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THESIS ABSTRACT
TITLE: Caring for the Dying: Spiritual Perspectives from Early Modernity
AUTHOR: Michelle D. Pearlman
CONTRIBUTION OF THIS THESIS:

The Psalmist asks, “What man can live and not see death” (Psalm 89:49) and vet in our
modern world of advanced medical technology, the time of dying is often left to medical
professionals. Unfortunately, dying can become a lonely process that takes place behind
sterile walls. This cultural taboo extends to liberal Judaism, and also colors our education
as Reform rabbinical students. When it comes to death, our education is primarily
focused on the mourners, not the dying. We have seminars on how to prepare a eulogy
and oversee proper burial customs, but we are taught little about what Jewish sources
offer concerning providing spiritual and emotional care for those who are at the end of
life. In this thesis, I consider the extensive attention given to the dying process in the
Maavar Yabbok, (Aaron Ben Moses Berechiah, 1626), and ask if the practices in this
liturgical work of early modernity can be adapted to inform modern pastoral care.

LAYOUT:

L Perspectives on Dying
Chapter 1. Biblical Perspectives
Chapter 2. Rabbinic Perspectives
Chapter 3. Medieval Perspectives

IL. Perspectives on Dying in the Maavar Yabbok
Chapter 4: Introduction to the Maavar Yabbok
Chapter 5: Theology of the Maavar Yabbok
Chapter 6: [llness and Suffering as Judgment
Chapter 7: The Viddui: A Deathbed Confession

Chapter 8: The Work of Gemilut Chasadim: Requesting Mercy on the Sick
Chapter 9: Torah

II1. Caring For the Dying in our Time
Chapter 10: Current Pastoral Resources

Chapter 11: Towards the Formation of an End of Life Liturgy
MATERIALS USED:

This thesis depends on a close reading of the Maavar Yabbok. To provide background
for Berechia’s work, I survey perspectives on the dying in Biblical, Rabbinic, and
Medieval sources. In addition, because of the mystical nature of this text, I have also
incorporated many background sources on the theology of kabbalah. In addition, many
contemporary works on pastoral care are utilized in order to explore the possibility of
applying the ideas of the Maavar Yabbok in a modern context.
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Introduction

The Psalmist asks, “What man can live and not see death” (Psalm 89:49), and yet
in our modern world of advanced medical technology the time of dying is only visible to
medical professionals. Because dying can be a lonely process, taking place behind sterile
walls, the spiritual dimension is too often ignored.

In American culture, even discussing the subject of dying is taboo. Many people
feel that speaking about death has the power to hasten its arrival. This taboo certainly has
an impact upon our Reform rabbinical training. We pride ourselves on the ability to
facilitate various life cycle events for our congregants. Unfortunately, in discussing the
end of life, we are often doing only half the job. We focus on the spiritual well-being of
the mourners, and often ignore the dying. We afttend seminars on burial customs,
culogies and counseling the bereaved, but we are taught little about how Jewish sources
can help us to provide spiritual and emotional care for those who are actively engaged in
the process of dying.

In the medieval period there was indeed a Jewish way to die. Medieval manuals
created for the sick and dying prescribed halacha and customs to ease community
members through the profound passage from life to death. Funerary manuals such as the
Maavar Yabbok (R. Aaron Berechiah of Modena, Mantua, 1626) were meant to facilitate
the passage of the dying person’s soul from this world to the next. In this thesis, I will
provide a background for the Maavar Yabbok, by surveying perspectives on death

throughout the biblical, rabbinic, and medieval historical periods. I will then concentrate

on the liturgy and customs of the Maavar Yabbok for the final stage of life. Finally, I will




ask if the halacha and customs prescribed in its pages have any import for modern

Reform rabbis ministering to the sick and dying.




Chapter 1. Pers ives on Dying: Biblical

The Good Death: Death as a Natural Occurrence

It is important to understand the biblical view of death as a foundation for later
medieval practice. For the most part, our biblical ancestors viewed the dying process as
a natural part of life.' In the Genesis narratives, the patriarchs are depicted as living full
lives before dying of natural causes. Though the dying processes of the first two
patriarchs, Abraham (Genesis 25:8) and Isaac (Genesis 35:29), only comprise a few
biblical verses, we do learn that they lived long lives before “being gathered to their kin.”
Jacob’s deathbed scene, on the other hand, provides us with a detailed account of his final
hours, as he prepares to die happily after being reunited with his son Joseph (Genesis
46:30).

The Talmud (BT Baba Metzia 87a) observes that Jacob is the first biblical
character to succumb to weakness from an illness preceding his death. He is therefore
able to anticipate his own demise. His son Joseph is informed of his father’s illness and
summoned to his father’s bedside (Genesis 47:29-49:33) so that Jacob can begin his end
of life preparations.

In the final verse of this section (Genesis 49:33), Jacob finishes his deathbed

instructions to his sons and thus is finally ready to surrender to death. The biblical term

used for putting one’s affairs in order is ”MND. This expression and its grammatical

variants are used in many other biblical contexts (Genesis 50:16, 2 Samuel 17:23, Isaiah

38:1, and 2 Kings 20:1) where biblical characters are commanding others to heed their

! Kent Harold Richards, “Death” in the Anchor Bible Dictionary, David Noel Friedman, ed. (Doubleday:
New York, 1966), vol. 2, 188.




death bed wishes. Here in Genesis 49:33, Jacob is clearly putting his affairs in order.
Only after doing so is the patriarch able to die in peace.
To carry out his father’s final wishes, Joseph is asked to swear with

XY ToN
kindness and faithfulness

that he will bury his father’s bones in his homeland of Canaan (Genesis 47:29). The
seriousness of honoring a deathbed request such as this cannot be overstated. This same

NN TON, kindness and faithfulness, is referred to in Exodus 34:6 as an attribute of

God. Joseph is not only asked to heed his father’s wishes, but to be as steadfast as God in
carrying out his father’s orders.

And just as his father before him, Joseph makes a similar final request when he
reaches the end of his own life. In the tradition of his father Jacob, Joseph asks his
brothers not to bury him in Egypt, but to carry his bones to Canaan (Genesis 50:24). Just
as Joseph honors his father’s final wishes, his request will be honored by the Israelites
with NN TON as they carry his bones through the Exodus.

Jacob’s deathbed scene provides a biblical model for the steps one must take at
the end of life. First we see Jacob beginning to put his affairs in order as he prepares to
die. To do this, he must be surrounded by family members. The biblical text stresses
that it is important for loved ones to be called to the bedside of those who are dying.

Clearly, Jacob is visibly strengthened by his first visitor. This is evident as he
suddenly sits upright in bed after his son Joseph is announced (Genesis 48:2). Later in
the story, each of his 12 sons is present in the room as he dies. This biblical model, of a
dying man surrounded by his family at the time of death, is expanded upon in the

rabbinic period. As we will see, in this later period, each sage was surrounded by his



disciple circle at the time of death.? And later still, in the early modem period, in the
Maavar Yabbok, a full minyan is required to be present in the room in the last moments
of life.

In addition, the biblical story instructs that dying people should be engaged in a
review of their life. Visiting loved ones such as a son, in this case, can help facilitate this
process. At the outset, Jacob reviews stories from his life with his son, recounting the
source of his unique relationship with YHWH (Genesis 48:3-4ff).

This biblical model also emphasizes the importance of discussing the subject of
inheritance. In Genesis 48:5ff Jacob takes Joseph’s sons Ephraim and Menasseh as his
own. According to Nachum Sarna, his language in this section indicates that he is
formally adopting his grandsons, “thereby elevating them to full membership in the
Israelite tribal leagne.” In 48:5 he states that the status of Ephraim and Menasseh is
equal to that of Reuben and Simeon. The moment that Jacob adopts his grandsons, he
thereby grants them inheritance rites equal to the rights of his own sons. In a sense, the
patriarch is making a final will and testament. It is clear that Jacob does not to rely on the

convention that dictates that his assets will pass to his sons. On the contrary, in this text,

he clarifies his wishes by naming his additional heirs.

Unfortunately, many families find the subject of inheritance difficult to discuss.
As a result, people often die without making their wishes regarding inheritance known to
their families. More often than not, this lack of information can cause tensions in the

family following the death of a loved one. For both the dying person and their loved

? For a deeper understanding of the importance of the presence of the disciple circle at the end of life in the
Rabbinic period, see Chapter 2 of this thesis, “Deathbed Scenes of the Sages: Imparting Wisdom,” p. 20.

3 Nachum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989),
32s.




ones, inheritance is an unwelcome conversation topic. Talking about what will happen

after a person’s death can make the end seem all too near.

However, engaging in life review and dealing with inheritance is, according to
this biblical text, an important Jewish way of preparing for death. It is interesting to note
that both life review and inheritance as depicted in this story become important in the
practice of writing ethical wills, which becomes prominent in the later medieval and
modem periods. The famous memoir of Gliickel of Hameln is an example of an ethical
will of the early modern period, which survives to this day.*

Following this declaration of inheritance, Jacob summons all of his sons for a
final meeting (Genesis 49) and confronts each of them with their past deeds. During this
confrontation, the dying father makes predictions for the tribal descendants of each son.
He blesses all of his sons (Genesis 49:28), although he declares that some of them will
not have successful futures. Most notably, he confers, in the presence of all the brothers,
his final blessing on the head of his son Joseph. The biblical model here stresses the
importance of appointing a successor. It is important that this is done in front of all other
concerned parties, so Jacob’s wishes are not in dispute after his death. Just as with the
deaths of his father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham, the final blessing of Jacob is of
great importance to the biblical writer. The tradition of passing authority to the next
generation before the time of death is a practice carried into the rabbinic period. It is a
prominent feature of the deathbed scenes of great Talmudic sages, and will be explored in

the next chapter.

* Gluckel of Hameln, The Life of Gliickel of Hameln, Translated by Beth-Zion Abrahams (London:
Horovitz Publishing, 1962).




Finally, in Genesis 49:29-32, Jacob gives specific burial instructions, and
requests to be interred in the cave of Machpelah with his ancestors. Only after all of this
is settled is the patriarch able to take his last breath. The final burial instructions here
enjoy a heightened importance, as they are the patriarch’s final words. He gives his sons
the exact instructions, requesting that they take his bones to the ancestral burial place
(Genesis 49:29-30). Jacob informs his sons that all of their ancestors are buried there,
and that the field and the cave have been purchased from the sons of Heth (Genesis
49:32). The patriarch’s directions are clear. He wants to be buried with his family. The
plot has been purchased, and his sons must follow their father’s final instructions.

The Untimely Death: A Theology of Iliness and Death as Punishment

Though death after a long life, as in the case of Jacob, is seen as natural in the
biblical view, a premature death is viewed as punishment for sin. In Proverbs 5 this point
is vividly made as the author forcefully cautions against sinful relations with forbidden
women, declaring that such transgressions will lead to death (Proverbs 5:1-23).
Following God’s rightéous path, one chooses life. Engaging in behavior which is
abhorrent to God invites death.’

This point is further illustrated by the case of King Hezekiah (2 Kings 20 and
Isaiah 38). When Hezekiah falls ill, the prophet Isaiah comes to inform him that he will
die. Like Jacob, he is also commanded to put his affairs in order. A despondent
Hezekiah turns his head towards the wall, but instead of resigning himself to his fate, he
appeals to God through prayer. In so doing, he reminds YHWH of his steadfast loyalty.

God responds and vows to answer Hezekiah’s prayers by healing the monarch. Here the

SRichards, 188.




power of prayer for healing is emphasized. Only God causes illness and death in the
Bible; thus prayer is the only antidote to illness.

This biblical linkage of sin to illness and death becomes the foundation for the
rabbinic, medieval, and kabbalistic theologies which will follow. While in the biblical
period, the linkage of sin to sickness only applied for early or unnatural deaths, in the
medieval period the link is stronger. All death and illness in the Middle Ages was
thought to be a direct result of sin. In later kabbalistic theology, the link between sin and

illness pervades all rite and ritual associated with the end of life.
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Chapter 2. Rabbinic Perspectives on Dying

The rabbis of late antiquity, authors of classical texts such as the Babylonian and
Palestinian Talmuds, share a perspective on dying which is both complicated and
nuanced. In order to provide a comprehensive understanding of the rabbinic view, this
section will be divided into for subsections. First I will begin by exploring the rabbinic
link between sin and illness. Following this theological discussion, the halachic
underpinnings of end of life care will be discussed, focusing on the ethical imperatives to
do gemilut chasadim (acts of loving kindness) such as bikkur cholim (visiting with the
sick). Then the death bed scenes of the talmudic sages will be explicated as they offer
the reader an aggadic glimpse of end of life ritual and custom. Lastly, the complicated
halachic terms related to end of life care will be explained.

The Theological Link between Sin and Suffering

“There is no suffering without sin,” teaches BT Shabbat 55a. We have already
seen that in Biblical theology there is clear link between sin and suffering. The rabbis
also understood illness to be punishment for sin. The innovation of this time period,
however, is that the drama of sin and punishment for the rabbis is played out in a
legalistic framework. The rabbis cast God in the role of the Divine judge. The sick
individual is depicted as a man condemned to death. A rabbi or caregiver, who fills the
role of pastoral presence, acts as an advocate for the condemned in front of the Divine
court,

In the Mishna at Sotah 8b, the principle of measure for measure is stated.

Y PTTIN N2 TN DTNV TN
For each action of a man will be measured ,

® This Talmudic text is also quoted by Berechiah. Aaron Ben Moses Berechiah, Maavar Yabbok.
(Yerushalayim: Ahavat Shalom, 1996), Maamar Aleph, Part 1, 59.




and they (the heavens) will mete it out to him

If a person commits a sin, that sin will be measured on high. The Divine will then deliver
an appropriate punishment. In this mishna, the example of the sotah, a woman suspected
of adultery, is used. Later in the gemara, this principle of measure for measure is
elaborated upon and linked to the four forms of capital punishment which can be imposed
by the beit din or rabbinic court.

Thus illness is linked to capital punishment. The four forms of capital
punishment are known as the arba mitot beit din. They are: stoning, burning, beheading,
and strangulation. In reality, such capital sentences cannot be imposed in the absence of
the Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem. However, the gemara quotes a baraita taught by
Rabbi Yosef and Rabbi Chisda stating that the arba mitot beit din are still in force. The
gemara explains that one guilty of a crime deserving of a stoning sentence will meet his
end by either falling off a roof or being trampled by a wild beast. A person deserving of
a sentence of burning will die by falling into a fire or being bitten by a venomous snake.
A candidate for beheading is handed over to authorities outside of the Jewish community
for punishment or is killed by bandits. And he who is deserving of strangulation either
drowns in a river or is killed by disease.

It is clear that in the estimation of the rabbis, a sinner would be punished properly
for his sin. In the absence of their earthly authority to impose such punishment, the
rabbis trust that God will take action. Deaths which seem accidental (falling into a fire,
suffering a snake bite, etc.), or merely unfortunate, such as disease, are considered as acts
of Divine retribution.

This courtroom metaphor is present in a story told in BT Brachot 5b, where the

ill Rabbi Yochanan is visited by Rabbi Chanina. When asked by Rabbi Chanina if he

10




derives benefit from his suffering, Rabbi Yochanan answers in the negative. Rabbi

Chanina is asking Rabbi Yochanan if he has become accustomed to his state of illness
and all the rewards heightened attention that it affords. Rabbi Yochanan answers clearly,
that he is willing to forgo his suffering, relinquishing claim on all that is afforded to him
by virtue of his illness. Rabbi Chanina takes Yochanan hand and cures him from his
illness. Through his line of questioning, Rabbi Chanina becomes Rabbi Yochanan
ecarthly advocate. Under the aegis of Rabbi Chanina, Rabbi Yochanan’s testimony that he
has nothing to gain from his illness is thus entered in the realm of the Divine court.
Because of this line of questioning, it is clear to the Divine court that Rabbi Yochanan is
psychologically and spiritually prepared to have his health restored.

Just prior to this scene in the gemara, it is notable that Rabbi Yochanan had
helped to cure Rabbi Chiyah ben Abba in the same manner. The gemara asks the logical
question. If the Yochanan could help to cure Rabbi Chiyah ben Abba, why is he not able
to cure himself without Chanina’s help? The gemara explains that a prisoner is unable to
advocate on his own behalf. With an earthly advocate, like Rabbi Chanina, Rabbi
Yochanan’s testimony can be entered in the realm of the Divine court. Without such an
advocate, even the great Rabbi Yochanan is unable to free himself from jail.

Clearly, although Rabbi Yochanan can advocate on behalf of Rabbi Chiyah ben
Abba, he cannot serve as his own lawyer in this Divine court. Thus, even a great sage
must have an advocate of his own.  Later in the medieval period, this idea of advocacy
before God will becomes very important. In the focus text of this thesis, Maavar Yabbok,

the dying person must have an attendant, like Chanina, to hear his confession. This

11




advocate helps enter the dying person’s confession as testimony before the Divine court,
as the dying man approaches his final moments, and awaits God’s judgment.’
Gemilut Chasadim and Bikkur Cholim in Rabbinic Tradition

Jewish law places the mitzvah of gemilut chasadim (acts of loving kindness) as a
central obligation of Jewish life. In Mishna Avot 1:2, Simeon the Righteous states: “The
world stands on three things: On Torah, on the Temple service, and on deeds of loving
kindness (gemilut chasadim).” This mishna enshrines g 'milut chasadim, establishing it
as one of the three principal pillars of the world. Thus the Jew is obligated to search out
ways in which he can be kind to his fellow human beings.

The primacy of g'milut chasadim is further supported by examples found in
various other rabbinic texts. In the BT Sotah 14a we leamn that in doing acts of loving
kindness one is acting imitatio dei. In this sugya, the rabbis focus on the biblical verse
“You shall walk after the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 13:5). The rabbis wonder if it

is possible to literally follow God. The discussion in the gemara clarifies the issue:

[1t means that] you should follow [God by emulating] his virtues...The Holy
One Blessed be He, visited the sick...so you too shall you visit the sick. The Holy One, Blessed
be He, comforted the mourners...so you too shall comfort the mourners. The Holy One, Blessed
be He, buried the dead ...so too shall you bury the dead.

In caring for the sick, one is engaging in an important mitzvah which emulates God’s
own behavior. Not only does God visit the sick, but, according to BT Nedarim 40a the
Divine presence actually dwells above the bed of all who are ill. These texts clearly
establish bikkur cholim as an important act in the overall category of mitzvot which are

considered acts of lovingkindness.

7 This will be fully explored in chapter 8 of this thesis, “The Work of G 'milut Chasadim: Requesting
Mercy on the Sick.
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The power of bikkur cholim or visiting the sick is also emphasized in many other

iAo b WSS TR

places in the Talmud. For example, in BT Nedarim 39b, Reish Lakish establishes that the 1
mitzvah of visiting the sick is d'oraita. A mitzvah d’oraita is a class of mitzvot which are |
drawn from the biblical text. Because of its biblical derivation, a mitzvah d’oraita is said lf
to have been enacted by God’s divine reasoning and revealed to mankind through Torah.

Thus a mitzvah d’oraita enjoys higher halachic status than a mitzvah d’rabannan, one

established through the human reasoning of the rabbis. Here Reish Lakish elevates the
status of bikkur cholim to mitzvah d’oraita, by linking it to the biblical text of Numbers

16:29. This text reads:

OOy TP DIND DD NTPO NON MY’ DINN YD MND DN

NOY MNP NO

If these men die as all men do, if their lot be the common fate of all mankind,
it was not the Lord who sent me.

Clearly, the link of bikkur cholim to the Numbers text is a weak one. This verse
comes from the Korach narrative and has no contextual link to the subject of illness. In
this verse Moses is stating that the men of Korach will not die by the fate of all men, but
rather they will die because they have done wrong before God. Presumably the “fate of
all men” that will not be extended to the men of Korach is a death by natural causes. In

contrast, these rebels will be killed by an act of God.

There is no overt mention of bikkur cholim here. To Reish Lakish, the root TPP9

means visitation. He reads the verse as follows: if men die as all men do, then the
visitation of all men will be visited upon them. According to this reading, all dying men
will be visited by their peers. Clearly, the rabbis believe that the link between this
biblical text and bikkur cholim is ambiguous, because gemara asks for clarification.

Rava supports Reish Lakish’s reading adding that “to die as all men do” actually means

13




to become bedridden because of iliness prior to death. He goes on to explain that people
who are bedridden are visited by others (bikkur cholim).

Rava’s explanation seems incomplete, which forces Rashi (1040-1105, France) to
attempt to strengthen the biblical link by highlighting the following fragment of the

verse:

oMby TP DINN 95 NTPM

The root TP can mean “to visit.” Here Rashi reads the verse to say: and the visitation

of all man will be visited upon them. Thus Rashi establishes that the “fate of all men” is
to be visited as they approach death (bikkur cholim).® Both Rava and Rashi scem to be
trying to strengthen a biblical link which is weak at best. Their efforts are notable
because they illustrate the rabbinical impulse to elevate the status of bikkur cholim from a
mitzvah d’rabbanan to the higher level of mitzvah d’oraita.

Bikkur cholim, according to rabbinic theology, is a spiritual act. A baraita quoted
in BT Nedarim 40 confirms the heightened status of bikkur cholim. The baraita states:
“Visiting the sick has no limit.” Rav Yosef understands this baraifa to mean that there is
no limit to the reward heaven will give to the one who engages in this mitzvah.

Tractate Nedarim also contains practical details relating to bikkur cholim. In
reference to the above baraita (39b), Abbaye understands “no limit” to imply that a
person of high status is required to visit an ill person of lesser status. His reading is that
there should be no limit imposed by the social distance between the visitor and the ill

person. Rava suggests that this baraita eliminates all possible limits on the amount of

8 Rashi, dibbur ha matchil “u’venei adam mvakrin otan” This interpretation is also borne out in the text of
BT Shabbat 12b where Rabbah Bar Hanah reports that R. Elazar would visit the sick and say,
DYYI TP DpNN
“May God visit you in Peace”




times a person should engage in bikkur cholim. A sick person can be visited even 100

times a day.

Other practical areas addressed include the time of visitation and the seating
arrangements in the sick room. In Nedarim 40a we read that one should neither visit a
sick person in the first three hours of the day nor in the last three hours. In the first three
hours a sick person may seem comfortable, and the visitor may assume that no prayer is
necessary, while in late in the day, the sick person’s condition may worsen and a visitor
could falsely assume that prayer would be hopeless. A visitor should not sit upon the bed
or in a chair, but rather on the ground.® There is a rabbinic belief that the Shechina,
God’s presence, dwells over the head of the sick person’s bed (BT Shabbat 12b). The
Nedarim text seems to caution the visitor against sitting higher than the sick person.
Presumably this text, which encourages the visitor to sit on the floor, out of the view of
the Shechina, places the ill person in a more prominent physical position than the visitor.
The ill person maintains the most prominent place in the room so that the Shechina might
look upon him favorably.

In addition, BT Nedarim 39b-40a depicts the visitors engaging in bikkur cholim as
agents of change. In 39b the gemara states,

VNI DXWYN THN DON AN Panin Yo
All who visit a sick person lift away one sixtieth of his suffering.

Though healing is controlled by God, a visitor is thought to have a hand in the process.
Rav Dimi affirms the power of this mitzvah by declaring that any person who visits the

sick causes that person to live. Unfortunately, the gemara states that the converse is also

® See also BT Shabbat 12b where we learn that the visitor is supposed to sit in front of the sick person
rather than on the ground.
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true. Any person who fails to visit the sick can be held responsible for that person’s

death.
Requesting Mercy for wh
If healing is in God’s hands, how exactly would a human visitor cause the ill

person to live or die? The gemara explains that the visitor will:

0PN PONX vpan
Request mercy upon him

Through prayer, the visitor entreats God to have mercy on the sick person. If a sick
person receives no visitors, then they will have no one to entreat God on their behalf.
Again, the image here is one of a Divine court. If no one advocates for clemency on
behalf of the ill person, according to the gemara, the ill person may die (BT Nedarim
40a).

The idea of requesting mercy on behalf of one who is ill is also found in Shabbat
12b. In a discussion of the proper etiquette for visiting a sick person on the Sabbath,

Rabbi Jose suggests that the visitor say,

DN N TN Phy ony Opnn
May God have mercy upon you amongst the sick of Israel.

Here special mercy is requested for the sick person, but it is also important that that
person be counted amongst the sick of Israel. Of course, rabbinic theology held that God
has a special relationship with the Jewish people. Likewise we have established that God
cares deeply for those who are suffering through illness. By extension, this text suggests
that a person entered amongst the sick of Israel will be more likely to receive mercy from
the Divine.

The spiritual reward for the visitor is addressed in Mishna Peah 1:1.
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These are the things the interest of which a person enjoys in this world, while the principle remains for him
in the world to come: the honoring of father and mother, acts of g 'millut chasadim, and acts which bring
peace between a man and his feliow, and the study of Torah is equal to them all.

The central idea of this text is expressed in the economic terms of principal and interest.
It states that the a person can enjoy benefit from the interest generated by acts of loving

kindness in this world, and can still enjoy the benefit from the principal generated by the

deed in the world to come. This “interest” is described in metaphor as fruit, or (1177%9)

which is continually yielded by a tree. The term used for principal is 1.

This rabbinic idea is fleshed out in BT Nedarim 40a. As an earthly reward for
helping the sick person to take stock of his sins before God, the visitor is rewarded with
protection against the evil impulse in this world. Also, because the visitor requests mercy
upon the sick person, he is also promised relief from his own suffering. As another
worldly reward the visitor will be a source of pride to his community, will be protected
from enemies, and is also promised many friends. Presumably, with an increased number
of friends, the visitor himself will have a greater chance of visitation should future illness
strike. In addition, in the world to come, according to the gemara, the visitor will be
spared from the judgment of Gehinom.

Deathbed Scenes of the Sages: Imparting Wisdom

We have already explored the end of life scene of the patriarch Jacob in Genesis

(Genesis 47:29-49:33). This study of the deathbed scenes of the talmudic sages will be a

progression and expansion of the deathbed customs present in the biblical text. Anthony

17

e e v e e e Ay




J. Salderini has found that while no two Talmudic death bed stories share identical

elements, they do have some narrative features in common.'?

Like the patriarch Jacob, the sages do not die alone. In many cases they are
surrounded by their students during their final moments.'' It is interesting to note that in
the rabbinic period the members of the disciple circle often serve as a surrogate family.
Against this cultural backdrop, of the mitzvah of bikkur cholim grows as the patient
reaches the final stage of life.

It is clear that the master’s knowledge is still important to his students in spite of
his infirmity. In BT Brachot 28b, students visiting their dying master Rabbi Eliezer
engage their teacher by asking him to impart some final wisdom.'?> This scene parallels
many other bedside moments where students ask for wisdom, and often engage their
master in halachic discourse.

The students themselves will soon become rabbis. Thinking like future rabbis, it
is possible that they have a pastoral motivation for engaging their teacher in halachic
discourse. It is possible that they wish to assure the dying teacher that he is still worthy
of their attention and adoration. Often, those who are dying feel that their life is over,
even before their day of death arrives. In asking for this final wisdom, the students are
assuring their master that his life still has meaning, and that he still is their beloved

teacher.

10 Anthony J. Salderini. “Last Words and Deathbed Scenes in Rabbinic Literature.” Jewish Quarterly
Review, 68:1 (1977), 30.

' Ibid., 2845.

2 Ibid., 31.




Most often the student’s requests are rewarded. Salderini notes that these final
lessons have been “assiduously preserved.”'3 Interestingly, he also speculates that
halachic pronouncements which became important in later generations may have been
retroactively attributed to the important deathbed moment. A teaching imparted as the
final words of a dying sage would certainly be elevated in halachic importance.'*

This is borne out in practical rabbinics as well. It is true that people often
remember specific words that their loved one uttered in the final moments of life. Those
words are also assiduously preserved and passed on as the parting gift of the dying
person.

In Jewish law, the final words of the dying clearly have elevated status. As we
saw with the dying patriarch Jacob, the biblical text instructs that even complex demands,
such as burial in another geographical location, must be honored. This idea is developed
further in the rabbinic period. In BT Gitin 13a, we learn that the last wishes of a dying
person must be obeyed as long as they do not contravene Jewish law. Deathbed
instructions are given the same force in Jewish law as a legal contract that has been both
written and delivered. This “contract status” ensures that words of the dying person are
validated, and even elevated to a higher status than the words of one who is well.

The rabbis are careful to insure that the dying person is not prematurely written
off. Rather, the dying person is continually afforded a place of respect in Jewish law.
This idea is reinforced in the rabbinic literature which focuses on the laws of the goses, or

moribund patient, which will be examined in detail in the following section.

¥ [bid., 35.
" Ibid.
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As in the biblical case of Jacob, Talmudic scholars such as Rabbi Yochanan ben

Zakkai often give practical instructions for death or burial.’® In his deathbed scene (BT
Brachot 28b) Yochanan warns his students to remove all holy implements from his
presence so that they will not be defiled by his corpse.

Like Yochanan, the practical deathbed instructions given by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi
are extensive (Ketubot 103a-b). Rabbi, as he was known, held a position of great
importance as redactor of the Mishna and patriarch of Judea. His life spanned the latter
part of the second century to the beginning of the third century C.E. It is logical that the
lengthy account of Rabbi’s final wishes would be preserved by the tradition, because this
account would help to insure continuity in the community after this great leader’s death.

Like Jacob, the Rabbi calls for the presence of his sons. He begins by dealing
with personal issues, reminding his sons that they should care for their mother. He also
requests that all domestic activities continue as usual following his death. In addition, he
gives funeral instructions, specifying that Joseph of Haifa and Simeon of Efrat should
oversee his burial.

He then calls all of the sages together for a meeting at his bedside in order that he,
again in the tradition of the patriarch Jacob, can name his successors. He names his two
sons and Chanina ben Hama as his successors, in front of all their colleagues, in order to
insure continuity of authority. As in the Genesis text, all who are concerned with the
transition of power are present at this moment to hear the wishes of their dying leader.
Because all are present, challenges to the authority of the chosen successors will be

limited.

¥ Ibid, 32.
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Rabbi also asked that smaller towns not hold their own funeral lamentations in his
honor. Such lamentations were held only in larger towns. It appears here that the sage is
trying to engineer his own funeral preparations so that the funeral rites will cause limited
upheaval in the daily life of the citizenry. Lamentations can be consolidated and
organized in the larger towns. People from the smaller villages can travel to mourn their
leader, but with consolidation of the funeral rites, the mouming period will be limited.
People will then be free to return to their daily lives.

In limiting the lamentations, Rabbi is expanding upon the biblical model of the
Genesis 47-49. Both Jacob and Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi are leaders. However Jacob was
the head of a household, while Rabbi rules over all of Judea. Here Rabbi demonstrates
that it is incumbent upon a leader to consider the impact of his death not only upon his
successors, but also upon the larger community that he serves.

According to Salderini, talmudic sages, like biblical patriarchs, may also impart a
blessing before dying.'® However, there is a difference in the intended results of these
blessings. As previously discussed, Jacob bestowed blessings as a departing gift to his
sons. Through these blessings Jacob provided each son with a prediction, as they
prepared to encounter their futures without their father. In contrast, the end of life scenes
of the rabbinic period served to highlight important teachings for the disciple circle.
These teachings were intended to help insure continuity in leadership after the death of
the sage.

Salderini points to numerous examples, including the passing of authority from

Hillel to Yochanan ben Zakkai.'” In addition to insuring leadership, these final death

% Ibid., 29.
17 Ibid., 44.
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scenes often include cautions against heretical teachers who may come to threaten the
authority of later rabbis.'® In the case of Rabbi Yehuda ha Nasi, Jeffrey Rubenstein,
observes that “...Rabbi bequeaths the positions of Nasi and sage to his two sons,
suggesting that a combination of heredity and testamentary designation determined
succession to the highest academic offices.”'® For the rabbis of the Babylonian Talmud,
such continuity was important because it helped to ensure Jewish survival.

End of life Halacha: Unpacking the Legal Categories

Just as aggadic accounts of the death of the sages were intended to anchor and
preserve rabbinic authority, the legal categories created by the rabbis helped to anchor
and define the ambiguities of the end of life.

These ambiguities and the questions they provoke are numerous. No human has
the power to predict the exact moment of death. Neither do we know what will happen
when we die. A dying person may have days or weeks to live. What are the signs that a
sick person is near death? What must be done for a patient who is dying? What
interventions must not be taken? And finally, what exactly is the definition of death
itself? Through their own end of life investigations, the rabbis created the following
legal categories in order to clarify this mysterious process.

Mystery, however, is incompatible with halacha. The halachic system fashioned
by the rabbis is a system of law which depends on terms that are concretely defined.’ In

defining the halachic terms associated with dying, the rabbis sought to answer these

18 1.0

Ibid., 45.
19 Jeffrey Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Johns Hopkins University Press: Baltimore,
2003), 96.
% Menachem Elon, “The Concreteness of Jewish Legal Terminology.” Jewish Law: History, Sources,
Principles, translated by Bernard Auerbach and Melvin J. Sykes (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1994) 1:79.
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ambiguous and often difficult questions. In this section, I will explore the halachic terms
which fall under the large halachic heading noteh I 'mut. Translated literally, noteh !'mut
means one who is leaning towards death. According to the Encyclopedia of Jewish
Medical Ethics, this is the overall category used to describe a patient for whom death is
approaching.?!

The following terms are used to further clarify the patient’s condition under the
larger heading of noteh I'mut. One who is terefah, or stricken, is considered to have a
terminal illness.”? Though the life of a terefah is in danger and death will come in the
foreseeable future, it is not imminent.” The term shechiv merah is used to describe those
closer to death, those who are depleted of all energy. A shechiv merah is unable to walk
to the market and thus is confined to bed. This person knows internally that the end is
near.

Perhaps the most detailed halachic category is that of the goses. The term goses is
derived from a linguistic root meaning “to stir.” This term refers to the troubled
breathing or “death rattle” often characteristic of a dying person. This sound was heard
as the stirring of phlegm in the throat.”

According to Massechet Semachot 1:1-4, a goses is like a living person in all
respects, and can be fully obligated under halacha. Semachot (Rejoicings) is the

euphemistic name for the Talmudic treatise Evel Rabbati.”® Sylvie Anne Goldberg writes

2 Avraham Steinberg, ed., Encyclopedia of Jewish Medical Ethics (Jerusalem: Machon Schlessinger,
1992), 4:343-344.
Z Elliot N. Dorff, Matters of Life and Death: A Jewish Approach to Modern Medical Ethics. ( Jewish
Publication Society: Philadelphia, 1998), 200.
B Steinberg, 3:1.
* Ibid., 4:386.
’2’ Ibid., 4:343

6 Sylvie Anne Goldberg, Crossing the Jabbok: Illness and Death in Sixteenth through Nineteenth
Century Prague (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 13.
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that this text “represents one of the first works of mortuary and funerary codification,
containing all the laws, customs, and practices dealing with dying, death, burial, and
mourning,” and agrees with scholar Dov Zlotnick that it may date to the third century.”’
Semachot is thus a very important source, useful for defining these often ambiguous
halachic categories.

J. David Bleich defines a goses as “a moribund patient in imminent danger of
death.”® Death should be expected within 72 hours.”® The numerous laws surrounding
the goses find their origin in Semachot 1:1-14, where harming a goses is considered
tantamount to murder. Extreme life-saving measures are prohibited, as are actions which
would hasten the process of death. Because the goses is compared to a flickering candle,
closing the eyes prematurely is like snuffing out person’s life, and is therefore considered
murderous.*®

The Shulhan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 339:1ff is also a rich source text for laws
pertaining to this category. The Shulhan Arukh is a sixteenth century work. In its pages,
Joseph Caro sought to codify Jewish Law, creating an elaborate compendium which deals
with all aspects of Jewish life.?'

As in Massechet Semachot, Caro agrees that a goses should not be unnecessarily

tied to life, nor be put in danger. The Shulchan Aruch adds the following specific

7 Goldberg,13.
3} David Bleich. Judaism and Healing: Halachic Perspectives. (Ktav Publishing: Hoboken, 1981), 38.
® Shuichan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 339:2 states that mourning must actually begin 3 days following the
designation of the goses.
* Mishna Semachot 1:1-4.
* Goldberg, 76. For additional information on Joseph Cara and the Shuichan Aruch see Menachem Elon.
Jewish Law: History, Sources, Principles, translated by Bemard Auerbach and Melvin J. Sykes
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1994), 3:1309-1344. See also Howard Adelman “From Zion
(slh;g? Go Forth the Law: On the 50* Anniversary of the Birth of Joseph Caro,” Jewish Book Annual 45

), 143-157.
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prohibitions. The goses should not be moved from his bed for any reason, nor should his
orifices be closed off. Any straps around the moribund patient should not be loosened.
Nothing should be given to him for his stomach, such that it would become sunken, or
blocked. Neither a flask of water should be given, nor a globule of salt.

The mourning process must not begin prematurely. The eyes of a goses may not
be closed until his soul departs. In addition, the Shulchan Aruch prohibits early kriah,
tearing of the mourner’s garment. Early lamenting, eulogizing, and recitation of the
tzidduk ha din, a graveside prayer, is also forbidden. Premature funeral arrangements like
placing the body on sand and summoning the town on the behalf of the goses are
prohibited, as is bringing a coffin into the house and digging the grave prematurely.

While these sources do not provide rationales for the various prohibitions, the
prohibition against stopping up body orifices suggests that there should be no effort to
cosmetically improve the appearance of the dying person, or heroically stop bleeding.
The goses must not be given medical treatment that might impede his dying or make him
uncomfortable.

Finally, two additional important halachic terms are chayei sha’ah (life of the
hour) and yerziat neshama (departure of the soul). The Encyclopedia Hilchatit Rifuit
reports that it is difficult to find a clear definition of chayei sha’ah in rabbinic literature.
Some believe that this category is similar to that of frefah, as anyone who has been
seriously ill for more than 2 months is considered to be chayei sha’ah. Others define it as
a period of illness lasting a year or more with a life threatening disease with an unknown

cause.’? Elliot Dorff’s modern position on this classification is that chayei sha’ah

*2 Steinberg, 4:390.
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actually refers to the period of time that a person lives after being diagnosed with a
terminal illness.*

Yetziat neshema, or the moment when the soul leaves the body, is incredibly
difficult to determine in practical application. How is it possible to determine the exact
moment of death? A central rabbinic text on this issue is BT Yoma 85a. Here the sages
are discussing a building that had collapsed on the Sabbath. If a life can be saved, then
the laws of the Sabbath may be suspended. If there is doubt whether the victim is alive or
dead, the Talmud instructs the rescuers to probe the rubble. If a person is found alive, he
can be removed on the Sabbath, but if he is dead, he is to be left until Shabbat is over.
This question helps to define death: “How far do we search in order to know if the victim
is dead or alive?” Some say: “Search until you see his nose.” Presumably, respiration
here is the key function. Others say: “Search up to his heart.” To these respondents
cardiac function is important. The sugya concludes that life manifests itself primarily
through the breath which is channeled through the nose, and grounds its decision in the
language of Genesis 7:22,

YANI 0N M NHPYY WX DO
All in whose nostrils was the merest breath of life...

As moderns, we know that heart and lung function are inextricably linked, but it is
fascinating that our early sages seemed to understand a similar link as well. Fred Rosner

points out that medieval medical thought posited that breathing cold air through the nose

% Dorf, 203-4.
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was thought to cool the heart. The warm air of exhalation was thought to be a kind of
exhaust, taking the warm air that had built up around the heart and releasing it.>*

Others, like Moses Sofer (also known as the Chatam Sofer, 1762-1839), embrace
an altemate view on the definition of death. Sofer believed that death occurred with the
cessation of the breath when the body was still as a stone.*

Because of scientific advancement in the modern period, death becomes even
more difficult to define. Though it is beyond the scope of this thesis to attempt to answer
this question definitively, the following examples are but a sample of how modern Jewish
ethicists atterpt to define death. Today, doctors define brain death as “the irreversible
cessation of the functions of the neocortex (the upper brain) rather than that of the whole
brain.” Dorff points out that this means that people who will never regain consciousness
are therefore considered dead.’® Many Orthodox rabbis such as Avram Reisner disagree
with the medical community because they claim that “defining death in terms of the
absence of intelligence would impugn the sanctity of the vessel that carried God’s
image.™’

Jewish tradition depicts the life of the goses as like a flickering candle.”® For

this reason it is Conservative theologian Elliot Dorff’s position that death is not defined

in an instant but rather through a process of events. He writes, “Life does not begin or

* Fred Rosner. “The Definition of Death in Jewish Law.” In The Definition of Death: Contemporary
Controversies., eds. Stuart ] Younger, Robert M. Arnold, and Renie Schapiro. (Johns Hopkins University
gress: Baltimore, 1999), 215.
“ M. Sofer, Responsa Chatam Sofer, Yoreh Deah 338.

Dorff, 215.
*" Dorf, 216.
* Dorf, 200.
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end at one distinct moment.” His argument continues that life begins in stages, and thus

ends in stages. The absolute point of death is too difficult to define.*

Orthodox ethicist Rabbi J. David Bleich struggles with the same problem. Like
Dorff, this scholar does not consider the rabbinic definition of death (cessation of
respiration or cardiac function) sufficient. He also allows the consideration of modern
scientific factors such as measurcment of brain waves to define the cessation of life.** No

doubt, as our technology progresses, this is an area in which science will continue to

inform the modern understanding of Jewish law.

3
!

% Dorf, 200,
“ Bieich, 333.
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Chapter 3: Medieval Perspectives on Death
Maimonides: H a Prerequisite for Enlightenment

In the medieval world, strict adherence to the principles of Jewish law not only
had repercussions for the afterlife, but was critically important for a healthy earthly life as
well. The great philosopher and halachist Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) was also a
practicing physician serving as court doctor to the Sultan of Cairo.*' In chapter 5 of his
Shemonah Perakim, a commentary on Mishnah Avot, Maimonides declares that a person
should focus his life upon obtaining knowledge of God. A halachic lifestyle, according
to Maimonides, allows one to rein in any extraneous impulses which would distract him
from pursuing the Divine through scientific, rational, and moral reasoning.*> For
Maimonides, health, obtained in part through proper halachic observance, is a
prerequisite for spiritual enlightenment.

Introduction to Kabbalah

With the rise of Kabbalah in the Middle Ages, the link between health and
meticulous observance of Jewish law is further strengthened. According to Gershom
Scholem, God in Kabbalah is, “the conception of...a whole realm of divinity, which
underlies the world of our sense-data and which is present and active in all that exists.”*
The mystical God is a theosophic deity. God emanates from the heavens, and thus
energizes each object of creation.*® In addition the God of the mystics is the object of
theurgy. By action on earth, humans can cause a reaction in the Divine realm. In our

discussion of rabbinic theology, we did see evidence of theurgy. In the case of Rabbi

** Goldberg, 147.
* Moses Maimonides, Shemonah Perakim: A Treatise on the Soul, Edited and Translated by Leonard S.
Kravitz and Kerry M. Olitzky (New York: UAHC Press, 1999), 59-61.

4
“3 Gershom Sholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (Jerusalem: Schoken Publishing House, 1941), 11.
Ibid., 206.
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Yochanan, he needed an advocate to influence God’s action so that he could be healed.
This rabbinic idea of influencing the heavens is seized upon and elaborated by the
kabbalistic thinkers. In this section, I will define some of the basic terms of Kabbalah.
These terms will be further developed as they apply to the Maavar Yabbok later in this
thesis.

God, in the kabbalistic worldview, is described as Eyn Sof, or “that which is
infinite.™** Kabbalistic theology is based on neo-Platonic thought. The God of the Neo-
Platonist is like an eternal fountain, thus in Kabbalah, the presence of the Eyn Sof
constantly flows forth into the world.

The problem for the kabbalist is clear. God as Eyn Sof is infinite and therefore
unfathomable to the human mind. However, the mystic’s quest was to apprehend
knowledge of the the Divine. To that end, the kabbalist envisioned God’s emanations
inhabiting a heavenly structure of a tree with 10 limbs. Through this theological
conception, they would be able to understand God’s influence in the world.

In kabbalistic theology, divine material from the Eyn Sof flows into the 10 limbed
sefirotic tree®® into the earthly world. This material from the Godhead is known as the
“supernal efflux.” Each of the limb of the tree is a sefira, or sphere. Kabbalah was
understood “as...a technique to draw downwards the supernal efflux from the world of
the Sefirot...””"”  The sefirotic tree had its roots in medieval cosmology. Thus Kabbalah

was the “science” of its day.*

* Ibid., 12.
* A diagram of the sefirof can be found in the Appendix, p. A-1.
Y Ibid., 346

* Ibid., 357.




Special attention should be paid to the lowest sphere on the sefirotic tree, which is
known as Malchut or Shekhinah. This sefira is known as the feminine aspect of God, and
stands in opposition the masculine construct of the God of Israel. Scholem traces the idea
of Shekhinah back to Gnostic constructions. Gnosticism was an ancient dualistic thought
system. Under Gnosticism, there were gods both of light and dark, there were both male
and female divine beings. These beings, according to Gnostic teaching, lived in the
upper region or pleroma realm.” According to Scholem, some gnostics believed the
lowest acon on the edge of the pleroma was called the “lower Sophia.” This acon is
known as the daughter of light, and through Jewish mystical tradition develops into the
Shechina. The Shechina dwells in the lowest sefirot, she is the gateway sefira. Through
the Shechina, God’s efflux passes into the earthly realm.

The Kabbalistic link between Illness and Sin

According to Kabbalah, human beings, by living according to strict halacha, have
the ability to affect the Godhead and arouse the supernal efflux. The kabbalistic view is a
mechanistic one of cause and effect. If one transgresses halachic principles and commits
a sin, evil flows into the world. That evil could take the form of illness.

Just as in the biblical and rabbinic periods, illness in the Middle Ages was
believed to be a sign of divine pnnishme:nt.50 Sylvie Anne Goldberg writes that
“...illness is often considered just one of the manifestations of demonic agency. For just
as illness insinuates itself into a deficient or weakened body, evil spirits penetrate the
human body diminished by its misdeeds or by malign forces.”! In the 16™ century, there

were numerous medical treatises which contained advice for curing iliness. This

* Ibid., 230.
* Goldberg, 146.
3! bid,, 151.
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literature combined the innovations of medical science with the rituals of practical
kabbalah.”
_Death and Kabbalah

Just as meticulous attention to halacha had an impact on health, careful
observance of religious life was believed by medieval kabbalists to have an effect on the
eternal life of the soul.
On prayer and the end of life the Zohar teaches:

When a person prays in this way, with [appropriate] actions and word, and establishes the union
[of above and below], by virtue of his deeds, upper and lower worlds are blessed...[He] has
separated himself from the Tree of Life and died near the Tree of Death, which returns its pledge
to him, as it is said, “He [Jacob] gathered up his feet into the bed” (Genesis 48:33), as he
confessed his sins and prayed on account of them...Now he must be gathered to the Tree of Death
and fall saying:...” Now that I have effected unification and performed act and word properly,
and confessed on account of my sins, behold I surrender my soul to You complett.tly.‘.”s3

According to this passage, if one dies with the proper rites and customs prescribed by
Jewish law, blessing is triggered in both the upper and lower worlds. That blessing is the
supernal efflux which is aroused by the proper actions and enters the world through the
sefirot.

Originally, according to the kabbalah of the Zohar, God was one in relationship
both with the Divine self and with the rest of creation. Thus, humankind and God at the
beginning of creation enjoyed an uninterrupted relationship. Before the fall, Adam did
not have an earthly body. In this state, kabbalistic tradition calls him Adam Ha Kadmon,
primordial man. According to Scholem, “The ethereal shape which enclosed him and

which was later transformed into the organs of his body stood in an entirely different

%2 Ibid., 148.

%3 Zohar 3:120b-121. This translation comes from Lawrence Fine, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and
his Kabbalistic Fellowship (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 240.
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relation to its nature than his body does now.”* Scholem explains that prior to Adam’s
sin, the Shechina was in the lower region. “The wellsprings and the channels through
which everything in the higher regions flow into the lower were still active, complete and
unhindered, and thus God filled everything above to below.” However, according
Zoharic kabbalah, Adam’s sin broke the channels and God’s flow into the earthly reaim
was halted.*®

Later, Lurianic Kabbalah interpreted this breaking of the channels to be a fracture
of God’s being. For Lurianic Kabbalists, this point of fracture was the genesis of the 10
sefirot. Prior to the fall, God’s presence in the world was seamless. As a result of the sin
of Adam, God was “fractured” into 10 pieces. As stated above, the upper 9 sefirot dwell
in the supernal realm and only the lowest sefira, the feminine Shechina, is thought to
dwell in the earthly realm, separated from the rest of the Godhead. And the Eyn Sof went
into exile, becoming distant from mankind. *’

While sin alienated God, according to kabbalistic theology, right action, as in the
Zohar passage above, can bring God’s presence down into the world.  Strict halachic
observance in this system is extremely important because of its theurgical consequences.
The Possibility for Yichud — Making God Whole

As supemal efflux flows down, the possibility for yichud, or unification of the
Godhead, arises. This unification of the Godhead constitutes the end of God’s “exile.”

In yichud, the Shechina is united with all of the other sefirot. With the unity of the

:‘ Sholem, 231.

® Ibid., 231.

% Ibid., 231.

% Ibid., 230-231.
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Divine there is potential for all of God’s creations to be returned to the unity which
existed prior to the sin of Adam.

All of this is accomplished in the kabbalistic system through righteous action.
According to Gershom Scholem, “Only after the restoration of the original harmony in
the act of redemption, when everything shall again occupy the place it originally had in
the divine scheme of things, will “God be one and his name be one,” in Biblical terms
and for all time.”*®

In this theological framework the subjects of death, afterlife, and resurrection
become of paramount importance.”® As emphasized in the Zohar passage, strict halachic
adherence at the end of life was believed essential for the messianic unification of the
universe. The soul had to depart the body under proper conditions, and after leaving the
body, it needed to be protected on its journey by halachic rite.* Dying the “good death”
in this medieval context was thought to insure an afterlife and eventual resurrection.5'

The Rise of the Chevra Kaddisha

One of the most remarkable developments of the European Middle Ages was the
emergence of the chevra kaddisha.5> In modemn Jewish life, the chevra kaddisha is
known primarily as a burial society. According to Jacob Marcus, the chevra kaddisha
originated in Jewish Spain. Beginning in the thirteenth century, there were a number of

Spanish fraternal organizations that assumed responsibility for a variety of charitable

* Ibid., 232

% Ibid., 81.
Jacob Rader Marcus, Communal Sick-Care in the German Ghetto (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College

Press, 1978), 66.

5! A more detailed treatment of the concept of yichud can be found in Chapter 5 of this thesis.

“? According to Marcus, the name chevra kaddisha, or holy brotherhood was also a general term applied in

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to almost any type of European Jewish association. Many Jewish

communities refered to themselves as chevra kaddisha. This term did not only apply to the burial

brotherhood which is the focus of this chapter, 250.




activities in the community. Members of these organizations educated the poor, provided
dowries for orphaned brides, visited the sick, and buried the dead.*> Later in 14" and
15" century Spain, such societies began to focus their activities more closely on care of
the sick and dying. In the sixteenth century, after the Spanish expulsion, similar groups
began to appear in German and Italian lands. These later organizations borrowed much
from the organizational model of the Christian religious guild.®*

Prior to the emergence of the chevra kaddisha, the spiritual needs of the sick and
dying were left to friends and family members.®® As stated above, medieval Jews held
strongly to the biblical belief that sickness was caused by sin. Thus, confession and
repentance through prayer and study was embraced as an antidote to bodily affliction.
Before the rise of the chevra kaddisha, community support at the end of life was severely
limited. For example, up until the sixteenth century, in the Ashkenazic Jewish
communities, of the Germanic lands of northwestern Europe, those suffering a loss were
entitled only to the services of a community grave digger.% Later, the chevra kaddisha
developed into a corporate entity. In addition to other benevolent activities, its members
ministered to the sick and dying, facilitated the last moments of life, and provided proper
halachic burial for the dead.

Though the care of the sick and dying did become an important part of the work
of the burial societies, Goldberg notes that this responsibility may have been a later
addition. She notes that the Prague Chevra Kaddisha charters of 1692 and 1702 are the

catliest to list bikkur cholim as an official function of the brotherhood. Though the

© Ibid., 63.

“ Ibid., 64.

* Ibid., 215.

% Goldberg, 75.



Maavar Yabbok was widely used by chevra kaddisha members in their work with the
sick and dying, the reading of the Maavar Yabbok at the bedside is mentioned only in
article 27 of the Prague charter. Goldberg observes that up until the latter half of the
eighteenth century, the main goal of the burial society was to bury the dead. For the
brotherhoods prior to that, ministering to the sick and dying may have been a lesser
priority.”’

What were the contributing historical factors in the rise of the chevra kaddisha?
Though Goldberg carefully considers the question, in her book Crossing the Jabbok, she
cautions that no definitive answer can be found.*® Goldberg acknowledges that there are
those who seek to trace the chevra kaddisha back to the ancient burial societies of
Jerusalem.% In fact, the founders of the societies themselves believed themselves to be
“following in a path...anchored in the Jewish past.””

Likewise the language used by chevra kaddisha members is derived from the
Bible and the Talmud. In taking care of the sick and dying, members do their work
with hesed shel emet (true kindness). This term, as mentioned in chapter 1, is found in
the biblical text (Gen 47:29 and Exodus 34:6). In addition the chevra kaddisha
considered their work to be gemilut chasadim. As we learned in Chapter 2, gemilut
chasadim was an important class of mitzvot which was established in the rabbinic period.
Therefore, the founders of the chevra kaddisha embraced the perennial Jewish impulse to

infuse established religious concepts with new meaning,

‘Z Ibid., 105,
Ibid., 83.

* Ibid., 82.

™ Ibid., 82.
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However Goldberg disputes those who wish to trace the lineage of the chevra

kaddisha back to the burial societies of ancient Jerusalem.” In contrast, she hypothesizes

that the rise of the chevra kaddisha was due to specific social conditions. Though there

was considerable influence from the Christian guild system, the reality of epidemics in

this time period also contributed to the rise of the chevra kaddisha™  Many

communicable diseases swept across Europe, leaving rotting corpses in their wake.
Goldberg points that the corpses became a public health hazard. In addition, those who
were responsible for grave digging in the Jewish community were often uneducated about
Jewish laws pertaining to burial.”

The practical mandate of the burial society according to Goldberg was “on the
one hand to make sure that all members of the community can be buried decently and
according to prescribed practice, and, on the other, to oversee the education of members
of the burial society in matters of funerary ritual.”” Goldberg’s conclusion is
compelling:

It seems clear that in previous times the last rites had been left to the individual initiative of
families as much as to the good will of professional gravediggers. The transformation of the
social fabric of the community wrought by the chevra kaddisha’s erection of a hierarchical
structure would have many consequences, not the least of which was the emergence of an
effective moral power exercised by the group over the individual. But we can be sensitive as well
to the evident intention to endow the Jewish community with the same categories and institutions
as its environment and at the same time to the constant care ...to situate this society solidly in a
tradition that would be specifically Jewish....”

The proliferation of the chevra kaddisha in German and Italian lands, and its
mandate to be “specifically Jewish” inspired a flurry of liturgical creativity. This

creativity was collected in numerous medieval funerary manuals. This genre of literature,

" Ibid., 83.
" Ibid., 85.
" Ibid., 84
™ Ibid., 84
" Ibid., 85.




which had not existed in detailed form before the rise of the chevra kaddisha, was on the
rise between the 16" and 18™ century.” While many of these manuals were published in
special editions incorporating local customs, the authors sought overall to standardize
halachic observance at the end of life. A prime example of this literature is the focus text
of this thesis, The Maavar Yabbok, which was authored by Rabbi Aaron Berechiah of
Modena, Italy, in 1626.”

It should be noted that although the Maavar Yabbok was published in the 17®
century, and Berechiah devotes many pages to the care of the sick and dying, the chevra
kaddisha societies were at first primarily burial societies. In her studies of the Prague
Chevra Kaddisha and its charter texts, Goldberg observes that the directive to read
Maavar Yabbok to the dying was a practice that became normative only in the middle of
the 18" century.

Chevra Kaddisha and Kabbalah

Notable too is the interesting intersection between the chevra kaddisha
organizations and kabbalah. In explaining this intersection, it is important to recall the
Spanish origins of the chevra kaddisha. Goldberg suggests that rise of chevra kaddisha
organizations may have been linked to the spread of kabbalistic ideas.” Jacob Marcus

illuminates this theory with the following explanation:

Now there were two influences to bring about the adoption of the brotherhood form: the idea of
the brotherhood brought from Spain and the new emphasis on the liturgy of death stemming from
kabbalistic circles in Palestine. Spain gave basic organizational form and social content.
Palestine in a supplementary sense, supplied spiritual content. The two ideas met and merged in
Italy and the new death-bed liturgy was introduced to into the workings of the societies.”™

" Ibid., 86.

™ Marcus, 227.

™ Goldberg, 86-92.
™ Marcus, 67.
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The author of the Maavar Yabbok, Berechiah, was indeed a kabbalist. Not only was he

exposed to the kabbalah of Spain described above, but according to Moshe Idel, the
Italian Berechiah was also heavily influenced by the Safedian masters. His scholarship
can be linked to that of Moshe Cordovero and Isaac Luria.®

In chevra kaddisha organizations, members were often known as gomlei
chasadim or those who do kindness. As caretakers of the sick and dying in a kabbalistic
context, their task was extremely important. In helping people to die this “good death”
the gomlei chasadim were not merely accomplishing a good deed on earth, but they were
arousing chesed, or kindness to flow down from above. In enabling the ill to strictly
observe the end of life halacha, they became instruments of theurgy, believing that their

actions would ultimately have eschatological benefits.

8 Moshe Idel, “Major Currents in Italian Kabbalah between 1560 and 1660,” Essential Papers on Jewish
Culture in Renaissance and Barogue Italy, edited by David Ruderman, (New York: New York University
Press, 1992), 352.
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I1. The Maavar Yabbok

Chapter 4: Introduction to Maavar Yabbok

Title and Publication History
The title Maavar Yabbok is a literary allusion to Genesis 32:23. In this biblical

passage, Jacob struggles with his divine adversary at the Yabbok River near Penuel, The
Yabbok River takes on a new significance under Kabbalah. There is a teaching that after
death the soul will depart on a final crossing across the purifying Yabbok River, which
will blaze like fire. The soul is purified in the crossing as it moves closer and closer to
the tsror ha chayim, the eternal bond of life.! Like the Yabbok river, the term tsror ha
chayim also has a biblical origin (I Samuel 25:29) in the story of David and Abigail.
Abigail tells David that his life is bound in the “fsror ha chayim,” the bundle of the
living, with God. Because of this, David will be protected from any harm. Later
kabbalists understood the fsror ha chayim to be the kabbalistic sphere to which the
human soul returns after death. In summary, as discussed above, the soul makes its
crossing across the Yabbok, finally returning to the sror ha chayim, where it will
eventually unite with the Divine.*? .

According to Marcus, Maavar Yabbok was in use from its publication in Mantua
in 1626 until around 1800.*® Because of its ungainly size, a smaller digest form of the

work, Kitzur Maavar Yabbok, was published after the original. Kitzur Maavar Yabbok

* Goldberg, 87.
%2 tbid., 87.
# Marcus, 229.
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became the standard funerary manual in locales through out Italian and German lands,
including Prague, under various Hebrew names.®
Content

The original Maavar Yabbok is a detailed manual intended for use by individuals
and their caregivers prior to, and following, death. It is also a work which is infused with
kabbalistic theology. Sylvie Anne Goldberg writes that, “Maavar Yabbok deviates from
the funerary ritual with its kabbalistic interpretations (and accompanying customs) and
represents a kind of Lurianic breviary of death and the beliefs associated with it....”* It
was specifically intended for use by members of the community chevra kaddisha.®

Throughout this extensive work, Berechiah covers the spectrum of important end
of life topics, leading the reader through the dying process from sickness to burial. It is
clear that the author was well acquainted with a wide variety of textual sources. The
overall manual speaks to two audiences at once. The overall manual and its various
commentaries are aimed a reader who is literate in Jewish sources. It was intended to
inform the work of the members of the chevra kaddisha, who would be visiting the sick
and dying.

The liturgical sections in the Maavar Yabbok are intended for use by the common
person. Death does not discriminate. Thus prayer sections included in the volume are
intended for use by dying people, both educated and uneducated alike.

There is much evidence that the nonliturgical sections of the manual were
intended for the well-educated reader. Though text citations are often given in the pages

of the Maavar Yabbok, there are many instances where allusion is made but texts are not

¥ Tbid., 229-30.
%5 Goldberg, 103.
% Ibid., 104,
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cited. It is clear that in some cases the author presupposes familiarity with these missing
texts. In addition, there are instances when the author suggests a prayer text, but does not
include the full prayer; rather he cites the work and leaves it to the reader to find the
complete text. For example, in his deathbed confessional service, or seder ha viddui,
Berechiah cites the confessional service from the Torat Ha Adam of Nachmanides (1194-
1270) .*" This prayer is not included, but presumubly it would have been well known and
accessible to the user of the Maavar Yabbok. Because of its importance in the historical
development of the bedside viddui (see Appendix A-2 for the full text),®® I will further
explore the importance this text in Chapter 6 of this thesis.

Though Berechiah’s overall work, as stated above, presupposes a high level of
Judaic knowledge, he also seeks to make the liturgical sections of the Maavar Yabbok
accessible to all. His liturgical sections contain a variety of different features intended
for ease of use and increased understanding. Sylvie Anne Goldberg observes that the
Maavar Yabbok resembles the vaiber shrift genre of literature also characteristic of the
same period. The vaiber shrift was also known as “women’s writing” because women
were not required to read Hebrew. As in the vaiber shrift genre, all liturgical and
scriptural sections of the Maavar Yabbok contain vowel points. This helped to make the
prayer texts designed for recitation accessible to the masses. In addition, the liturgical
sections of the Maavar Yabbok contain detailed stage directions help to clarify each ritual

for the non-educated user.®

%7 Berechiah, p. 96.

Moses ben Nachman, also known as Ramban, was a scholar of Bible, Talmud, Philosophy, and
Kabbalah, in the Middle Ages. In his Torat Ha Adam, Nachmanides includes a compendium of end of life
halacha. “Torat Ha Adam,” Kitvei HaRabenu Moshe ben Nachman, Edited by Charles Chavel,
{Jerusalem: Mossad Ha Rav Kook, 1963) vol.2.
® Goldberg, 103
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Structure

This section will serve to highlight some of the important structural features of
the Maavar Yabbok. Berechiah creates a service, or seder for each important juncture in
the death and burial process. The sedarim typically contain study passages and liturgy
which are accompanied by detailed halachic instructions.

As stated above, the instructional passages often contain textual references, drawn
from a wide variety of biblical and rabbinic sources, as well as sources from Jewish
mystical tradition. These instructional passages often act as stage directions.

These instructional passages also contain useful reference notes which enable the
reader to find pertinent commentary in Berechiah’s kabbalistic maamarim. Typically,
the maamar in Maavar Yabbok is a non-linear mystical explication of an end of life topic.
A collection of maamarim serves as an explanatory preface to the liturgical sections of
the Maavar Yabbok. In addition, there are also explanatory maamarim which follow the
liturgical material. In a sense Berechia’s liturgy is sandwiched between extensive
commentary sections. These sections are important because they help the reader to
understand the kabbalistic significance of each rite and ritual. In each maamar
Berechiah covers a number of different themes. The notes in the halachic instructions are
integral, because they enable to reader to easily find the pertinent commentary. The
following is a short outline of the sections of the Maavar Yabbok which are relevant to
the process of dying.

I.  Introduction
II.  Siftei Tzedek (Lips of the Righteous): Commentary
III. 8 Private Services: For the Seriously Iil Person
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IV. Halachic Instructions for the Visitor
V. Seder Ha Viddui: The Confessional Service
IV. Additional Resources for the End of Life in the Maavar Yabbok

I-11. Introduction and Siftei Tzedek
At the beginning of the work, Berechiah offers an introduction detailing his

reasons for creating the manual. He then follows his introduction with a ma’amar
entitled Siftei Tzedek, or Lips of Righteousness. Siflei Tzedek explains issues concerning

the seriously ill person.

II1. 8 Private Services: For the Seriously I1l Person
Immediately following Sifiei Tzedek, Berechiah provides a service of psalms and

prayers for the seriously ill person to recite. Steven Moss notes that each of the eight
services here is comprised of thirty-six verses of text. [Each service contains six Torah

verses, twelve from the Books of the Prophets, and eighteen from the Writings. Moss

notes that the number thirty-six is the numeric equivalent to double XN. The word

N has a numeric value of 18 and means life.>* The symbolic structure of this section is

significant, because the seriously ill person is pleading with God for the return of health
and the continuation of his life.
IV-V. Halachic Instructions for the Visitor and the Seder Ha Viddui

Detailed halachic instructions for bikkur cholim, visiting the sick, are next. These

instructions serve as detailed preface for the confessional service. This section reminds

% Steven A. Moss, “The Attitude Toward Sickness, Dying, and Death as Expressed in the Liturgical
Works Maavor Yabok and Sefer Ha Hayim,” Rabbinic Thesis (New York: Hebrew Union College-Jewish
Institute of Religion, 1974), 32.
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the visitor of the various halachic preparations necessary for his work with the seriously

ill person. This is then followed by the main Seder ha Viddui. The confessional service
itself is a lengthy liturgical section which also contains a set of detailed halachic
instructions.

VI. Additional Resources for the End of Life in the Maavar Yabbok

After the Seder ha Viddui, the author provides additional Torah passages which
should be recited by those in attendance when death is imminent. This section includes
prayers intended for the exact moment when the soul departs the body.

The final part of the book contains a number of services detailing after death
procedures, from the washing of the body to the internment. These chapters are also
accompanied by explanatory maamarim.

In the following pages of this section, I will explore the rite and ritual surrounding
the dying process in the Maavar Yabbok. 1 will begin by discussing the origins of the
customs or ideas, and will also focus on Berechiah’s rationale for their inclusion in the

work.
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Chapter 5: Theology of the Maavar Yabbok

The Theology of Exile
It is impossible to analyze the Maavar Yabbok without first understanding its

unique philosophical overlay. The themes of separation from God and reunification with
the Divine are present in almost every aspect of the work. In this chapter I will examine
the historical factors that contributed to the popularity of these themes in kabbalah in
general. This will be followed by an analysis of the same themes in the text of the
Maavar Yabbok.

Separation and exile were themes of great practical interest for the kabbalist.
According to Goldberg, the chevra kaddisha was rooted in “the orientations and
injuctions of the rabbis and thinkers of the communities who had experienced or
witnessed the expulsion of the Spanish Jews....” To these Jews, the cruel reality of the
Spanish expulsion was interpreted as “the night that must precede redemption.”' In
order to cope with their predicament, the early kabbalists cast the expulsion as a prelude
to an ultimate redemptive moment, the coming of the Messiah. As a result of this
troubling historical backdrop, the historical reality of separation and exile is played out in
the spiritual realm.”? According to Scholem, “Redemption depended on the deeds of
Israel, and on the fulfillment of its historic destiny. The coming of the redeemer would
testify to the completion of the restoration but would not cause it.”*> The dream of

ultimate eschatological homecoming became enshrined in the kabbalistic doctrines of

%! Goldberg, 91.
” Ibid., 91.
% Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah (New York: The New York Times Book Company,1974), 336.
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d’vekut (cleaving to God) and yichud (reuniting the Godhead). Returning home from
spiritual exile would only be possible through the people’s earthly actions.

Kabbalistic theology teaches that man is separated from God. Before the fall of
Adam, Man and God existed in a united form. But, as Scholem points out,“sin always
destroys a union.”™ Thus man was exiled from God as a consequence of Adam’s sin.
Because of this exile, man could no longer be a part of the celestial body of God and was
thus consigned to live an earthly life in a corporeal body.

The goal of the mystic, however, is to be close to God. Yearning to live at one
with the divine presence,” the kabbalists developed the doctrine of d'vekut. Under this
belief system, the mystic is constantly chasing the lost intimacy of that primordial
relationship, longing to some day be reunited with God for eternity.  According to
Scholem, “the task of Kabbalah is to help guide the soul back to its native home in the
Godhead.” In the carly Kabbalah of Provence the doctrine of d’vekut was understood
both as an ideal to be pursued constantly in daily life, as well as the uitimate goal of the
mystic.”

This spiritual yearning certainly informs the deathbed liturgy of Berechiah. One
of the goals of this work is that through its rite and ritual, the soul may be granted eternal
life, living on in continuous attachment to the Divine presence.

In addition to d’vekut, the other important theological goal of the Maavar Yabbok
is yichud. As discussed previously, just as God is separated from Man, God is also

separated from the Divine self In addition to the kabbalistic legend of the breaking of

* Sholem, Major Trends, 232.
% 1bid., 229.
% Sholem, Kabbalah, 175.




the channels,” Scholem also relates the Lurianic variation on that story. According to
Lurianic Kabbalah, at the time of creation, God contracted inward so that the world could
be established. This act of contraction is known as zimzum. After the contraction, God’s
light radiated out from the Divine self in emanation. God’s light radiated out into
‘vessels.” According to Scholem, “at first this takes place still hylically, in the vessel
called, “primordial air” but subsequently it assumes a clearer form in the vessel called
“primordial man,” or adam ha kadmon”*.

Thus as stated earlier, man, or adam was one with God.” According to Scholem
the 10 sefirot were first established as smaller vessels in the larger vessel of “primordial
man.”'® Though there are many different interpretations of why the vessels broke, one
compelling Lurianic teaching is that as a result of Adam’s sin Israel was exiled from God
and the holy sparks were scattered.'”’ Amongst the many elements contained in these
sparks were both the Shechina and the soul of Adam. This kabbalistic interpretation also
claims that with Adam’s descendants, the sparks of holiness became more and more
diffuse. Israel, according to this Lurianic tradition, has the responsibility for gathering
the sparks and thus restoring the Godhead in yichud. This mission is known as tikkun.
According to Scholem, the historical reality of the exile becomes not only “a punishment
and a trial but a mission as well.”'®

Thus kabbalists such as Berechiah who were heavily influenced by Lurianic myth

believed that they were extremely close to the time of redemption. They believed that

%7 See pages 35-36 of this thesis.
% Ibid., 130.
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each successive generation gathered the sparks to contribute to the tikkun of God. In
addition, they believed that their task was becoming more difficult because the time of
exile had drawn near its end. In this context, they viewed their historic situation as a
series of “special ordeals that will occur on the eve of redemption.”'®

According to Scholem, the theme of exile is further “mirrored in the kabbalistic
doctrine of metempsychosis, which won immense popularity by stressing the various
stages of the soul’s exile.”'™ Again, theology imitates life. To reflect the horror of
living in exile, kabbalists developed the theology of the outcast soul. There is an idea in
Kabbalah that after death the soul is broken into three parts. In life, the sections are
united, but after death, they are separated. The nefesh, or the corporeal soul, remains tied
to the body as it hovers over the grave after death. Another part of the soul, known as the
ruach was thought to make a slow advance towards paradise. The third part, the
neshema, which is the very essence of the soul returns immediately to the Shechina, its
source.'” Though neshama returns to immediately after death, and the ruach advances
towards paradise, the nefesh remains in exile. If all of the parts of the soul can be
returned to God, then d’vekut, or unification of the soul with God can be achieved.
Yi Ti and D 'vekut

From the very beginning of this work, Berechiah stresses the importance of
yichud, tikkun, and d’vekut. In his introduction, he writes that the yud in yabbok stands
for yichud. He continues by explaining that unification is possible through confession,

prayer, and repentance. In addition, the bet, in Yabbok, symbolizes the blessing of soul

and body which comes through the act of tikkun, or repairing the Godhead. The final

1% Ibid., 167.
1 Ibid., 255.
1% Goldberg, 87.




letter in yabbok, the kuf, symbolizes kedusha or sanctification. This sanctification is
earmned by the person who recites the proper end of life liturgy, and also extends to the
sick and dying who may only be able to passively hear the prescribed prayers.'®

This text teaches that the death bed ritual of confession and prayer which lead to
repentance bring about yichud in the heavenly realm. When the Godhead is repaired
through this yichud, a blessing is offered to the soul and body of those who have helped
to unite the divine. In addition, for the sick person’s soul will ascend to heaven as a
result of this ritual, and experience the holiness of God. This holiness comes through
d’vekut, as the soul of the dead person cleaves to the Divine presence.

The importance of yichud is further emphasized in the third section of Siffei

Tzedek.'®" Berechiah writes:

And every person that dies on his bed is able to give himself etemnity, by dying in yichud with God
and his Shechinah. It is in the detail of his prayers, and his mitzvot, and the detail of Shema Israel,
and in Sim Shalom for heavenly yichud, and by a prostration to present his nefesh in completion of
the yichud of the Divine couple.

Here, the ideas in Berechiah’s introduction are fleshed out. First, a person gains eternal
life by attending to the detail of prayers, specifically Shema Yisrael and Sim Shalom. We
have already discussed the mystical ideal of d’vekut. The primary tool to apprehend
God’s presence for the mystic was prayer. According to Scholem, “Kabbalah regarded
prayer as the ascent of man to the upper worlds, a spiritual peregrination among the
supernal realms that sought to integrate itself into their hierarchical structure and to
contribute its share toward restoring what had been flawed there.”'® Likewise, in this

text, Berechiah teaches that prayer is a path to restoring unity in the heavens.

1% Berechiah, 18.
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Logically, Shema Yisrael is a natural choice for yichud because the main theme of
the prayer is God’s unity. In a gloss on this prayer, Berechiah states that saying it at the
time of death as part of the Seder Ha Viddui helps to unite the disparate names of God.
YHWH, Eheyeh Asher Eheyeh, etc)."” The kabbalistic belief that God is in pieces and is
in need of tikkun applies to all of the disparate names of God as well. With the
achievement of yichud, God will be one and his name will be one, figuratively as well as
literally. In mentioning Sim Shalom, Berechiah may be stressing the importance of
continuing to ask for God’s mercy, which is a major theme of this prayer text.

We have already discussed at length the theurgic value that the Kabbalists
assigned to meticulous practice of the mitzvot. Scholem adds that “...every
commandment has its mystical aspect whose observance creates a bond between the
world of man and the world of the Sefirot.” Here Berechiah is reminding the reader of
the incredible power of the mitzvot to effect change in the heavens, and advance the
cause of tikkun. Through prayer, mitzvot, and laying bare his soul in repentance, the
Divine exile may finally be ended and the heavenly yichud will finally be induced. In
this text, according to the cosmology of this text, yichud is a cosmic sexual coupling of

the sefira of Shechina with her bridegroom Tiferet.

Innovation of Bedside Minyan

Amongst Berechiah’s innovations in the Maavar Yabbok is the instruction to
gather a minyan for the recitation of the seder ha viddui. Though there is precedent in
biblical and rabbinic literature for gathering friends, family, and disciples to the bedside

in the final days, nowhere is it mentioned that a person’s final confession must be

19 Berechiah, 194.
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witnessed by a quorum. To be sure, gathering a minyan at the bedside makes good
pastoral sense. A person dying in that community that uses this funerary manual would
be surrounded by a group of his peers in his final moments. He most certainly would not
die alone. But pastoral benefit was not Berechiah’s reason to include this innovative
instruction. Rather minyan is suggested here because of its Kabbalistic link to the

doclrine of yichud.

In traditional Judaism, ten men who are gathered for prayer form a complete
quorum, or minyan. In BT Brachot 6a the rabbis state that when ten men pray together
the Divine presence of the Shechina is with them. They elaborate on this idea later in the
same sugya, teaching that the Shechina actually arrives at the place of worship before the
worshippers, in anticipation of the minyan.

Kabbalah adds an extra layer of interpretation to the minyan. According to the
Zohar (Numbers 126a), when all ten men are present, the men of the minyan “form
something complete.” The Shechina has awaited their arrival, and in forming the minyan
they are the first to be sanctified by her holy presence.!

In his essay, “The Meaning of the Minyan,” K. Kogan comments on this Zoharic
text. “The ten men symbolize the complete heavenly realm of ten sefirot which also make
up the body of the Adam Kadmon (primordial man)...” He goes on to say that the men of

the minyan are blessed with God’s presence because together they complete an earthly

representation of the Godhead.'"!

"% Trans H. Sperling and J. Abelson, The Zohar (London: Soncino Press, 1934) 5:184-85.
'K, Kogan, “The Meaning of the Minyan” Understanding Jewish Mysticism: A Source Reader, edited by
David Blumenthal (New York: Ktay, 1978), 146-148.
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But of course, each earthly action in Kabbalah has a cosmic consequence. The

Zoharic text continues:

Observe that the moment the body is made complete here below a supernal holiness comes and
enters tl;at body, and so the lower world is in truth transformed after the pattem of the upper
world."

With the completion of the minyan, the lower world is transformed to resemble the upper
world. The earthly representation of the Godhead is complete, and God’s presence, in the
guise of the Shechina enters into the minyan room.

The kabbalistic language of yichud is sexual in nature. True unity happens when
the heavenly Shechina is entered, or has intercourse with her bridegroom Malchut. Here
in the lower realm, the Shechina enters to be united with the minyan. Thus the Shechina
is joined with the body of the earthly Israel.

Kogan takes his analysis to the next logical step. If there is symbolic union on
earth, the same symbolic union or yichud is taking place in the heavens. With the
completion of the minyan, the text tells us that “Israel then is at its most complete and
holiest.” A symbolic representation of yichud has taken place on earth. The symbolism
of the minyan sets the stage for the union of the heavens that will take place after the soul
departs on its journey to the supernal realm.'"?

This kabbalistic interpretation informs the rite of the Maavar Yabbok. In his
halachic instructions accompanying his Seder Ha Viddui, Berechiah requires that the
service be witnessed not by one visitor, but by an entire minyan.""* Berechiah writes that

with the completion of a minyan, holiness is wrapped around the group. His description

"2 Sperling, 185.
M3 Kogan, 146-148.
14 Berechiah, 96.
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becomes colorful as he describes the souls of the ten men in bloom as a result of their
participation in the quorum. With the blossoming of their souls, the holiness which
surrounds these ten men acts, in our terms, as a Divine forcefield. Because of this force
field, all charges against the sick individual are deflected. The text goes on to teach that
because the Shechina dwells amongst the minyan, all charges from Satan, the prosecutor,
will be deflected away.

In chapter 19 of Sifiei Tzedek, Berechiah elaborates on the importance of the
minyan. Each place in which a minyan is gathered can be called & Beit Haknesset, a
synagogue, literally a house of entering. Thus God may enter into this holy space, which
has been created at the bedside of the dying person.

Berechiah is clearly drawing on this kabbalistic interpretation of the minyan. He
describes the souls of the men in blossom. One can picture each of the 10 men bathed in
a circular aura of light. The sefirotic tree is in bloom. Berechiah’s use of light imagery
continues as he depicts the efflux from the heavens entering the room in the form of holy
light emanations from the 10 sefirot. And he closes with an allusion to the exile theme,

“Those who wander are united there.”''*

5 Ibid., 158-9.
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Chapter 6: Illness and Suffering as Judgment in the Maayar Yabbok
Another strong theological theme in the Maavar Yabbok is the idea that illness

and suffering are evidence of the severe judgment of the Divine. In the medieval context,
according to Jacob Marcus, “God was the source of all sickness and the ultimate healer of
all disease.”'"® God is the ultimate physician, and God is the ultimate judge. According
to Shabbat 55a, a text quoted by Berechiah in his first maamar, there is no suffering
without sin.'"’

While he considered sin a punishment for misdeeds, Berechiah also embraced the
belief that healing was a blessing from God for the righteous. In his second maamar,
Berechiah offers a story that he attributes to the time of the Temple. He teaches that
when people would visit the sick, they would immediately know who would be blessed
with life and who would be cursed with death. A cohen, or priest, could look at a man in
an instant and see if he was righteous and would be granted life, or evil, and condemned
to die. The physical sign of a person’s righteousness would be the word “HaShem,” a
reference to the Divine name, engraved on the sick person’s face. This fantastic sign
would appear engraved on the righteous person’s face, and would then disappear
quickly.!'® Presumably, the person with the mark of God upon him would live because
of his righteousness, but someone lacking God’s mark would die as a punishment for his
his sinful behavior.

In his first ma'amar, Berechiah cautions the sick person against blaming an
accidental cause for his illness. Food or drink, according to the text, does not cause

illness. Rather, Berechiah advises, the patient must admit that his illness was caused by

116 Marcus, 90.
117 Berechiah, 59.
8 1bid., 61.
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sin.!"” Even if he was coerced into sin by others, he must not shirk responsibility.
Though we will examine the confession at length in a later chapter, it is important here to
note that the seriously ill person is instructed to confess his guilt before God. Through
confession, the seriously ill person assumes complete responsibility for his sin.

Personal accountability for illness is key in Kabbalah, for according to this
theology, an accidental occurrence is impossible. For each action on earth, there is a
reaction or response in the heavenly realm. If a mitzvah is done on earth, then it arouses
the flow of blessing from on high. An earthly sin, however, has the power to bring evil
into the world. In the words of Gershom Scholem, “Sin is that which brings evil to
life.” '® Such theology gave birth to the medieval understanding that the sick individual
was in the clutches of evil forces. Disease was believed to be evidence of demonic
possession.'?!

If disease is a punishment for sin, death is a final sentence delivered by God.
Because only God can be the ultimate judge, Berechiah warns the visitor not to absolve
the seriously ill person from any vow he has made. Furthermore, he cautions that even if
the visitor absolves a sick person from a vow, God’s ministering angels will still have the
power to prosecute the seriously ill person in the heavenly realm. ' A visitor does not
have any juridical power. The seriously ill person must make peace with God.
Absolution is in the jurisdiction of the Divine.

Though God has the ultimate power to restore health or to bring on death,

kabbalists believed that certain practices could persuade God to soften or even reverse the

!1% Berechiah, 62.

'2 Gershom Sholem, On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead: Basic Concepts in the Kabbalah, (New
York: Schocken Books, 1991), 78.

2! Goldberg, 151.

12 perechiah, page 62.
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decree. In the Maavar Yabbok, the giving of tzedakah is an example of such a practice.

The idea that tzedakah can overturn a death sentence can be traced to the biblical text of
Proverbs 10:2;'3

MNN I8N APT YY1 MR D NO
li-gotten wealth is of no avail, But righteousness saves from death.

Here, wealth gained from wickedness is not profitable, but righteousness (tzedakah) has
the power to save one from death. The word tzedakah in this verse is reinterpreted later
in the Talmud. In Rosh Hashanah 16b Rabbi Yitzchak teaches that there are four things
that can cancel God’s decree: tzedakah, crying out, changing one’s name and changing
one’s action. In the Rosh Hashanah text, zedakah is understood not as righteousness, but
as a monetary contribution that has the power to save a condemned person. The rabbis of
the Talmud bring the Proverbs verse as a prooftext for their interpretation.

In the Maavar Yabbok, the halacha of giving 1zedakah takes on an additional layer
of meaning. In the introduction to Berechiah’s Seder ha Viddui, the seriously ill person is
instructed to contribute to tzedakah in specific increments. The minimum number of
prutot (coins)'** a man must contribute is 26. In gematria, 26 is equal to the divine name
YHWH. The next increment is 91 coins, as the text states that 65 prutot must be added
to the original 26. In gematria, 65 is the numerical equivalent of the divine name Adonai.
With 91 coins, YHWH is united with the Divine name of Adonai, Finally, the seriously ill

person is instructed to add another 21 prutot to the rzedakah pot, 21 being the numerical

123 See also BT Shabbat 156b, In the Shabbat text an astrologer predicts the death of a Jew. The man saves
his own life through an act of tzedakah.

124 According to Marcus Jastrow, these were small coins, the equivalent of a penny. A Dictionary of the
Targumim (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1903), 1219.
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equivalent of the divine name Eheyeh. With the grand total contribution of 112 prufot,
the three Divine names, YHWH, Adonai, and Eheyeh are united. '%

In a sense, this act of tzedakah can be interpreted as a symbolic act of yichud.
The different names of God symbolize a Godhead that is in pieces and must be united.

Marcus, noting the prevalence of this custom amongst medieval Jews, calls the
practice of giving fzedakah for healing purposes an example of “practical kabbalah.”
According to Gershom Scholem, practical kabbalah practices were magical customs
thought to induce theurgy.'?® In his book, Communal Sick-Care in the German Ghetto,
Marcus details the many creative variations on this fzedakah practice. He refers to this

magical use of rzedaka as “pidyon ha nefesh” or the “ransom of the soul.” '*’

125 Berechiah, 96.
126 Sholem, Kabbalah, 182.
127 Marcus, 224-227.
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Chapter 7: The Viddui: Deathbed Confession
Historical Development of the Viddui

If the soul cannot be ransomed, and the decree of death stands, then a condemned

person must move towards repentance by reciting a prayer of confession, or viddui.

According to Gershom Scholem, “Death, repentance and rebirth were the three great

events of human life by which the new Kabbalah sought to place man in blissful union
with God.”'?®

Classically, there are two different forms of the viddui. The communal viddui is
said on Yom Kippur, while the bedside viddui serves as a final confession before death.
Both of these confessional prayers developed separately and have distinct texts.
However, one of Berechiah’s great innovations in the Maavar Yabbok is that he
transports the congregational text of the Yom Kippur confession into the intimate space
of the deathbed viddui.

Though the two forms of viddui are conflated in the Maavar Yabbok liturgy, it is
useful to examine the separate development of each prayer. The Yom Kippur viddui has
its origins in the confession that the High Priest performs on behalf of the community in
Leviticus 16:21. In this verse, the Aaron lays both of his hands on the head of a live goat
and confesses over it all the transgressions of the Israelite people. The goat is then sent

off into the wilderness for Azazel and thus the sins of the community are cast out. This

ritual was practiced only by the high priest in the Temple as part of the yearly biblical

Yom Kippur observance described in Leviticus 16:29-34.'%

128 Scholem, MajorTrends, 249,
2 Elbogen, 125

59

R R RRRBRBRBRBRRBREEBBEBEBEB©BESSEBBBDZIIIF=



A confessional prayer for the High Holidays replacing the scapegoat service can

be found in later sources. According to Ismar Elbogen, the insertion of the viddui in the
Amidah of Yom Kippur can be traced to tannaitic times (20 to 200 CE). By the amoraic
period in the third century, the text of the Yom Kippur viddui appears in a fixed form.
BT Yoma 87b records variations on the confessional prayer for Yom Kippur which may

have been in common use.'*®

The communal viddui offered on Yom Kippur develops into a lengthy liturgical
insertion into the Amidah prayer (see Appendix A-2 ). The verbs of this viddui appear in
the first person plural. An example of the language of the Ashamnu section is

as follows:
’I)?Q ,I723 ,%Jp\’_)N
“We have sinned, we have transgressed, we have stolen...”
It is important to note that here, each member of the community, regardless of his or her
stature or record of sin, takes responsibility for the collective sin of the community.

In contrast to the communal nature of the Yom Kippur confession, the final
confession at the death bed is intended as an intimate communication between the dying
person and God. As such, it is said in the first person singular.

The practice of reciting a confession at the time of death has its origins in the
Mishna. According to Mishna Sanhedrin 6:2, all people who are to be executed for
capital crimes must confess their sins before they are put to death. This text goes on to

state that all who confess before dying will have a share in the world to come. According

39 Elbogen 125-126.




to Maimonides, the condemned person reserves his place in the world to come through

the act of confession, regardless of the severity of his crime.!*!

In addition, in addition BT Shabbat 32a'*? states that those who are noteh I'mut
are also required by halacha make a confession. This is a direct allusion to the Mishna in
Sanhedrin 43b, according to Rashi.'*

Later, this free form end of life confession evolved into a fixed prayer. This
prayer was first preserved as the Seder Ha Viddui of the Ramban in his 13" century work,
Torat ha-Adam .** This short prayer also appears as the viddui formula in Joseph Caro’s
Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 338:1),' and may have been included in the siffei
minhagim, Books of Customs, used in various European Jewish communities.'*® In fact,
until the innovative Maavar Yabbok, the 39 word text of Ramban’s Seder Ha Viddui was
the only bedside viddui formula in use.”’

Because the time of death cannot be predicted, the Shulchan Aruch teaches that
the viddui must be said regularly by those who are in the category of noteh I'mut. Even

if a patient is not physically or psychologically ready to die, the prayer is encouraged

with the reminder that many people confess and do not die, just as many die without
saying the viddui (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 338:1). If a person cannot say the prayer

aloud, he or she may say it silently. Additionally, there is a shortened form of the prayer

13! Mishna Torah Hilchot Teshuva 1:1

132 The Baraita text states that the one who is noteh I'mut should be told by those around him to confess
because all who are condemned to die must confess. Again, this idea comes directly from the Mishna in
Sanhedrin 43b and 44b where those who are condemned by a court to death are made to confess their sins,
'35 Rashi to Shabbat 32a, s.v. ha mumatim mitvadin.

'*Stacy Laveson, “Deathbed Confession: Being there When it Happens.” Rabbinic Thesis (New York:
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 1993), 29 see also Goldberg, 101, This Seder Ha
Viddui Text can be found in the Appendix, A-2.

133 Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 338:1.

136 Goldberg, 101.

137 | aveson ,63.
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for those unable to say the longer version. The prayer may also be lengthened according
to the will of the individual and can be extended to be as long as the penitential prayer for

Yom Kippur. In addition to a place in the world to come, the Shulchan Aruch adds that

life may be prolonged as a reward for uttering the viddui."*®

The final two points above are important as we prepare to examine the viddui of
the Maavar Yabbok. Already in the Shulchan Aruch, we have the Yom Kippur
confessional prayer mentioned in relationship to the bedside viddui. Certainly, Caro was
not suggesting that the Yom Kippur viddui be used at the bedside; however, he did refer
to the Yom Kippur text to establish the maximum length for an elaborated bedside
confession. Perhaps this mention of the two prayers side by side was a source of
inspiration for Berechiah as he brought the two liturgies together. In addition, the idea
that life may be prolonged as a reward for saying the viddui is one that Berechiah
embraces in the Maavar Yabbok. In the theological context described in chapter S,
disease was a punishment for sin. With proper recitation of the viddui, there is the
possibility that God may be persuaded to release the sick person from his death sentence.
A specific reference to this theme will be explored in the following textual analysis on

Berechiah’s Seder Ha Viddui.

Moving from Caro to the kabbalistic context, the viddui becomes infused with

eschatological consequences. The goal of the Kabbalist is to achieve a reunification of

the Godhead. Through earthly acts, the Kabbalist hopes to end God’s exile from the
Divine self. As a positive consequence of this reunification, the hope is that man will

also be released from spiritual exile and reunite with his creator. When the Kabbalist

1 Ibid. See also Shabbat 32a, in which R. Yitzchak son of R. Yehudah states that one should always pray
not to become ill. However, if illness overtakes him, he can appeal to the heavenly court. Through good
deeds he may receive credit for the merit of his actions and may be set free.
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recites the viddui prayer, according to Goldberg, he is taking a step to shorten his exile

from God.'**

Because the exact time of death is impossible to predict, Goldberg adds that it was

the practice of a select group of sixteenth century Kabbalists to confess to each other on a
daily basis. She notes that this was an innovation, for up until this time, the only
confession offered was during annual communal confessional rite of Yom Kippur.
Though this small group made confession an important part of their daily worship, this
custom did not become standard practice. Individual confession, as we have seen,
became customary only at the deathbed.'*

Goldberg also discusses the viddui and its important relationship to the doctrine of
gilgul, the transmigration of souls. Man’s spiritual exile is the cause for gilgul.
Originally, Adam’s soul was believed to have contained the souls of all future men.
After his sin these souls were separated out and distributed, and later reincarnated in
order to atone for Adam’s original sin. However, the process is further complicated, for,
in each incarnation, new sins are committed. Careful attention must thus be paid to

atonement in order to end the cycle. If teshuvah, or atonement, is accomplished the soul

has a chance to be reunited with God, and will be released from this endless cycle.'"!
Berechiah’s Seder Ha Viddui

In the earlier works of Torat Ha Adam and Shulchan Aruch, the confessional
service appears as a simple prayer.'*? However in Maavar Yabbok, the Seder Ha Viddui

is a large collection of traditional prayers brought together from various contexts in order

13 Goldberg, 88.

1 Goldberg, 89-90.

! Goldberg, 89.

142 Yoreh Deah 338:2. Again, the Torat Ha Adam formula can be found in the Appendix, A-2.
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to form a new confessional liturgy. Not only does Berechiah provide a complete formal

confessional service, but this service is prefaced by detailed study sessions and
instructions for personal penitential prayer. The expansive nature of the Maavar Yabbok
liturgy in comparison with earlier works is evidence of the primacy of repentance in the
kabbalistic system. Because repentance was a central theological concern, the user of
this kabbalistic manual is instructed on the importance of viddui and the finer points of
the customs which surround it.

Though the formal Seder Ha Viddui in the Maavar Yabbok must be said in the
presence of a visitor, Berechiah suggests that a private form of penitential prayer be
recited by the seriously ill person. This private recitation must take place on a regular

143 In an explanatory maamar,

basis and should be accompanied by ongoing Torah study.
Berechiah points out that Torah study is a purification ritual or sacrifice to God which
will help to cleanse the sick person’s soul.'

Structurally, the main Seder ha Viddui is prefaced by eight sedarim of selected
study texts. Each study seder contains five psalm verses, as well as a three other biblical
selections, one each from the three sections of the Hebrew bible, the Torah, the Prophets,
and the Writings. Each of these eight study sedarim are bracketed with a set of prayers
which ask for God’s blessing in healing.

Following the study sedarim, Berechiah’s instructions state that the seriously ill
person must regularly add the viddui as an insertion after the third prayer of the amidah,
as is the custom on Yom Kippur. With this instruction, Berechiah initially brings the

Yom Kippur viddui into the realm of the deathbed confession. His interesting innovation

3 Berechiah, 96. For a discussion of the importance of Torah study, see Chapter 9.
' Berechiah, 327.
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insures that the sick person is engaged in confession each time daily prayers are uttered.

Though the text of the amidah insertion prayer is not provided, it is logical to assume that
the seriously ill person would be well acquainted with the exact Yom Kippur
formulation.!*® Essentially, Berechiah takes a well known liturgy from the public realm
of the synagogue, and transplants it into a new, more private bedside context.
Preparations for the Seder Ha Viddu

From the stage directions at the beginning of the formal seder ha viddui, it is clear
that this service must be facilitated by another person.’*

The instructions begin with a citation of the text in Shabbat 32a requiring the visitor to
inform the choleh that he must confess his sins. The formality of informing him that he
must confess is important. Mishna Sanhedrin 6:2 states “Omrim lo hitvadeh,” “They say
to him, “Confess!” The Maavar Yabbok imports the Talmudic wording exactly."’ The
sick person must offer a confession, but there must also be an authority figure present to
command him to do so.

The instructions then continue with citations from many different halachic sources
such as the Shulchan Aruch and Torat Ha Adam. The visitor must inform the choleh that
stating his deathbed confesston will not necessarily result in death. “Many confess and

8 Many who are well enough to go to the

live and many do not confess and still die.'
market place also confess. On the merit of their confession they shall live.”'*® Here,

Berechiah is emphasizing that the viddui itself may actually have healing power. Though

"* For the complete text of the Yom Kippur viddui, please see the Appendix, A-3.

" The complete text of Berechiah’s Seder Ha Viddui can be found in the Appendix, A-4.

7 This language is also present in Shabbat 32a, and the Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 338:1.

12 This language is found in SA Yoreh Deah 338:1.

149 The above quote is attributed by Berechiah to Massechet Semachot, and also appears in Torat Ha Adam
with the same attribution. In the text of Semachot that survives however, this quote does not appear. It is
possible that this passage was in a version of Semachot that was lost.
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some disagree, and posit that this language may be an “exhortation, a rhetorical flourish
stated to demonstrate the great power of confession,”!*® Berechiah actually reinforces this
idea in his deathbed liturgy. With proper recitation of the viddui, a person can help to
heal his own body.

However, Berechiah does not offer the gravely ill person any guarantees that he
will be returned to health. Berechiah explains that it is not words that bring on death or
keep one alive, rather the power is in one’s actions and deeds. The true power does not
reside in mere words. Perhaps a person’s deeds will be counted and he will be returned
to life, or perhaps a person’s sins will weigh against him regardless of the confession, and
death will be his punishment.'*!

Deeds are what truly matter to God. Berechiah highlights the importance of
mitzvot by suggesting acts which may improve the sick person’s standing with God. As
we have already seen, the act of giving 1zedakah was believed to have life sustaining
properties. In this section Berechiah advises the sick person in order that he may win a
reprieve from the Divine. Before the choleh offers the familiar formula, he must wash his
hands, wrap himself in his tzitzit, and give tzedakah."*> The choleh is informed that these
preparatory practices insure that the viddui will be well received by God. Berechiah even
recommends the proper time of day for the recitation of the prayer. It was believed that
God was most forgiving in the morning, because that was the time of the “shelitat ha

chesed” when a God’s compassion would be dominant.'>

150 Laveson, 60

3! Berechiah, 96.

12 The issue of tzedakah is discussed more fully in Chapter 5.
13 Berechiah, 96.
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Now that the seriously ill person has prepared to offer the confessional through
selected mitzvot, he is now ready to encounter the formal liturgical section of the Seder
Ha Viddui. Here, Berechiah expands the Ramban’s formula to include private study by
the critically ill person, recitation of the Yom Kippur devotional prayer, as well as
mitzvot intended to redeem the soul.

In his role, Berechiah is largely an editor. Berechiah demonstrates his originality
as he compiles a new bedside liturgy, drawing on a number of disparate textual sources to
create something new and useful for his community. In this section, he draws on many
v existing prayer formulas, adjusts or expands them, and reorganizes them to fit this new
context.

First Berechiah instructs the seriously ill person to recite the all important Seder

e g o e e
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Ha Viddui text of the Ramban. Interestingly, he does not include the text of this short
prayer here. It is logical to assume that it was well known by the populace, and its

inclusion was unnecessary.

The Liturgy of the Seder Ha Viddui
As Berechiah’s service begins, he instructs that Psalm 4 be recited. According to

the instructions in this section, this psalm, in which David asks God to have mercy on
him and hear his prayer of distress, is intended to help the reader to open his heart.
Berechiah states that the heart must be broken down because of the sins of the individual.
This Psalm is used to aid the kavanah, or spiritual intention of the penitent person.

The next three prayers that follow draw on the viddui liturgy from Yom Kippur.'**
From the first words of prayer number one to the end of prayer number three, Berechiah

uses the Yom Kippur viddui as a superstructure which he expands to express his liturgical

15 The following numbers refer to the example of the Seder Ha Viddui listed in Appendix, A<.
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ideas. He imports the entire amidah of Yom Kippur, unfolding the liturgy throughout

these first three prayers. Not only does Berechiah make changes to the classical Yom
Kippur text, he also inserts liturgical selections from other sources as well. Each of the
first three blessings, therefore, consist of prayers from the Yom Kippur viddui, but also

contain other elements from the Torat Ha Adam of Ramban, and excerpts from the daily
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prayer service as well.
Of course, unlike the communal Yom Kippur viddui, the bedside confession is an
intimate prayer. This intimate communication between man and God necessitates that its

language be expressed in the first person singular. As stated previously, this necessitates

a noticeable change from the first person plural of the Yom Kippur amidah. Throughout
this section, when Berechiah imports the prayers of the Yom Kippur viddui, he must
change the language from the first person plural to the first person singular accommodate

more personal communication.

Blessing 1
The first example of such a transformation is the Ashamnu, which is written in
acrostic form. The Ashamnu occurs close to the beginning of the Yom Kippur viddui,

and thus is amongst the opening elements of this liturgical section. In the Ashamnu, one

sin is enumerated and assigned to each letter of the aleph bet. In his adaptation of this
prayer, Berechiah not only makes the necessary grammatical changes, but also expands

the acrostic. In his adaptation, three sins are stated for each letter of the aleph bet.'>

Blessing 2

'5% See figure a in Appendix, A-4.
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Moving to the example of the second blessing, Berechiah progresses from the role
of adaptor to the role of innovator. Here in the midst of the unfolding Yom Kippur
amidah, Berechiah inserts an overt plea for clemency in front of the Divine judge.'*®

This plea for leniency emphasizes Berechiah’s belief that proper recitation of the
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