· 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 were 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 

specifically during this period (in the mid-13th century), 

and why is it Nachmanides who recorded it. The answer 
... 

clearly points to Kabbalah and the Zahar as that which 
.- ...... . . ' ' .. 

\. 

stimulates interest in the phenomenon of confession on the 

deathbed. Nachmanides' association with Kabbalah 
' . .. ~ . ' ' 

(according to Scholem, he had •joined the ranks of the 

kabbalists as a young man [and] prepared the way for 

reception of the Kabbalah in Spain•24) .led to his concern 

with :the: fate of·1 thei soul: at' death. and· the integral rolie: 

confession: pJ.:ayed in, reqard~ ,to that~. fate~. ~ • .1.Thus, ,;i -, -

2 2. '5ghJi~ril:. ~Jritin<i?· tb~f ·'were .. it~ hot : r<i~;. Nacbmarii~~s· T ·~~hJiali~n with the 
Gerona-kabballsts;··they ·'would not have been as influential. Scholem, p. SO. 
235 R'a&bi'cNossoli\ :-Scherman/ Meir Zlotowitz, eds., The Rjshonjm (Brooklyn: 
MesonmhPublications~<>lLtd~Fi1982),tlp~ 92; " .,-... ~.t.•ul ;·,.i!lnwing 1k;;1i1 !f, <\}11 ~d 
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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 soul, 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 Gerena 

kabbalists, who discuss the mystical basis of redemption, 

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. ,,25 It is through 

confession on· the deathbed, as we will see lat.er in this 

study, that one ·effects tne unity of the Divine·atid comes 

face· to ·face with the.1.sJiekhindh. 

.... . ' .... ~ .. t I• ' 
,, 

.. ,, 
.. -:. L .! . .I -.. . , 

Nachmanides records his views regarding the laws of 
. ... ;_. : (.1L '..:Jr~ " ~:..:i:~:·.m-.l·! 1. .e:• .. ' ~~. 1- ':J ~ ...... · 

mourning, reward and punishment, .and.resurrection of the 
:,~1,:~Y·.:· :·:_ ·._-:i;·,· .... ,_. .-("1?j:·· ~-,•.•t ~·\:I ::....)_\.',.loll()!~ ~1!_;:1, :,r: 

dead 'ih ·his· treat1'se · entit-ie'dJ'Torat'. ij9,J adafu.26 '.l what lends 
• r .• • : : i ·:1':' '.:...-1 :1Q r:·1~·!. f ~.. · · · I .. -.'.--'.·;·~-. . ·.,.:, .:·1 •• 

this treatise special significance is Nachmanides' 

..... r··L~ ··11 ... ....:., 1•,·11"'1~,-~c.;~ (·t.1 ·l~- :..._,1f1 l'. -~ ~-.~::_·~:~r •. :i~··,!\_'~·: _ ...... u .._J, •·' ... ,._, •.. , ........... ~... -~ -

25 Scbolem, p. 335. 
.<2~ r: Naclitnanidesc ralso discus~es <-th6 rfate of the soul following death in Sha' ar 
Havemul in the Zohar. Scbolem, 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 

deathbed confession. He includes rabbinic material which 

we have already seen in the previous chapter (Shabbat 32a, 

Sanhedrin 43b, and Semachot 44bl . 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 confessed and have not 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 s,i.clt·a~e about.to die, ,do-not.inform them, lest 
they go out of their minds. And do not rend garments, 

. lest"the. 1dying 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..:;quii.et in the midst of the dying:in order not to 
disturb them. 

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

.. ,_, ' ' 
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bana av, the biblical source from which confession on the 

deathbed is derived. In 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 Yorn Kippur in Yoma 36b. "Our Rabbis taught 

in a baraita, how should one confess? Say, aviti, pashati, 

chatati, (I have committed iniquity, 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 Yorn 

Kippur; on the deathbed, like Yorn 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 

(if not wrote) 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'anshei 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'adaro, 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 
store 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, re·ady .. to accept death if this is God's will. ·Thus, in 

this brief formula, the dying person ·bargains with .God in 
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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 1305) in Guadalajara, Spain, 

the work reflects many of the attitudes prevalent among the 

Gerena 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 
• . J j 

. ' . ' .-;. ·. . l:. ' : . ' . . .• 

fate of :o~,e;\l'I .soul ~s dep.end~ni: -.up~ri ~he ou_tco~~ of _the 

judgment which occurs on this awesome day. Thus, in the 
·~~\. !;,_ dc 11 · ~: • ~. 
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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 

is of major consequence in determining the fate of the 

soul. 

Scholem characterizes the central elements of the 

Zohar in 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.27 

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 upoh one's life~ First, upon separation 

from the body I 'the S~~l "embarks upon an unknown path, a 

journey whose destination is unknown .. This day is one of 

anger ·ana :a±~serlsion: · Moreoverr; the specific moment at 

which ·the' 1soul departs· from the ·body· is characteriz'ed ·as 

one of crisis and violence: 

.... when11the.ttiine •. c.ames.fo:c:Ha nfan .. to depart from th'e" · 
· , : world, and he sees what he sees, the spirit moves 

1 .,,.,,t;P,t;c;>,~9~. ~v~;y part of the body, following all its 

• '') \..;. • ~:. • ""'P, 

27 Schol~mJi pi. 58. 
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convolutions, like someone who sets out to sea without 
oars, going up and down without any peace. And it 
(the soul) goes and asks leave of every part of the 
body, and (no time) is more violent than the day when 
the spirit separates from the body. 11 28 

However, the intensity of the ecstasy that death 

occasion far surpasses its violence. The Zohar contends 

that we die with open eyes, looking forward to death. The 

separation of the soul from the body, therefore, is not 

viewed primarily with dread, but rather, with joyful 

anticipation. "Death frees the soul from the shackles of 

the body. The body forms a barrier between the soul and 

the upper world, which is the origin of the soul, the. 

eternal resting place as well as the source.•29 An 

individual longs to return to the source and to encounter 

the shekhinah. Thus, one need not fear death. 

On the contrary, an individual greets death openly 

with the knowledge that upon death one is greeted by the 

shekhinah. At this moment, •the dying man's exaltation 

reaches its height. 11 30 It is through death that one's soul 

achieves ultimate peace, for "death frees the soul so that 

it can ascend unhindered to contemplate the radiance of the 

angels and the divine sefirot.•31 The zohar's description 

... \ 

2 8 Isaiah Tishby, .i:Wui~sdwolJ.mlL.lo.uf'-!Jth~e._Z~owh.111.ar 
p. 832.:' ·, ' : ' ' ' •... -' '. 

29 Isaiah Tishby, p. 838 • 
30 ibid., p. 834. 
31 ibid., p. 835. 
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(Oxford: Oxford University Press), 
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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 this is the ultimate day of 

judgment. In a description which is reminiscent of Yorn 

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.•32 It is during the 

entire period of a serious illness and impending death that 

one is judged'. While the day·of c:Ieath is the ultimate day 

of reckoning, sickness too is viewed as a precarious period 
. . ' . . ,-

in which a person's deeds are considered and ]udged. The 

finali:ty Of t:he'jU:dgffient that occurs during illness is 
. . . ,~ . '. - ' . . ' ' ' ' '- . ' .. ' :~- ·... '. - _) ',, '· ' . -. ' ; . . . . 

~ • · • ( ~ • · • •·• · •. ·- • • L... • • r • • . • .. - , ._, 1 • • . 

summarized. in the following' statement, "Every ·serious 
·.'(:·:~·-.: •' •.•• ' •. ··;;_1;-":,J.1 .. ,. 

the balance;: tO :be judged ei€Jier I faVOrably;-Or Unfavorably 1 

t -r'" \·'' ' · .--.. i · • • t--.. 1'• -·· · t" rl(L,.. t·· ·1 c~ · ·· :~' · ·\ .-, . '/ r·1 :-"·~ .-': ... • '· .- ' • • ,. • • . ' -· •. ·- J- ·- - • . .• - . 

for lffeF'or death: .• 33 · A:ifavorciliI:e'."jua.glijeJi.~ produces· 
r\ f'~:: .'_~·:_::. : ',. T · ·~.f:_f.~(} l..l'_.' t_:,1 '-·' ,.~-' ····.··• .... : 1 ~-l .S \}!"l1.1 

prolonged 1rife;""ori the ::oeti~rshiirid~':'~n·'tinfavdraBre outcome 
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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. 

He began by quoting "it is sealed in the h~nd of 
every person, so that everyope may know o~e·s 
deeds• (Job 37: 7 l . They have interpreted this 
verse. Come and see. On the day when one ,:s 
allotted span is completed and one is about to 
leave the world, the day when the body is broken 
and the soul seeks to part from it, one is 
permitted to see all that has previously bee 
hidden when the body was healthy and in control. 
A person is confronted by three messengers who 
examine one's days and sins and all that one has 
done·1n:the ·worldi. ··The dyiii~(person 'then · 
confesses everything with one's own lips, and 

. : 1 then-re.~als ·it; by. the.; hand. This is the meaning 
.. :9,f 1 .•1oqe. _sea~s it;. .bY. th~'.,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.34 

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 
when he is seated they judge him in the field 
with others who are to be judged. If he has a 
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 
from going! down· intci the pit. I have found a -· 
ransom" (Job 33:23-24).35 
• •. ~ J•)t. ·:i. l\1 ,/J 

This comparison between confession and an angel: is'one·we 

have seen previ'ou.sly. in.tShabbat 32a. In fact, the exact 

vers·e's · lfromj crob at-'e emptoyed1 'in1 bb'th the zoiiar : a'itd-"the 

34 Zohar·I; 78b~79a-Tishby; p. 844. 
35 Zoharri 111.~0126a-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. In this passage from the Zohar, the process 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 tel1s man 
what his thought is ... • (Amos 4:13). And he (the ill 
one) confesses them. Why? Because every deed that he 
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 

''' I 

36. ibid.;' p.• ·846:) l "' . .., I, ! . 
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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's actions 

affect the balance of the universe, with sins negatively 

affecting universal harmony. ·•when a man or woman shall 

commit any sin ... then they shall confess ... and they shall 

make restitution. The truth, however, is that through 

their penitence the Almighty, as it were, rectifies on high 
. '. 

the wrong committed, and thus the world is put right 
. '; .:1 

again.•38 According to this passage, sins disrupt the 
" '" . . . . .. ' . . . 

37 ibid., p. 847. 
38-Translation-by· Maurice Simon and Harry Sperling, The Zohar, (London: 
The; ,soncino P.ress-;. 111934 );' .p~ 1 .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 

father, The Rosh, was a rabbi.39 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). In 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 

regarding the approporiate behavior for visitors of the 

dying, he fails to present new information about the 

confession itself. Mention of confession on the deathbed 

is found in "'foreh Deah )38. This section opens with a 

reiter.ation of the discussion fo~nd in Shabbat 32a equating 
-,. ·, ' 

confessiori.w'ith an advocate who saves hUman beings from 
! ·. '· . ~ ' . : .. • ' J :· -; lo- : 
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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 people 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. 

·,: ' •... - • f1 
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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).41 Caro's great halakhic work, the Sbulchan 

Arukh, reflects the tradition and ritual of Sephardic 

Jewry. Morevover, Caro became of student of the Kabbalah, 

writing a mystical interpretation of various Torah verses 

entitled, Maqgid 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 Arukb 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 Acharonjm, (Brooklyn: Mesorah 
Publication, Ltd., 1989), pp. 84-85. 
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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 

influence of Kabbalah upon Jewish thought and practice 

creates an atmosphere conducive to interest in death and 

dying as well as a concern for the fate of the soul 

following death. Therefore, while no significant deathbed 

ritual is introduced, (apart from Nachmanides' 

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. 
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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 l'.JJ.r., 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 Zahar 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 first 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 addition of numerous Psalms and prayers 

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

·, .. ,·, . 
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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 Ma'ayar ¥abok, 

written by Aaron Berechiah of Mantua, Italy (published in 

1626) .1 

In Ma'ayar Yabok, Berechiah presents a rich and 

fascinating ritual for confession. The kabbalistic notions 

discussed in the work and reflected in the rituals make 

Ma'ayar Yabok compelling to the reader. Before exploring 

this work, however, we must first analyze the cultural, 

religiou~, 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 

piayed in increasing public interest in confession on the 
' ·_ - I ~ ' I . 

l · 'Aaron Be1ethiah 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 

Portaleonel made Italy one the foremost centers of 

Kabbalah. 2 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. 00 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 S~~!)lem, P• ,76. · 
3 ibjd., 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'ayar Yabok."5 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.6 In fact, 

Luria himself regularly confessed as part of his religious 

devotional practice.7 

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 

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'ayar 

.. ·. 

5 Scho.lem; "p .. 333. ,, "' ,,, 
~. d~or ra·.Jmore : detailed . discussion of Lurianic Kabbalah, see Scholem, 
Kabbalah, :pp. 128-144. 
7 Marc:us;· P• : 66. . 
8 ibid.~, p. 26L · · 
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Xabok; Whereas the Ila:, the last published major work 

before Ma'ayar Yabok to address the subject, discusses the 

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

Yabok devotes 344 pages to this subject alone. 

Moreover, Ma'ayar 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.9 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'ayar 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.lo 

Aaron Berechiah was among a group of Mantuans who 

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.11 

The development of mutual aid societies can also be 

9 Marcus lists the following titles of editions of Ma'ayar · ·Yabok which were 
published in European lands between 1682 and 1800: Zjkron Aharon, 
Prague, 1682, Magen Dayjd. Venice, 1704, Refuat Neshamah, Frankfurt, 
1704, .Keriah . Ne'emanab, Venice, 1715, Korbau Abaron.,1B~. 1759, Diyre 
Emet,, .·P[1lgu~. i789,, ·.P~ ~30. · 
I 0 ibid,, P.• 229. 
11 Phillipe, Mes,-. The· .Hour. of Our. Death: .(New York, Oll(onl: Oxfonl 
University Press, 1989), p.433. 
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attributed to the expulsion from Spain. In the 14th and 

15th centuries, Jewish Brotherhoods functioned as a central 

part of Jewish life in Spain. Seventy years 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.12 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.13 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 

While 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. •,15 Thus, we see an increased emphasis upon the 

spiritual well-being of the soul as well as a belief in the 

healing po~~ .2 .. ~.:..Pf"ay~r .. ~_Th_!.!3. x:i9t~~n is grounded in the 

12 Marcus, p. 64. . . . 
13 Mar6'us not'e:s-that ..:Jews ·were rhassacred in' ·great numbers in over 300 

·" ' 

German towns. Ibid., p. 64. 
14.'il;ili:. :p:6s: c' ·< ,, · • 

15 Mantua,·1185, Introductio.n: Berlin .(He~re~). ol'!~O,.par .. 21. As cited.by 
.. '.~,, • , _ ._. • I • ' !. ' J • 

Marcus, p. 216 . 
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kabbalistic philosophies popular in Italy in the mid­

sixteenth century. Moreover, the Italian 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 prayer, 

together, inspired the development of a new genre prayer 

for the sick and dying. 

The extended prayer service found in Ma'ayar Yabok for 

use upon the deathbed is an example of such prayer. In 

Ma'ayar Yabok, we find 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'ayar Yabok and all 

subsequent works on this subject rely heavily upon Ma'ayar 

Yabok as a model. While numerous manuals for the sick and 

dying are published after 1624, none is as comprehensive or 

innovative as Ma'ayar Yabok. 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. 

THE QEATHBED CQNFESSIQN OF MA'AyAR XABOK 

The title, Ma'ayar Xab9k, 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'ayar 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. And 

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 

yabok and states his principle goals in the following 

passage from the introduction to Ma'ayar Yabok: 

I _c9mppse4.new; ideas and.different explanat~ons •.. to 
present them as an offering and as incense in love and 
in reverence before. the: hQ~Y congregat.ion, · in. order 

. that.'"lt .. wi'il make a way in the midst of the shaking 

.worlds. ·-.It .is· a;bridge;~r9m~th~_world of· change and 
'd.es0

truct.'i.on, wit.h its sinful condition, to be joined 
with. the- heavenly, 1 pleasw;~s ! of Unity,. Bless;ngr;., cµio 
Hoi:i.ness · ... Md (the. dying) will pass the fjord of 
¥@.9k.;.l;.O. m-estle .w,i..t9 A_QO!,JCJ.Y·,·r·. until; the· d~wn- that is 
immortality- for then our soul and body wi~l no 

.. , ; J.011g~ra }:)e .
1
9aJ,).ed J?c9}); r pµt"' ,r~thf;!;r'. 1 Israel, 111~ ~h.a.t, we 

'. . . ... ·· ..... . .. ' . .. ~' ,_. . ~ ' .. 
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will be a kingdom of priests and we will be worthy of 
seeing God face to face. 16 

The "offering• Berechiah presents in Ma'ayar 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'ayar Yabok does not intend to achieve these goals 

solely through Nachmanides' 39 word confession, the only 

standardized and widely known confessional formula which 

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 

through the process of death. The confession for the 

deathbed reflects Berechiah's extensive knowledge of 

Lurianic Kabbalah as well as his considerable insight into 

death and dying. Thus, the confession operates 

simultaneously on two levels. First, the confession 

functions on the personal plane, guiding an individual 

through the dying process through a spiritual preparation 

for death. The confession and accompanying ritual 

facilitate dying by leading through the following stages­

self-examination, standing in judgment, spiritual 

clea~sing, acceptance of death, and finally, an affirmation 
.. ·-.. - ........... . 

· '· . ··I ' r·•r 1'7 'I·• · · '"' ."' I : ,\~ ,, ··" ~. lhl· ~ .. :·Jf ;_u;,; l~/1'. 
~~:I A~n·::a~te~hi$.' b~n~M9~~- o( 'Modena, Ma'ayar Y'bok .. Ci62~1;\ rpt,.' ,B,'nai 
Berak: Yasbfeb,, 1929)1 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.17 on 

this second level, the confession 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 theology 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, creating a balance which sin disrupts. Of 

course, the strong emphasis upon the theological 
•· ' - -· . " . ~. r ! • 

1 •• 

• - J. 

implication of confession in Ma'avar Yabok does not 
' ( .. ' - ' 

~ . ·~ . 

undermine the importance of its therapeutic impact upon a 

dying person. · Therefore, my assessment of t~e dea~~~d 
• .\ ~·--~:_,\· .. !J;i'J" ••'' • "·\ !.• I ~j•] .. ,1, ••' 

• • f "1 · "11 l '' \" \.-(! 1 ·l n1.·" ~. I,·,· 11t .· .~·11i .. "·: ! '. .1 
, •• , ,) •• \, .1 ... ~. l\.1 .. · '•. -• · , · .. L'' 

17 i ' By-'(universat, L1nmean i tft'enreatnl:\i\vbic~-- tiailgc!eods1 tlie~~etf.l~dt'tlie 
mateiialk world. Y(Itk.is a heavenly or divme sphere operating simultaneously 
ti> l the r,world. o.ccupicd 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'ayar 

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.18 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 . 19 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 

physical condition worsens, however, is and death seems 

imminent, the patient is advised to confess. Important to 

1 8 For a detailed discussion of the prayers for the ill refer to rabbinic thesis 
by Steven A. Moss, "The Attitude Toward Sickness, Dying, and DeatJ;i ~ 
Expressed in the Liturgical Works Ma'ayar Yabok and Sefer Hahay1m. 1974, 
HUC~JiR.;· New ___ York:-· -
19 B'e·ieciliati;' · p~y 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'ayar Yabok is the 

directive from Shabbat 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. Is 

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 

confessional service demonstrates the grave importance of 

confession. 

20 ibid., 'p. :s6, from Shabbat 32a. 
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The following instructions precede the first 

confessional prayer found Ma'ayar 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 (tallitl 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) . 21 

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 effectiveness, 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 ... 22 The 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 
I 

that this motivated the writing of Ma'avar Yabok. The 

following is his central goal for compiling and printing 

prayers ~nd ritual for sickness and death, he says, is "so 
•
·,· .• .1 t I , •• "t' '·I\:. '.·.n .:,. . .. •.·· n . ;· _ .• ·r·. l·11 

-.~ I~ . : : , ,. : ' ', . . , . . . . ' 
1 

, , ,, o • '• \ 4.,1 , ,1 O, I ' • J ., •I\) ! • 

22 ibid., ,p. 86. 
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that the commynity can join in song and prayer at the time 

of the going out of the soul.·23 When a one is too weak or 

ill 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'ayar 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.•25 (See appendix A-2). 

23 ibid., p. 19. 
24 ibid., while the instruction to recite Nacbmanides' 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 

proclaims his faith in God, praising God and entreating 

others to trust in Adonay. In 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 ... 26 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'ayar 

Yabok closely resembles the confession of sins of the Yorn 

Kippur liturgy. The wording of the deathbed confession 

departs from the Yorn Kippur confession in two major ways. 

First, the dying person recites the confession in the 

singular. Secondly, whereas the Yorn 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 

personappeals to God to heed the words he or she is about 

t t One humbles on. eself imploring, "Do not be deaf p u ter .. 

26 ibid.. p. 87. 

. ',, ~ · ... . '. -. 

64 

I I 

I '' 
I I 



' . 

'' ' . 

I ' 

I;;. ·I _; 

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.·27 Interesting to note is 

Berechiah's inclusion of the feminine form of the opening 

lines of this confession. In 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 

appendix 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 
sacrifice. 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 !merit a?cess ~a.the 
world-to-come reserved· on'ly· · for the righteous• . •for 
Adonay is the God of the heavens and the earth, there 
is: none else [this is ·a quotation from the,' aleynu · 
prayer] .29 

2 9 ibid., p. 88!· 

66 

' . 

. ' .·. ·-.; 

I I 

i i 
11 

' ' 



b .. 

:; " .. . ~ ' ") 

f:1· ; . ; ·' , . . . 

~ . . 

;:.:. . . . ~' : 

: '. I • : ':' , ' ;. • '• •. 

·-. 1 - ~ · -r -..., • ... . . ·' 

(i. 

'1 '° ., 1)1.dl l ~ . ·.1n ·'-i , .: 

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. In 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 God, and Moses is true, and God's 
Torah.i~ tr~e. Our King and our God, Your name shall 
b7 unified in Your world ... save us and atone for our 
~ins for the sake o~ Your name ... Hear o Israel, Adonay 
is our.God, Adonay is one. Blessed is God's glorious 
sovereign~y ~ow and forever. Adonay is God, (Adonay, 
Hu HaElohim is repeated twice), God was, God is, God 
always will be ... Adonay is the true God. 31 

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 Yorn 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-being of the dying patient, Berechiah contends that 

one must rejoice.in the face of death. "The righteous 

person should:rejoice with great happiness on the·day of 

one• s .. de~th', .. iFor God· .knows that [the day of death] is the 
. i 

• '. • ' .. ' . ' .. ~ J.. , .. --· t •. , . ' . • . . 

day of :pe~f~ction·~·~d· ... completeness, that one~ s. inheritance 
. ••.• , •• , .... ·'.-~l:'"J 1·. . . . . ~-~· .. - .... '.· 

will be ei:~~nal· •. Md the soul of the tsaddik will .be the 
. . . - . . \ .. ' ~ ~; . ·-

~ . • ' ' . ;,. ,_. { ' l i ' · ' I I 

chariot to :the .. sllekhlnah,upon death ..• In _J<et;µbot;.it is 
.,\ ,,., _ _.\,.'" Ii.).· •• ~ ,.;. .... 1,.,.1 ,l'~-·' , 

written, 'If one dies smiling, it is a good sign for this 
. ------------· --·----·· ____ _.. ........ -----~ 

I\ . \,:, , ~: I • . I 

31 ibid, p.;·89.'1.:l 1 
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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 

death, but an actual sense of joy as well. 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 Yorn Kippur al chet 

confession. The prayer, recited in the first-person 

singular, as opposed to the plural form of Yorn 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 sins, the confession adds that through sin, one disrupts 

God's name, destroying the unity of God; 

May it be Your · wi 11, Adonay, my God and God of my 
ancestors, that on the merit of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Israei ·Your :servant, that. this vidui will be 
acceptable and pleasing to You. If I were stoned, or 
burned;. o:r··kil'ledf ·or: choked·bY Your :bet din, 
according to the ordinances of Torah and halakhah, 
because"of i.the honor· of Your great name which I 
destroyed t~ough my thoughts. or _w9rds. or deeds, 
whether t.the ifirst;~:second,' third, or ·fourth letter of 
Your great and awesome name ... then, I wi.11 be 
deserving rc)f 'these· :four ·'deaths; ::~.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;: agd pure .. through,.:Your.::_gr,eatvname· ·3~ ·' 
. ~ . ., \ ... ,\· - '\\"''J., I" \'' '. ;· .·' ..• · ,, .. \f.,l ....... I .'..1\t ), /, '' 
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This section of the confession conveys the kabbalistic 

notion that sin destroys the harmony of the divine spheres. 

Confession, as well as other acts of devotional piety, is 

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.34 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.35 Thus, confession is effective on the 

highest level 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 anirnalistic 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 ~ame while 
~'-"!: ; '~i": t 0(~ • :-: ' · : . • . \.' ' .: •. ~-- .. • .' -,\I. ..« · · •. -· 

"walking in the light of a pure soul. ·36 After confessing, 
.... .. , . .. . ~ ·, . !<· .... 

.·~ \~"\...\-_(()_1_.:: 1J~.Ll ··_:_,i. .1 • 

the soul is purified and departs from the body; •the 
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70 

· .. , ·.·· .-:.· ::• •'. ' .. · ·. ,. ··,'.•. ,,•. 
, . . , 



' ' • ' 

I . 

I 1·-

..._;, 

.) 

·j I 

~-' ' 

• 

r· .) 

t; -

~ ; ' l 

I ' 

... \!, .... ; t. 

•• t -· 

• • r , f" ~ .. -· . -- " .. '· 

q a 1. : • .102 :"1 ' 

·2 'D !Iii Hl21'.1D +>-f. 

,;;;!or.I] o::i;.l:iurl:i2 

.::i11i:J '.lJf1~1W£J (:£ 

W'.}Vl) l~?Qb?.iVl lo 
.q .rfo11b.'.Jt:'.lff oE 

;·· ;:,.,.:- · .. ·.:;:,•I',''···,.,-.,~~ 
"".~ ~·,. ~ ... '. - " 

·~ ... ,... ~ 

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 it can ascend unhindered to contemplate the radiance 

of the angels and the divine sefirot.·37 The purified soul 

rises to heaven like a sacrifice offered to God. After 

being liberated from the body, the purified soul 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 conunit 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 l'ratson (from the silent prayer following Amidahl 

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'ayar YabOk 

is a two.::£61d attitude toward- death. on the one hand, ·one 

attempts to avert death, praying for a complete healing 

from God. 6n the other hand, one approaches death joyously 
'' 

with th~~k~g~ledg~ th~t soon,' the ~oui will be set free: to,• 
- - ·- ------·-·----·------ -- --- . 
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encounter the Divine Presence and enter the world-to-come. 

Tishby summarizes this duality in the following words; 

During these t7rri~le death throes, while the body and 
s~u~ are experiencing the agonies of separation, 
visions appear ~efore man's eyes, and images form 
another ~orld fill ~he 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 cause sickness. Once the 

physical condition deteriorates 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 final plea for .. \" .. 

salvation and blessing, "Heal me God and I will be healed. 
' : '. .. - ! . '~ ' 

Saved me God and I will be saved. ·39 (See appendix A-6 for 

Hebrew text) . The priestly benediction and yiheyu l~ratson 
l ' ' ,.. • ', ' 'j ' ' ' ; ' ·, ; . ,' T ' ' ' .... : . : 

The dying person, upon completi.ng ~he 
'·• . ·- ' ,. ' - - . . ' .. .-- ·-· close this prayer. 

': ·-. --: ·~· ~ : ' . 

recitation of the prescribed confessional prayers, may 

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

'" ' ,• '•• I ~ • • 

38 Tishby~'. p~' 833.1 
3 9 Berec&i'ali'. 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• 40 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. ·41 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 spiritual preparation of the soul in order to fully 

cleanse oneself before encountering the Divine Presence. 

40 .b.d 94 l l .• p. . 
4 1 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 death of a loved one. For example, the keriah and 

throwing of dirt over the casket reinforce the reality of 

the death4 The grieving process too is facilitated by the 

rituals during shivah and sheloshim. However, until 

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

person him/herself. While manuals for death and dying were 

compiled in the years following the publication of Ma'ayar 

Yabok, none was as comprehensive or innovative. 

·' . - '• 

I : . , '•·' 

. . ' 
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Chapter 
The Acharonim of 

Pour 
Northern Bu rope 

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 Yabok. 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 l'.W: 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 

illness::. 
. . 

. ' ' '~; .·, .· - ' , ... 
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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 

conunentators, the first of whom is Rabbi Joel Sirkes, born 

in Poland in 1561. The Bach (the name derived from his 

conunentary to the IuI., Bayit Chadash) argues that a sick 

person shoul~ 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 l?ignitic~ce as .. well- are·twc:> a.ddit..i.onal: points·. 
, 

Fir~t, ... ~~::h;.~::;C~!N!}~9~9-zy ,~q th~ l'.lll:,,,_.RaQJ:;lj,.c~9~h~ ~sse'.F~e~, 

(died in·the .. ·Land·of-Israel in 1571) suggest that if one 
. '. ., 3'' ' ' .. :. . . lJ 0 : .... 

, ' ' 
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wants to lengthen the confession, one may recite the 

confession of Yorn Kippur, ashamti, bagadti, gazalti. 

rsserles supports lengthening the confession by stating 

that, •rt 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. 00 l Only 

after we recall these forgotten sins can we achieve true 

peace and atonement. In the Drisha to the lJll:, Katz adds 

that we may lengthen the existing confession in any way we 

choose, not limiting us to a specific formula . 

Aside 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'ayar Yabok is the most important 

example of this genre. Influencing this work, as we 

discovered in the previous chapter, was the influx of 

Spanish Jews into southern Europe. Alongside these 
; ' . .;, . \.-, 9 ' ' ' I ' ~ : • • '\ 

'. .· -... -. -·· --~-''··· ... '. 
immigrants arrived a rich Jewish tradition of scholarship. 

·:::..~~ .. 1.~·:-,··. . . --:r.: · .. •:.··, ,. .·~.-. 

Particularly influential to the dev:.~?,I;>ment of the dea_~hb'::d 
' '1·' ll'i'".' ~ ,..... . .. ' ! •• JI... \, -

·.- I.. !,· ~ ,,1 ... ' ' ·- l . •• - -

con_f~i;J:!iQQ .. w.a_s~ K..~balah and its unique theosophical system 

' ........... ,. •• ~t~ -. -~ .... :~ 
.. , .. 

• • - !.' I I.' t ' °) : 

1 Tur~.YiD. i338:2. 
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of belief. These kabbalistic attitudes formed the 

foundation of Berechiah's work, Ma'ayar Yabok. so too was 

Isaac Horowitz influenced by kabbalistic theology in the 

compiling of his magnum opis, Shnei Lucbot Habrit. 

Isaac Horowitz (b. 1560 in Prague) spent the early 

years 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 

notifying his community or his children. Horowitz did, 

however, compose an ethical will to leave to his children. 

In this ethical will, he outlined "the ideal way of life, 
-

customs and laws for the whole year, elaborations on the 

fundamental tenets of Judaism, basic instruction in 

Kabbalah, a commentary to the Torah, and many miscellaneous 

matters. n3 

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 

afte'f·' ·J:le\',hali _;l.'.i!v~d •,in !Is~~if H:f of1 a\11ii~e:f bf 1§~~r~ ''. v~1t~ was 
· : ~";;.:'\.f\'°~~{ . .;:·s <i.::Ht'-' 

--.,.,...----...--, ..,. .. .,..., _.,... .. -1 iJ i 1 •• ~ f)n· •: .... '1, u, rn ~ n 1 'I"· t~. iiJlL _ _ih.o!:..'.....ld1d1ill 
•-\'!,·.,.··i, ~,_\"'.,IJ .'1.,lj'J -

2 Schcrman;·~Tbe· .. Bgly Acbaronjm. p. 135. 
3 'b"d ·· 13S1 :J( I I .; ·.p. , ,,J 
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during this time in Israel that Horowitz devoted himself to 

the study of Kabbalah. As a student 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.4 In fact, 

Horowitz's section 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'ayar Yabok. Thus, in order to 

avoid unnecessary redundancy, we will not conduct an in 

depth exploration of his treatment of the deathbed vidui. 

Suffice it to note that like Ma'ayar Yabok, the Sheloh 
. j' •. . . '(. ·~ ; ' . ' - . 

. . ·''· 

gained wide acceptance among European Jews. 5 Horowitz 
• ' I •,'' •( 

himself gained renown as well, and "exerted a profound 
• : . ' ,· ·:11, 11 j !''. : '. ': • ! : - • I ; 

influence on the life of all of central and Eastern 
·····J·-~ ,.,. ,~ .. ,/. '1,· .. -. ., f' ·f ;~--. \ . ,_. , :! ~ i .J,. ~ • ~ 1.: ~ '•• •. 

European Jewry for the next 150 years.•6 
'·· r:i(?!' 1 :· --~ ·~ ! '·'' .. :: t ;·: ;.· ; • 1'.' '.:.' :· ~-' • 
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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 Hachayim, a northern European 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 

movement in northern Europe. Because of the religious 
.. 

excitation and devotional piety which characterizes this 
; t. 

movement, Ted Campbell assigns the name "religion of the 
. -... . 

heart" to these religious movements.7 The Jewish pietism 
,. ' , I • ! ' : ,' ,• l : '·,,. ~ ''._i I 

closely parallels that of non-Jewish religious groups. 

Religious communities throughout northern Europe were 

affected by this •religion of the heart• movement. These 
. " I t .. . ' ' ,. . ' . . ' ' .. ·,··:· .-. '_ ·- .. 

1)lJ.} ~- .: .•. !l.~.· ;, .·. ,, 1,1·,:·,· •. •• -- ~ ... · • • - .- •-'.f 

movements diverge from older religious forms in ~heir 
·.:. , __ r·-: .. i e(i -.·: .· . ~::: .. _.1.-:'. ~ "'-:. _!.=-l l i:·~ : :·.. .-,:. •::. ·; ·.: ·~ ;_: .:.t,;·.1~c(~ 

emphasis upon •affective devotion• and inward affects . 
.. ··,:_·'·'·.1·_,'.·,·t· .. ;<"·". ·•·\, ·_, •· ,-,,:-f· •,11::·1 ·, --'.1•1l·.;\-/!~ :·: '.~·:~·.:,~}tl. ~\',iJ.:-~Si~\,:~.L~~~ ~ ~~ - -· ,,, ~ ,_..\. L•.•.· ~ \; .... ••" · 

Religious enthusiasm, as well as a personal experience of 
I . . . ·• •.• ' 1 --·'-1' ':'\ '- . ·'·1"· -, ¢=>,~' . 

. \. t',1.:C\{·~,-1 [<:,jr [: .. 1y.-L··-1r1 ·· }1i.l1l~.:· .. rl!.~:···. :. . ..:-:•::·~i ......... 1 .. • .l\:..L ,c.,.oi ._, .l ~.-. 1 

God, are central to these movements. Characteristics of 
~i- P ',,i.. ····" ,,,- .••• ,.,.-,•,I[' {:lR t.n'-' 

::"··~1:1s.s.r~~~r-~· . i1:····, ..._11C ~·\-::..:.~~,l~ ·. 1 "'·'~··-· .•• ,. ..... '~---·-· ~ ·~ l ..... 

these movements as well is a focus on the daily practice 

. ~ . , 
. ' 

7 1:fed. A. Campbell, The Reliaion of the Heart. (Columbia: University of South 
Carolinf.. P.re-ss, 1991) 
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of religion as opposed to the study of its classical texts. 

This emphasis upon ritual and practice is reflected in the 

importance assigned to ritual tasks; after all, •even the 

smallest, commonest acts of life can be hallowed by 

devotion.• 8 That ritual comes to occupy a central place in 

these pietistic movements initiates an increased interest 

in the prayers and rites performed on the deathbed. 

Contributing to the formation of these religious 

movements is the political and economic climate of the 17th 

and 18th centuries. Campbell emphasizes a correlation 

between the· 30 Years ·War, the English Revolution, and the 

emergence of pietistic religious movements in particular.9 

The Jews were victimized by the political turbulence and 

violence that plagued this historical period. During this 

time, for example, the Jews in Poland in general become a 

scapegoat for the depressed, weakened economy: 1648 to 1667 

was a period of uninterrupted war known as the Deluge. 

During this period, Jews· were victimized by 

uncontrolled violence:, leading to widespread violence and 

devastation .. The:most~well-known,of these massacres is 

that named:for.Bogdan·chmielnicki, a cossack chiefcwho led 

the peasantry against the Polish upper class known as the 

" . ' . 
8 'b"d 150 . ' • • • .. ., ' ' ' 1 I I ,j[p,r , , .. ,F,._ .• , • •. 
9 . •- ~ .. 

1b1d;;:p;: 145.11;-; !h'~ l!'.11 
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schlachta and their Jewish agents who had been charged with 

tax collection for the liquor trade.10 In May and June of 

1948, these Cossack troups advance, killing upper class 

Poles, their Catholic clergy, allies, and especially, the 

vulnerable class of Jews. During the massacres, entire 

Jewish communities w~re annihilated. Famine only hastened 

their mass.destruction. In the wake of the devastating 

death toll, Jews were forced to confront the overwhelming 

reality of death. The need for people who could assist in 

attending to the sick the dying, and the dead was enormous. 

Thus, in large part, the increased interest in deathbed . . . . . '' . 

confession results from the overwhelming presence of death 

in this period, for in total, at least 25 per cent of the 

Jewish._population died then.11 

Many of .the Jews who did not perish fled Poland for 

Germany and -~o!land. , SimC?n Frankfurter (b. ~§~~-- ~IJ. .. · 

Schwerin, Poland) was one s~ch Jew. 
• • ,'1 , ' ' • • L , • ' • t, ,•, > \ ' 

spared the.,anti~JewiS!~ ~~tiv~ty whiGh d~Vcf-St~~~d .~~ei 9:f'!~S . ' ' ...., . . ... " . . . . ... .· -
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the works of the geonim, kabbalists, and the zobar.12 His 

involvement in this society served as the impetus for 

Frankfurter's study of the writings of groups of gemilut 

chasadim societies. 

Frankfurter compiled these studies in Sefer Hachayim, 

a manual of customs and prayers for the sick and dying. 

The first publication of Sefer Hachayim appeared in 

Amsterdam in 170J.13 One of Frankfurter's primary 

objectives in writing this work was to make daily ritual 

accessible to all Jews, many of whom lived in isolated 

rural communities. In an effort to achieve this goal, 

Frankfurter systematically arranges the halakhah, midrash, 

and theological references to sickness and dying. He 

presents them so that common Jews can properly administer 

to those in need. Reflecting Frankfurter's devotion to 

practical considerations is the fact that Sefer Hachayim 

was published in Hebrew with a Yiddish translation. In the 

Yiddish, he simplified.many of the esoteric notions found 

in Ma'ayar . .yabok. ,Moreover, although Frankfurter was well­

versed in·;K,abbalah and•the teachings of the:Zohar, he.does 

not cite. these ·views ·directly in his explanations~· 

However, Frankfur.ter!s,·familiarity with Berechiah'..s work is 
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reflected in the structural parallels and liturgical 

similarities in both their works. 

That Frankfurter finds the deathbed confession to be 

an essential and efficacious ritual is apparent in both the 

introduction and the actual text of Sefer Hachayim. The 

following biblical citations, which Frankfurter includes in 

his introduction, reflect this view: "The prophet Ezekiel 

says, 'Say unto them, as I live, says the Eternal one, I 

have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but, that the 

wicked may turn from their evil wa.z s and live.•· 14 Through .. 
confession and repentance one turns away from evil. 

; 

Frankfurter goes further, by stating that repentance not 

only cleanses one, but elevates one to the level of 

righteousness; "Not only does repentance mend the sinner, 
. ' ' . 

but even ranks him amongst the righteous; for Scripture 

says, 'One who is upright shall surely live.'" 
t ·1, r ,.. , • 

(Ezek. 18: 19.l , 15 . " 

Like··Ma·' ayilr Yabok, · Sefer Hachayim is comprised of a 

system of•prayer''and':fitual designed to guide those who are 
: : ~ c.\ ~/ ·~~ r· ~. '· ' ; ' . . ' . ' ·: . - '. .' · i . 

sick throti:gli th~ir ·i·llriess, and those who are. mortally. ill, 
·, -:::.r:t1i~~!::~1 \.1..~.i·.:t·:~· '. •. 

through the'''dyingcprocess. ··Additionaily, it is intended to 
r,.-~ :· ::~:i11. 

instruct Potnefs n:ow:~pro:Perly t6 2a~inister':to ~:their · 
., . ..;._,•·~:~·1:~.-·L}' ~~;-f J'i-. t·:.J~-~ ~·~ :_,.~.Jt:i .... ·. 

spir i tuar:-needs. •·"Thi:! ·''role "of; caretakers ·of' 'the sick and 
. : •• ~ ~:. G . 

dying. is'~a: :.vital c6ne~:, rt Jis their .. ·duty 1t9 encou~age ·the 
' ' ·1t···-r ,...,~(.,l ... '.J ~(''' 

" f1 '·"'"1"''·' bl'"-•'"1r"1 ctl'O ::GJ10lL.~"··" .. •~ .. '··" .,..:~ ... ~"4 ~. t '-• ;.J. .L - ... 1 ~· . ~":-. • 

14 Ezekiel 33:11, as cited in B. ij. Ascher, trans., Sefer Hachiyim; The Book 
·of Life·-and·-Expressjon-of .. tbe Toupe (London: B. H. Ascher, 1863), p. 44. 
15 'b'd JJ"l I I •• P• ........ 
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dying to confess, and to recite this and other prayers when 

the patient is unable. To elucidate this point, 

Frankfurter cites R. Simon bar Yochai; "As soon as those 

who attend the sick perceive that they draw near to the end 

of all flesh, it becomes their imperative duty to make them 

aware of it, and inform them that the hour is at hand when 

they will be called to appear before the throne of the Most 

High Judge, and that the time has arrived to reconcile 

themselves with the Heavenly One. ul6 Consequently, in 

order for the caretakers and comforters to attend properly 

to the spiritual needs of the dying, they need instruction. 

Providing this guidance in a practical, straight-forward 

way, is Sefer Hachayim. 

While we will focus primarily on the deathbed 

confession, a brief overview of the entire seder will 

illustrate the comprehensive nature of the system that 

Frankfurter has compiled. The index from sefer Hachayim 

provides such an overview: 

1. General confession of sin. 
2. Prayer to be repeated by sufferers who feel their 
illness''b'ecbming more serious; . 
3 Deathbed confession prayer to be recited by rabbi ot O'the':fsf whb ·are present, 'and then, ·by the sick .· 
person. .. . . ··b · · · d by. · · 
4.' 'Prayers · on 'behalf of the sick· to e repeate · an 
assembly of at least 10 P~()i;>l~ · " . . .-. . 
5 ::' Pra'fe'ts ;of· thariksgl.ving "Upon recovering from an. 

~~1~:~i~ctloris on death' ·-and' :9p~r~tual assistance; .. 
7 Parental blessing and adrnon1t1qn befor~_death. 

•. ::~r~ i.!1'~~'..\.t::ic:~~ r· ... ,,,_. ·.:,· t~·:· :-.~ .. r. .. 1·f;:1~;·"\~J·J'..'•:~ _r. · ·1
1 

•• 

. - . " - . - --- - --·· - .. ~ . . -.. 

16 ibid: •. p~ t '62? 

''· . . 
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a.· Prayer of thanksgiving to be said by the patient 
before death. 
9. Prayers said by others after death. 
10. Yigdal and Adon Olam. 

Evident through the prayers listed in the index is the 

important role that confession plays in illness and death. 

Not only is confession recited in the moments before death, 

but throughout a serious illness as well. Because one is 

judged during on one's sickbed (and later, on the 

deathbed), the role of confession is central; Frankfurter 

reminds us that through prayer, confession, and repentance, 

God's judgment may be transformed into mercy, thus averting 

the evil decree [death] . • 17 

While Frankfurter borrows heavily from Berechiah in 

the arrangement and content of sefer Hachayim, he also 

departs from Berechiah's format in significant ways. One 

striking example of Frankfurter's own innovation is the 
. ' .. 

' . '. 
placement of the service's first confessional prayer. 

. \' ..... t 
Frankfurter includes a general confession of sins to be 

I ': '• 

' recited by the sick person even before death seems 
.l-~'I. :·~r:.: ::·~-; 

imminent. Berechiah, on the other hand, incorporates a 
~--~ !.:~ ;·.~.-·:li:.:!t~·.-:. t"1' .. ,.···.:' 1 1 ·>~ 1 

•• " 

,. '. 

similar prayer only into the actual deathbed ritual. But 
:}:~~::·~r:\. ?.~.'f:.-~c--~:~~ ;-:.:1~:.:: -~:_1... •. · .... ,; ••· .:_-; :··~~-:-: · 

Frankfurter's confession is based on a delineation of sins 
~- ·~!-. M .... ~~-:_-~- 1:1··:··;~·,(1~. :~:i.~· ..... -.i !.(···_ .. ~· •.· ~:.::·~~:- .. · :· 1 ·_;•,"L..:t~ 

clo~:~.; .~.;~~~i'~~ ~~E!, ~~~~~ss.~o~:;~o~d. ~~ M,~'..~~.;'1bok. 
Naturally, he does not follow Berechiah slavishly. Whereas 

. C'.•flf" (":'I Ir.-"' i f°'1. "'-f~.I \' I ") 'l""fl\'~:1t" pr·~:r;·f~:· f·\.:'\~ ~ '. -l~_·.: ~~;[, · 
~ ._, ·- ~ .. ;;, • ; \... • "- - - t..« .:. .. ·~ ·~ .. "' '. • l· .I. • ~ • • -

Berechiah includes two sins corresponding to each letter of 

17 'b· .. .z. ~, 1"1<-~(\ I ~ ., I lu~,. p:t1 uo;· ·- • .:. ~ . 

··:r 
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the alphabet, Frankfurter includes only one. Missing from 

Frankfurter's listing are sins of a strictly ritualistic 

nature. Instead, in keeping with the pietism of his age, 

the author of Sefer Hachayim emphasizes general moral 

transgressions against God and other human beings. (See 

appendix A-3 for Ma'ayar Yabok text, and appendix C-1 for 

Sefer Hachayim text). 

Ma'ayar Yabok had included a confession recited on 

the deathbed after the illness "becomes alarming." In the 

words of this confession, one requests forgiveness from God 

for specific sins. Those who recite this prayer first 

humble themselves before God, "What shall I say in Your 

presence, o God who dwells on high? What can I declare to 

You, who resides above the skies? For in truth, all the 

secrets, as wel 1 as the revealed things, only You know. "18 

(See appendix C-2 for Hebrew text). Frankfurter however 

incorporates this confession into the prayers recited by 

sick people who are not yet dying and may not die. One may 

only speculate as to why Frankfurter places the confessions 

so early, long before the actual deathbed confessional 

seder, for be includes no rationale. I suggest that this 

placement reflects Frankfurter's pragmatic approach to 

prayer. A sick person should recite these crucial 

confessions before the physical and mental condition 

worsens sufficiently to prevent proper recitation. 

18 ibid., pp. 120-122 . 

88 

, • , ., , , ·- .. , , . ~ . , '•. • v, . . .·,, . , · .: ..-•" , -. '· • · •• '« •..:" : ... r. ...,.,, #' ~···.: ,<t-: ... ~ -' .• r ,• _, ..... " 1 ""• , •• '' :: • ~- • ' ,. ' '. 

I 
I 

' 

I 
' 

I 
I 
I 

I 
' 



... 
.;,_ • _J .,'.J. .. -.. .... '. :.. • . ... ~· ~· . 

-· 

. 
L ;:. . -

::.;. : ) : ·~ . : 

.::,,-: "fn,~ m~··1 - '··r - J~-J 1 _ . ..,..C.· I·'.· 

---··-· -- ------·--· 
l~ I .qrJ ,.bidi 81 

Frankfurter's emphasis of the efficacy of confession 

and its curative powers is apparent throughout sefer 

Hachayim. Perhaps the placement of these two major 

confessions reflects his belief that one may be healed from 

an illness only after reciting confessions. we gain 

insight into Frankfurter's motives in his assertion that 

one does not know with certainty the hour of death, for 

"life and death depend entirely on the will of God." Thus, 

one must continually pray in order to avert a death decree 

and instead, to warrant life. Moreover, prayer and 

confession prepares the sick person for death, if this is 

God's will. The patient should not be surprised by death, 

states Frankfurter, and must pray sincerely in order to 

establish peace with the creator. ··confession, my brother 

and pious sister, has never accepted death. On the 

contrary, prayer and confession very often cause our days 

to be prolonged, and our sins to be foreign ... rely not only 

on the human physician, and on medical prescriptions, but 

on God, who causes to die, and who revives.·19 

Thus, for. Frankfur.ter, confession is a tool through 
. ' 

which one requests for.gi.ve~ess and healing for ,sins w~ich 
: • • -. t : .. ~ • • • \ • 

bring .. about.,_death. •. I.f: 011e Js forgiven, healing .ensues . 
. ' . • . t (• ._: • ' ' ' \ l t·. i '-) i,;' . ~ ' l - • 

Yet, if one, is not healed, one must continue to .prepare · 
• . ' ' ;·:. ·; .• -~ : .·- - ' . • ,· l·\ ~ .-.~-;~~': .. ' 

oneself for, death and for'.. reconciliation. with God. .This 

view ref :le1
cts · .... the h~a1~1.n~··:pP~er. 10£- .P~~yer '·a'na: :mo~e. 

: ' \ I 
'_ : \ 1 •• • 1 : '·" ~ { \ ' t 

" ll ·' 

l 9 ibid., p. 120. 
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specifically, of confession. While Berechiah upholds the 

same faith in confession's capacity to heal the sick, he 

emphasizes explicitly the theurgic grounds of the ability 

of confession to do so; for him, confession positively 

influences the sefirotic and realm, creating cosmic harmony 

in place of sin's disruption. Frankfurter probably 

believed the same thing, but the nature of his book, as a 

simple and direct pietistic manual led him to. exclude these 

theurgic references focusing instead on the more practical 

benefits of confession in illness and death. 

When one feels the illness is becoming worse and death 

is approaching, one recites an elaborate and poignant 

prayer expressing trust in God. words of praise of God 

open the prayer. The critically ill person affirms God's 

might and infinite ability to heal, soothe, and comfort 

those in pain. In vivid detail, the sick describe the 

mortal curse which afflicts them, reflecting an awareness 

of imminent death. 

O may God grant me a soothing and alleviating help; 
for. all ·my .. limbs .are heavy on me as lead,·. crushed and 
dislocated. My days are consumed like smoke, and my 
bones. q:J;e •JJurnt•:•as a hearth; .my heart ~s: smitten c;tnd 
withered like grass. For Your arrows stick fast in 
me, .and ... )iou:r;,,_h~Q.~.:presses me sore,· there:.is. no .. 
soundness'in my flesh because of Your anger, neither 
is there any rest in my bones because of my sin. For 
my iniquities have gone over my head ... ! am feeble and 
sore and broken; I have roared by reason of the 
disquietness of my heart. My heart pants, ~ s~rength 
fails. As for the light of my eyes, even.thi~ is gone 
'from-me ~---"Let-·mY prayer come before You, incline Your 
. . " ' '•I' ' ' ! I 1 ·l i . ' . ,:., , . . •. 

90 



,. ' . : . 

... ; ,-
' ' ' 

2:· . 

Vi : 

• l •.• 

. . 
: ; ~ :r. (') :1 

JS:j:_\1 cl.Lt~ 

e·1.:,1U rw 
f; :u:, , ,~ m 
0::8. :.·:.'2 
"'t~~J.~} -; ~ 

f).L ;,: .i -,r.Jl .. 
15 ~~·1c;;:'} 

:ii· 't" ., r r' IJ .. c:.. .... ) 

.2.Ur;} 
~r.; ((J·J ~ 3 

ear to my cry; for my soul is full of troubles, and my 
life draws closer to the grave.20 
(See appendix C-3 for Hebrew text). 

This prayer guides the sick person toward a realization 

that death is unavoidable. 

On the other hand, this prayer also contains a 

desperate plea for life. In it, the dying person begs for 

salvation, boldly stating that only the living can praise 

God, and that God can determine who shall live and who 

shall die. This threat toward God reflects the dying 

person's desperate and urgent will to live. The words of 

this prayer are those of a person hovering between life and 

death. They reflect a passion for life and an overwhelming 

will to live, as opposed to a despondent resignation to 

death. Moreover, these words reflect an unwavering faith 

that God will, in the final hour, save the patient from 

death; "I will praise You, for though You have afflicted 

me, You will become my salvation ... the Eternal will deal 

bountifully with me, for You have delivered my soul from 

death, my eyes from tears, and my feet from falling. I 

will walk before the Eternal in the land of the living ... 21 

After this last attempt to renew life, the patient has 

exhausted every possible resource and must now accept God's 

decree of death. 

20 ibid., pp. i22:.f2jf. 
21 'b' ' " . " 1 Id., P• l28.· 
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The actual deathbed confessional service (seder 

havidui l'shkhiv me•ra l begins with Nachmanides' 

confession. Following this confession we find a prayer of 

supplication to God, asking that God hear the prayer of the 

dying. That God possesses power to revive the dead and 

heal the sick is reinforced. The dying person affirms, ·r 

return to You with all my heart; I sincerely confess all my 

sins. Please, have mercy upon me according to Your word. 

One who confesses and turns away from sin will have 

mercy ... 22 (See appendix C-4 for Hebrew text l. Not only 

does this prayer reinforce the importance of confession; it 

also underscores the need for faith in God at the time of 

death. While one may confess and repent at the time of 

death, it is God alone who has the power to bring about 

death and restore life. 

confession before God alone however, is insufficient. 

In order to attain complete forgiveness.before dying, we 

also must seek pardon from other people whom we have 

wronged throughout our lives. We must also forgive others 

who have injured us, by word or deed. "Let the dying 

remember that ,:we • likewise are. sinners: before. God, whom we 

ourselves, iJnpJor;_e. for _,forgiveness. •.2? ·Similarly., 

Frankfurter advocates the kind treatment of visitors by the 

dying person. The patient-

... ~... ' .. ·' . 
22 ibid., pp. l 130-132. 
23 ibid1, P• 133t 
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shoul~ not be indifferent to the prayer offered up to 
the sick person by other people, however low in rank 
they m~y be; for every sympathy, every good feeling 
emanating from a heart moved by the sufferings of 
others, ought to be highly appreciated by the sick. 
Indeed the Eternal hears such prayers, receives such 
supplications; they are acceptable to God.24 

Thus, the need for prayer is underscored by the assertion 

that all prayer on behalf of the dying person is heard by 

God. Moreover, 10 people must be gathered in order to 

facilitate recitation of the kaddish prayer and so that the 

shechinah will come forward and make holy the path of the 

dying .25 

Following the confessions, the dying person recites 

prayers which affirm God and testify to one's faith in God. 

God's many attributes are extolled, "The Eternal is 

merciful and gracious, slow in anger and abundant in 

mercy. 11 26 In the last moments before death, one turns to 

God hwnbly and faithfully, resigning oneself to God's 

decree. While earlier in the confessional service, the 

dying person turneq to God thr9ugh repentance.and 

confession,. now, one turns to God by professing unwavering 

faith and offer-ing_thanks. The dying person must thank God 

for being allowed to die undisturbed on one's bed. It is 

24 ,ibid., :P· 1J:33. 
25 ibid., Pt) 133.7 · I f,p. 
26 ibid .. ;p. '.1-34. 
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important as well, to bear in mind the many mercies 

received from God throughout one's lifetime.27 

Frankfurter justifies thanking God at the moment of 

death through the example of Rabbi Akiba. He explains that 

Rabbi Akiba, who sacrificed his life as a sign of his 

faith, maintained his trust in God throughout his bitter 

torture. 

The dying moments of the Rabbi were peculiarly 
demonstrative of his unshaken faith in the unity of 
God, as evidenced by his last·breath, in which 
exclaimed, 'Hear o Israel, the' Eternal our God is One 
and Eternal. ' Well might the heave!nly voice have 
resounded at that momentous hour, 'Happy art thou, 
Rabbi Akiba, whose last breath of life was a full 
acknowledgment of the unity of God. Thou art prepared 
for a life of future bliss.•28 

Thus, even in the face of death, one is encouraged to 

profess complete faith in God, the Maker of both life and 

death. Such a person warrants the life of the righteous in 

the world-to-come. So that one's soul may depart the body .. 
and enter the heavenly realm, one recites pitchu li 

sna'arei tseddek, open for me the gates of righteousness, 
:l : ' .-, : I, ' ' ·_·.- . ' ~ ~ i·· : 

and I will enter there, and I will thank the 
. . . . . . . . 

' . L" '.· ' . . : 
~ ·.J. • 

Eternal .... Enter into God's gates with thanksgiving and 
I' r -~ : ~ ' . • ·. 

into God's courts with praise; be thankful unto God and 

bless God's narne.29 (See appendix c-5 for Hebrew text) . 

. r. . . ·-

27 ibid., p. 167 . 
28 ibid;;-pp;-167;:168:- . - -
29 "L:"d' 1<:9· lul ;,. pl- lu I-
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Psalms of praise and thanksgiving are recited by those 

attending to the dying person. Through their prayers, one 

is escorted out of this world in joy, surrounded by words 

of thanksgiving. This belief that the moment of death 

warrants rejoicing as opposed to despair is one reflected 

in both Sefer Hachayim and Ma'avar Yabok. Frankfurter 

explains the importance of rejoicing on the day of death; 

When one is born, there is nothing but rejoicing, when 
one dies, nothing but weeping. Yet ought it not to be 
otherwise? When one enters life, a life pregnant with 
troubles and sorrows- all ought to be sad, inasmuch as 
we are not certain whether one will be able to stand 
up to them; while at one's tranquil exit from life, 
all ought to rejoice, for we then know that one's 
mundane sufferings are terminated.30 

Therefore, upon death, one's burdens remain in the past, 

while the hope of joy and ultimate peace await one in the 

world-to-come. Indicative of such joyful anticipation of 

death are the word of affirmation of faith one pronounces 

with one's dying breath, Adonay melekh, Adonay malakh, 

Adonay yimlokh l'olam va-ed, Adonay reigns, Adonay has 

reigned, Adonay will reign for ever and ever. The words of 

the Sh'ma, are repeated along with, Adonay, hu ha-Elohim, 

Adonay is the only God. This declaration of faith is 

repeated seven times. 

we are struck by the similarity between the 

affirmation recited at the threshold of death as the gates 

30 ibid., p. 175. 
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of heave open, and the words recited at the close of Yom 

Kippur, as the gates of repentance are closed. At this 

awesome moment, this •confession• assumes the form of an 

attestation of trust in God. Thus, this powerful 

profession of faith in God forms the final piece of the 

confessional service in Sefer HaChayim. Thus, we see that 

confession not only facilitates repentance of sin, but an 

affirmation of God as well. 
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Chapter Five 
Confession Beyond Sin: Being There When it Happens 

In the previous two chapters, we examined the dual 

role that confession plays in death and dying. First, we 

discovered that through confession, one achieves atonement 

for ones sins (sins which, incidentally, initially caused 

the illness) and ultimately, earns a place in the world-to­

come. Secondly, not only is one rewarded personally 

through the confession of sins, but the cosm~c sphere 

benefits as well. As we have seen in Ma'ayar Yabok, 

confession has theurgic effects in that it restores the 

harmony of the spheres and thus, of God's unity that sin 

destroys. Throughout Jewish texts and literature, it is 

the former function of confession which is emphasized, 

while the theurgic effects of confession appear only in 

kabbalistic works. For the most part, confession refers to 

the exposition of. one's sins upon the deathbed. 

A;theological understanding of confession portrays God 

as the ultimate. judge; upon the deathbed, one's dest:iny is 

decided. , sincere confession influences God's judgment and 
- . . . . . . . .. 

inv:oJte!'l pi yine· I!\ercy;. '" This .t_heo.logy of contess ion , , . . .. ·. 

characterizes the day .of..death.as a courtroom drama.·· Every 
.. - . . ; ' " . - - . . ' 

human;-being is judged based upon the deeds we have 
.. ( 

performed throughout our lives. God is the Judge, and we, 
. ·- ______ .. _ ... __ --------~--- ---·· -· 
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attesting to both our righteousness and our guilt. 

Confession is our only advocate. The degree to which our 

confession is sincere and complete will determine the 

outcome of the trial. Our advocate must examine our 

thoughts carefully and conduct a comprehensive 

investigation of our actions in order to render a 

convincing and accurate defense before the judge. so too 

must we review our lives so that our confession upon death 

be truthful and complete, not overlooking even a single 

transgression. Then, God, the sole Judge, decides our fate 

and sets our sentence. 

This theology has dominated Jewish writings on 

deathbed confession for almost 2,000 years. The Rabbis and 

later commentators focus almost exclusively upon 

confession as a means of atoning for sins before death. In 

fact, the very first recorded confessional formula views 

death itself as an atonement for sins.l Reinforcing this 

notion is the association of the deathbed confession with 

Yorn Kippur, the cay of Atonement. we have seen also that 

upon the· deathbed one may lengthen one's confession to 

include the listing·of sins typically recited ·on'Yom -

Kippur. Both the «::!ommentaries to the codes and kabbalistic 

works -incorporate Yom-Kippur.confessions into·the deathbed 

liturgy:· 
,- -

_' ; " 1 _:.. --~, !.,... .'.,) ·~: ~ I· ••ti 
._)' .; 

l Mlshnall" Sanbedn1f.' 6:2,• ;one should state;: "May ·my: !death be ail)taionement' 

for my sins. n 
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In the previous chapter, we touched briefly upon an 

additional conceptualization of confession as well. Toward 

the end of the service in both Ma'ayar Yabok and sefer 

HaChayim, confession no longer consists of a recitation of 

sins and longing for mercy: instead, it becomes an 

affirmation of faith. As the patient replaces the futile 

struggle with God with an acceptance of the reality of 

death, the nature of the confession changes. When death 

seems imminent, the desperate attempts to gain atonement 

through delineating one's sins cease. In their place 

confession serves a different purpose: it facilitates both 

a reconciliation with God and an affirmation of faith. 

Reciting the Sh'ma, for example, is a form of confession in 

which the dying person affirms faith in God. such 

confessions reflect an acceptance of death which the dying 

person experiences in the last moments of life. Acceptance 

of the Divine death decree and an anticipation of life in 

the world-to-come characterize these confessions. 

Hence, this chapter, in part, is devoted to an 

exploration of confession as a profession of faith rather 

than as an admission of guilt. I contend that, even though 

confession is known primarily as the admission of ·sin, it 

functions _also;.as _an affirmation of faith. This second 

role of, confession :is disti.nctly. •Jewish •.. ·,~It -iSLcevident in 
•
1 

.__,'\I f : •.'" l '~ ·• ~~ •• ': ~.:, ~\_·""• ~·.: (': f • r •2 1
f°,;'•':_ ... 

'-.·-.-·.; i:·1 ~~11.r: .;.; ~:_,1;:. :··, ~- ' . • 
both Bible and: ·.Talmud·.-. r Yet·,q,fthis connotation 'of. •confession 

'... .·.>-1.::ir'.~i ~ . ·-;~·..:~ •. · ,· '.. _ .. . ·: !'-.:· . : ~ ·::··'r·: ,._ i , ' 
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has for the most part, been overlooked and overshadowed by 

its more traditional meaning, as confession of sin. 

Representative of the dual meaning of confession is Joshua 

7:19. The Israelites have sinned, breaking faith with God. 

In order to be restored to favor, God commands the indicted 

parties to purify themselves, to rid themselves of guilt . 

Joshua instructs Achan, who has been singled out, to 

confess. "My son, pay honor to the Lord, the God of 

Israel, and make confession to God. Tell me what you have 

done, do not hold anything back from me." 

To be sure, the Rabbis cite this passage to emphasize 

the injunction to confess one's sins. But equally 

important for them is the instruction to •pay honor to 

God." To give glory, or to pay honor to God, is also to 

affirm one's faith in God, to confess. Hence, in this one 

biblical verse, both connotations of confession intersect, 

demonstrating not only the importance of both, but their 

interdependence as well. For as sin represents a breaking 

of faith with God, confession facilitates reconciliation 

with God. 

. _; ·,·~ ·.· ~·: j . L ~ • , ' 

In fact, prior to the destruction of the Tem~le, 
• -.r : ~·· · 1 c.rv.1 ; : r. , . ...., . -~,_·: ··\,-... -. • · 

confession referred primarily to an affirmation of faith. 
: · i 

100 



·. ' ' : 

1 . 

~ ' .. 
• J ' 

,_ '• I,' 

' -: -

' ,;.> .: 

I ~. •' 
' . ·-' .'. 

·btv srlT 
~ ::. .-, "r· .. ) . .,....._.I !V. 

JriJ iU 

,")':')~: '3dJ 

t~e p~iest there, and it is quite clear from what the 
pil~ri~ say~ that he is confessing no sin, but 
a~fiz::in7ng hi~ ~roper conformance to the Torah. The 
vidui is positive, celebrative, here; and it is 
intoned to remind God that He too has a covenantal 
obligation to ~ulfill. On the other hand, the term 
also appears with negative connotations, that is to 
say, the other side of the same coin: admitting one's 
failings under the term of the covenant.2 

Thus, an understanding of confession which includes only an 

admission of sins is incomplete, and represents only half 

of the coin. Both connotations of vidui, the positive and 

the negative, are needed to express the fullness of our 

relationship with God. And at no time is this relationship 

more important than at the moment of death: "This [the 

deathbed confession] and the recitation of the Sh'ma in the 

last moments before death help to affirm faith in God 

precisely when it is most challenged ... just at the moment 

when one [sic] enters the most mysterious and unknowable 

experience of his life.·3 

More feared than any other event in one's lifetime, is 

the act of dying. This universal fear of death rears 

itself on countless psychiatrist's couches, .in literature, 

and in a general denial of death that plagues western 

society. we.desperately pursue the fountain of youth in an 

attempt to proidhc;;F1ife; the"dying are 'connected· to life-
• • ·~ 1, I ~ • '. i ' ': ' . I • ·: 

support· machines ·.to: postpone death,. aging, .people· remove 

2 Lawrence 1'A~ Hoifuiail:":nJ1e :·c:lmijnjZMioo of the Sypagggue Service (Notre 
oiUD~:.~;lµpi~Fr~~ry;~t)it~l!~· Dame Press, .1979), pp. 102-103.: . . 
3. A1:1drey1;<;0~on~-,~'1;1'betfsyc~ological~W.!~dom of the Law, 10 Jack Riemer, 
Jewjsh Reflectjop on Death (New York: Schocken Books, 1975), p. 96. 
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wrinkles from the skin in order to look more youthful. It 

is possible that our attempts to look younger and live 

longer reflect a fervor for life. on the other hand, 

perhaps we are attempting to avoid death, to distance 

ourselves from the reality of death in our lives, a view 

reflected by Woody Allen, "I'm not afraid to die. I just 

don't want to be there when it happens . .,4 

The deathbed confession forces us to "be there when it 

happens." By forcing us to confront death, the confession 

enables us to die consciously. Moreover, it facilitates 

the dying process, guiding us through its various stages 

until the moment of death is reached. Thus, death is not 

something that happens to us, but rather, it is a stage of 

life to be confronted and lived.5 Judaism supports this 

notion. Abraham Joshua Heschel states that Judaism "rarely 

deals with death as a problem ... (In the Bible] there is no 

rebellion against death, no bitterness over its sting, no 

preoccupation with the afterlife.6 Death is but the final 

stage in the journey of life. The very last moments of 

this journey are not to be avoided or feared, but to be 

4 D.J. ~g!it, ed., The Oxford Book of peath (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1987), p. 39, from "Getting Even." 
5 For Kingsley · Amis1 (b. · 1922), our task ~s merely to await death: 
"Death has got something to be said f?r 1t: 
There's no :ncedrti>)get, 'out of bed for 1t; 
Wherever you may be, 
They· -tiiilig-if to--you--rrce." 
Enright;l ;p~i 17,hfrom''''~Delivery Guaranteed."· 
6 ibid., p~ 621 
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embraced and exalted. It is through the deathbed 

confession that we accomplish both of the tasks. 

Heschel agrees that we ought to prepare for and 

confront death so that we may die gracefully. "If life is 

a pilgrimage, death is an arrival, a celebration. The last 

words should be neither craving nor bitterness, but peace, 

gratitude."? The peace and gratitude to which Heschel 

refers is expressed in the words of the deathbed 

confession. These confessional words enable us to praise 

God for sanctifying life; we acknowledge God's abundant 

mercy and kindness; we profess our faith in God, we purify 

ourselves, and we accept our Divine death decrees. The 

confession represents not only our faith in God, but an 

embracing of death as well, for Heschel affirms that "death 

is not sensed as a defeat but as a summation, an arrival, a 

conclusion .• s 

Yet, while we confess our faith in God, offering 

thanks and praise to God, we also experience a very human 

struggle with death and anger toward God. This too is 

evident in the confessional prayers, as we plead with God 

for mercy and beg for a renewal of life. To some extent, 

the themes which emerge in the deathbed confession {many of 

which we explored in chapter 3 in the analysis of Ma'ayar 

7 Abraham Joshua Heschel, "Death as. •Homecoming," in Riemer, p. 72. 

8 ibid.~. p.' 64. 
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Yab9kl reflect the stages of death identified by Elisabeth 

ies, accor ing to Kubler-Ross ,and Kubler-Ross. When one d' d' 

many others since she first identified these stages 1 n 

1969, one experiences the following five stages: 

1. Denial and isolation 
2. Anger 
3 . Bargaining 
4. Depression 
5 . Acceptance9 

Although not every stage is parallel in the Jewish 

experience on the deathbed, Kubler-Ross' model is extremely 

helpful in enabling us to understand the dying process. 

Providing rich insight into death and dying as well is the 

rich literary tradition we inherit from the secular world. 

Thus, both psychological and literary models afford us 

greater appreciation of the dying process and the role of 

confession with it. On the other hand, while extolling the 

importance of accepting and even embracing death, Judaism 

offers little practical or theological guidance to 

accomplish such tasks. 

The following literary illustrates the various stages 

of the dying process. Although not following Kubler-Ross•s 

stages exactly, many parallels do exist. In the following 

16th century piece, death confronts Everyman, 

representative of the human experience. Here, we witness 

9 Elisabeth Kubler~Ross, .On· Death and: Dying;· <"(London: . Collier~Macmillan 
Ltd.,: 1972); .,, .. ,,• · :.: '" .. 
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the universal denial of death, followed by anger, and an 

attempt to bargain with death: 

Death. On thee thou must take a long journey; 
Therefore thy book of count with thee thou bring, 
For turn again thou cannot by no way. 
And look thou be sure of thy reckoning, 
For before God thou shalt answer, and show 
Thy many bad deeds, and good but a few; 
How thou hast spent thy life, and in what wise, 
Before the chief Lord of paradise. 
Have ado that we were in that way, 
For, wit thou well, thou shalt make none attorney. 

Everyman. Full unready I am such reckoning to give. 
I know thee not. What messenger are thou? 

Death. I am Death, that no man dreadeth; 
For every man I rest, and no man spareth; 
For it is God's commandment 
That all to me should be obedient. 

Everyman. o Death, thou comest when I had thee least in 
mind! 
In thy power it lieth me to save; 
Yet of my good will I give thee, if thou will be kind­
Yea, a thousand pound shalt thou have-
And defer this matter till another day. 

Death. Everyman, it may not be, by no way. 
I set not by gold, silver, nor riches, 
Ne by pope, emperor, king, duke, ne princes; 
For, and I would receive gifts great, 
All the world I might get; 
But my custom is clean contrary. 
I give thee no respite. come hence and not tarry. 

Everyman, c. 1500 10 

Not only does this dialogue reflect the human denial of and 

struggle with death, but it portrays death as the Day of 

Judgment, a notion central to Judaism. Evezyman is asked 

to examine his sins and account for them before God. 

one's death day is the Day of Judgment is common to 

Christian theology as well.11 

That 

10 Enright, pp. 53-54. 
11 For an in depth discussion, see Philippe Aries, The Hour of our Death, 
(Oxford: · Oxford University Press, 1981), pp. 99-110. 
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In this literary passage, Everyman never reaches the 

fifth stage of dying: acceptance of his death. Nor does he 

make a positive confession; on the contrary, Everyman is 

unprepared for death, and thus, when he meets death, it is 

in an unsettling confrontation in which death is thrust 

upon an unwitting victim. On the other hand, the 

protagonist in the following piece, after struggling with 

death, finally accepts his death, made evident in his 

dramatic deathbed confession: 

Contrary to all expectation, he lived over the night; 
as well from his impatience and disappointment as from 
his wounds; for he seemed very unwilling to die. 

He was delirious at times in the two last hours; and 
then several times cried out, as if he had seen some 
frightful spectre, Take her away! take her away! but 
named nobody ... At nine in the morning he was seized 
with convulsions, and fainted away; and it was a 
quarter of an hour before he came out of them. 

His few last words I must not omit, as they show an 
ultimate composure; which may administer some 
consolation to his honourable friends. 

Blessed- said he, addressing himself no doubt to 
Heaven; for his dying eyes were lifted up. A strong 
convulsion prevented him for a few moments saying 
more, but recovering, he again, with great fervor 
(lifting up his eyes and spreading his hands), 
pronounced the word blessed. Then, in a seeming 
ejaculation, he spoke inwardly, so as not to be 
understood: at last, he distinctly pronounced these 
three words, 

LET THIS EXPIATE! 

And. then, his head sinking on his pillow, he expired, 
at about half an hour after ten. 

Samuel Richardson (1689-1761) 
Clarissa Harlowe (the death of Lovelace) 12 

12 Ei:irigllt, P• 64 
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Following an initial stage of anger and avoidance, Lovelace 

finally reconciles himself with his imminent death. Both 

an acceptance of death and an affirmation of God are 

reflected in two separate confessions. First, Lovelace 

cries out, "Blessed," lifting his eyes toward God and the 

Heavens. This simple word expresses an abounding trust in 

God. Lovelace then spreads his hands in an apparent 

attempt to reach God and approach the domain of God, which 

will soon become his eternal home. Furthermore, the 

impulsive plea, "Let this expiate" echoes the classic 

mishnaic confession, "May my death be an atonement for my 

sins." Thus, in this literary deathbed scene, both forms 

of confession appear. Lovelace not only expresses a desire 

to be cleansed of his sins, but he also affirms his faith 

and praises God. 

George Eliot (1819-1880) illustrates this transition 

from denial to acceptance in the following poetic excerpt 

from Middlemarch: 

When the commonplace •we must all die• transforms 
itself suddenly into the acute consciousness •r must 
die- and soon• then death grapples us, and his fingers 
are cruel· afterwards, he may come to fold us in his 
arms as o~r mother did, and our last moment of dim 
earthly discerning may be like our first .13 

Hence, after a period of shock and discomfort with one's 

own death, we move gradually to an integrative relationship 

I 3 ibid., p. 63. 
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with death. Eliot attributes the transition through stages 

of dying to the realization that death affects us 

personally. When we first make this realization, we view 

death as a cruel enemy to avoid; yet after we make peace 

with death, it becomes like a parent enveloping us with 

love. Ultimately then, death is a comfort which escorts us 

from this world just as we were brought into it. 

An exploration of literary models would be incomplete 

without the inclusion of Shakespeare's words. In 

"Richard II," Shakespeare notes the gravity of the words 

spoken on the deathbed. 

0, but they say the tongues of dying men 
Enforce attention like deep harmony. 
Where words are scarce they are seldom spent in vain, 
For they breathe truth that breathe their words in 
pain .14 

At the moment of death, therefore, even a single word 

reflects the profundity of the dying experience. 

Finally, one can also find examples of deathbed scenes 

in Jewish literature, most particularly, in Chasidic tales . 

These tales of fer a window into the death scenes of 

Chasidic rebbes and of fer moral lessons on life and death. 

The first tale reminds us that all of life is a preparation 

for death: 

When· Rabbi zalman was nigh unto death, his friends 
came to his bedside and asked him to recite the 
confession enjoined for the occasion. The R~bi 
smiled and said, 

1 
"Fri~ncl.s•. 40 ypu really. p~~l.:~v,E:l,.C~: 

' ( .• ··--~-'. ,•'./ _.·<·.-~:-.~ ,•, ,_:,-..,·.-'····~~ 

14 'b'd l l ., p. 330. ' 
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geath~ed 1dconfesfsion contains much merit? No, friends! 
ne s ou con ess when one is seated at the dining 

table and eating the good food thereon.•15 

One should confess and thank God when one is alive and 

performing the daily tasks of a human being. The time to 

praise God is when we are enjoying the many gifts that God 

bestows upon us in our lives. Contrary to this view, 

however, is the deathbed account of Rabbi Elimelech who 

suggests that the day of death is the very day on which we 

should rejoice and be thankful for life. 

When Rabbi Elimelech of Lizensk perceived that his end 
was approaching, he made himself master of an 
extraordinary cheerfulness·. one of his disciples 
inquired the reason for his unusual mood. The rabbi 
thereupon took the hand of his faithful disciple into 
his own, and said: •why should I not rejoice, seeing 
that I am about to leave this world below and enter 
into the higher worlds of eternity? Do you not recall 
the words of the Psalmist (23:4), 'Yea I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil 
for Thou art with me.' Thus does the grace of God 
display itself." 16 

Rabbi Elimelech's elation and great joy on his deathbed 

surprises his disciples. They anticipate that their master 

will fear death and despair his departure from this world. 

Instead, the Rabbi expresses his great anticipation of the 

world-to-come as well as his unwavering faith in God. The 

dark shadows of death are illuminated by the light 

emanating from God, who accompanies the dying on their 

journey through death.· 

15 Louis I. Newman,. The Hasidjc Anthology. (New York: Schocken Books, 

1943), pp. 71-72; #14. 
16 ibid.: p. ·70, '#18.: ' 
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Rabbi Elimelech is certainly not alone in rejoicing on 

the day of his death. His view is central to the Jewish 

approach to both life and death. Is it too much to imagine 

that on his deathbed, Rabbi Elimelech glanced through 

Ma'ayar Yabok a book he surely knew well) and read the 

following words, "The righteous person should rejoice with 

great happiness on the day of death. For God knows that 

[the day of death) is the day of perfection and 

completeness, that one's inheritance will be eternal."17 

Or, maybe the Rabbi was familiar with Frankfurter's 

conviction that on the day of death we ought to be tranquil 

and rejoice. The deathbed confession encourages us to 

embrace death. It gives us words with which to express our 

deep despair and anger; to struggle with God whose mercy 

and kindness we seek; and finally, to affirm and praise 

God, in whose hands we place both our life and death. 

Confession compels us to die consciously, to sanctify 

death in the same way we sanctify life. Throughout a Jew's 

lifetime, we sanctify both time and space; through 

blessings, ritual, and prayer, we elevate the level of 

human experience, acknowledging the Divine influence in our 

lives. we mark the days, months, and years of our lives in 

order not to take our lives for granted; "A man's capacity 

to face up to his death is proportional to his capacity to 

f h · · l' f In the words of that wonderful ace up to. is 1 e. 
I \ 1 .•.' 

17 Berechiah; · p. 144 . 
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Yiddish proverb, Der vos lebt un takhlis shtarbt un vidui­

He who lives without purpose must die without 

way in w ic we live our lives dictates confession. "18 The · h' h 

the way we will "live" our deaths. In fact, some have said 

that all of life is a rehearsal for death. For example, on 

his deathbed, Plato was asked to summarize his thought in 

one statement. He replied, "practice dying." 19 Rabbi 

Bunam' s message upon his deathbed echoes Plato's: "When 

Rabbi Bunam was lying on the deathbed, his wife wept 

bitterly. When he noticed it he said to her, 'Why do you 

cry? All my life has been merely so that I might learn how 

to die.' .. 20 Dying is but the culmination of a lifetime of 

experience and knowledge. 

To prepare for death, one must live with an 

everpresent awareness of the finitude of life and of our 

own mortality. Rabbi Eliezar's final words exemplify this 

message. Asked for a last teaching, Rabbi Eliezar replied, 

"You should repent the day before you die!" His disciples 

were confused, "How can we know just when that day comes?" 

To which the Rabbi answered, •Thus, you should repent every 

day.•21 According to Rabbi Eliezar's teaching, we should 

be ready to die at on any given day. 
This awareness of 

death is intended neither to be moribund nor to bring 

18 Abraham Kaplan, "Life and Death as Partners," Riemer, pp. 131-132. 
l 9stanley Keleman, Ljyjn& Your Dyin& (New York: Random House Inc., 

1974), p. 1. 
20 Heschel, p. 71. 
21 Shabbat 153a .. 
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sadness to the living. on th e contrary, when we repent, or 

confess every day, we confront our mortality, and daily, 

purify our souls and reconcile ourselves with God and other 

people. 

The Jewish tradition guides us toward a celebration of 

life. As death is part of this life, it too is celebrated 

and honored. In the deathbed confession, the dying person 

celebrates God, praising the Maker of life and joy, of 

illness and death. 

I know of no faith that loves life, that celebrates 
life, that values life as much as does the faith of 
Israel. But I know no faith that sees life as 
realistically, that sees death as part of life, that 
sees the sanctity of life overflowing into the 
acceptance of death, that sees both life an death as 
coming from the same source and therefore both as 
blessed, as does the faith of Israe1.22 

Recited on the deathbed, the confession reveals both a love 

of life and an acceptance of death. Through it, we 

acknowledge God's abundant kindness and power, both in our 

lives and in our deaths. we praise and bless God, who has 

enabled us to live lives worthy of Divine blessing . 

Confession on the deathbed satisfies the spirit at the time 

of its utmost need. 

22 Kaplao,1.p.· 133;r ! , " 
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Conclusion 

In recent years, a wealth of material on death and 

dying has been written, making death a new genre of 

literature. Workshops and lectures are attended in record 

numbers by those seeking better to understand the 

phenomenon of death. Yet, during the same period, few 

Jewish works on this issue have been produced. As we have 

seen, this trend has persisted throughout Jewish history. 

Of the lack of Jewish material on dying, Elisabeth Kubler-

Ross remarks, "I have always wondered why the Jews as a 

people have not written more on death and dying. Who, 

better than they, could contribute to our understanding of 

the need to face the reality of our own finiteness? It is 

the Jewish people who have suffered more than any others 

over the centuries, who have been faced with more threats 

and attempts at their annihilation." 1 

In recent years, death ~as received more attention in 

Jewish literature, But the dying process itself still 

remains largely untouched there. Similarly, while an 

extensive system of death, burial, and mourning ritual 

exists, very few rites are prescribed specifically for the 

dying person. This thesis has explored one such rite, 

intended to guide us through the dying process and lead us 

1 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, in her forward to Riemer, P· 2. 
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to the gates of death. As we have seen, the deathbed 

confession, functions on various levels: it guides the 

dying person through distinctly different stages of death; 

it forces one to confront and ultimately to accept death; 

and it enables one to praise God, and affirm faith in God. 

However, this invaluable and powerful rite is obscured in 

Jewish tradition. Many Jews are unaware that a Jewish 

deathbed confession even exists! Even fewer know its 

content or intent. 

That the deathbed confession is veiled behind 

ignorance and mistaken assumptions is a tragic loss for 

Jews and Judaism. Within the deathbed confession resides 

hundreds of years of insight regarding dying. Today, we 

are in particular need of this wisdom; for in an age where 

many die alone in impersonal nursing homes and sterile 

hospitals, the confession offers comfort and renews faith. 

At a time when AIDs, cancer, and so many deadly diseases 

plague our society, we desperately need guidance through 

and understanding of the dying process. While the medical 

profession can provide expert care to the body, only the 

deathbed confession can care for the soul. 

Given confession's efficacy and our need for spiritual 

guidance during death, why is its use so rare? First, 

most people are unaware of the exact moment at which they 

will die. It is difficult to confess before our death when 

1 1 5 
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we have no foreknowledge of its arrival. still others are 

incoherent or incapacitated by pain, preventing them from 

confessing in the moments before death. However, the 

Rabbis anticipated these considerations in their assertion 

that one should not wait until an illness threatens one's 

life before confessing. On the contrary, one must recite 

the vidui throughout an illness in case the condition 

suddenly worsens, thereby preventing one from confessing. 

Moreover, as we have seen in the Talmud, Rabbi Eliezar 

instructs us to confess the day before our deaths. How can 

we confess before we die when we do not know when we are to 

die? Rabbi Eliezar heeds our concerns, are identical to 

those of his disciples hundreds of years ago: he instructs 

us to confess everyday. Thus, we do not need to know our 

exact day of death in order to confess, for we must 

consider each day as our last. 

Despite the many divine attributes with which we were 

born, human beings are limited by our mortality. On the 

other hand, knowledge of our mortality can also be 

liberating, in that it compels us to savor the fleeting 

moments of our lives. The deathbed confession enables us 

to savor and accept, rather than endure and avoid, that 

sacred moment when our body hovers between life and death 

and our souls achieve eternal harmony. 

11r11 
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