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Thesis Forwa~d 

Moses said to Aaron, "what do you see, my brother? 

What is death?" "Up to now and nothing else can I tell 

you ," he responded, "for the cloud of glory a:rises and 

covers me." But Moses continued calling , "Aaron, my brother, 

what is death? What is the death of the righteous like?" ..•• 

(Yalkut, Ch. Masa, sec . 787) 

1his t hesi s is dedicated to the joys of life which we 

can know, and to my wife who has helped me to know them. 
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Incroduction 

Could it be that death is the end, an abru1pt and final 

cessation, and all that we do is but a struggle which ceases, 

null and void when we depart? Is there nothing mor e after 

our bodily disintegration? 

These questions and the implications springing from them 

have plagued and confounded man from the beginn!lng of time, 

He has courageously sought answers, not only to satisfy his 

inquisitive mind, but also to soothe his anxiou11 spirit, a 

spirit which thrusts forwat'd toward its finality and hopes 

to widen into eternity. Are we here only to sulffer and die; 

and if so, why are we het'e at all? 

Writers throughout the ages and up until our moder n day 

have delved ir;to these questions and attempted t:o give an 

enswer satisfying to themselves and the context of their age . 

Rabbinic thought is discussed extensively lL~ the body of 

my thesis, but modern thought has attempted to broaden the 

earlier thinking by supplementing the concise thought of 

these fathe rs with elabor a tions of identity and personality 

factors of modern times, What gave comfort to our fathe r s 

is not al.ways sufficient to console us, and the endless 

search fot' meaning continues. 

Human death is a universal and recurring phenomenon. 
Every culture has its own inherent values, ideas, 
beliefs and practices. An individual leanas the 
orientations of his culture toward death ..• and 
develops a conception of the meaning of decath. 
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Many, if not most societies throughout the world, do 
not regard death as an inevitable fact of life, but 
rather construe it as being the result of accident, 
negligence, or of malice on the part of "sorce:rers." 
Many see death as a gain for t he deceased, an 'improve
ment in his prospects--yet for us (today) deatlh is an 
inevitable, tragic reality, and the fate of th1e deceased 
is by no means as clear and as certain as it m.ay once 
have been .•• 1 Each man will be forced to meet ·the Angel 
of Death without defense or a r gument , a.nd will feel 
the taste of dying. 

Man thus feels a need to constantly examine hi1mself and 

search for the meaning of life and death. 

As a living being endowed with consciousness, 1man fee ls 
a deep need to examine himself. TI\is, in turn, leads 
to the search for a reasonable interpretation 1of life 
and death. Man tries to understand the meanin:g of his 
innate actions and the sources of the feelings that 
precede and accompany them.2 

Even though man has sharpened his mind through the ages , 

immeasurably enlar ged t he number of his possibl e ex!periences, 

and added insight upon insight, the secret of death has still 

remained a perplexing ~ystery. 

Deat h is for man a dark fate, the thief in the night, 
it is an emptying, an ending. This simultaneity of 
fulfillment and <!mptiness , of actively achieve.a and 
passively suffered end, of full self- possessio:n and 
complete dispossession of self , ••. 3 

No human experience wil l ever be able to revea l whether 
death is truly a pure perfection or a pure end of the 
man who died. Death is indeed hidden f r om the exper
ience of man.4 

Rollo May takes the approach that deat h teaches us to 

appreciate life. We are limited in time, and therefore that 

time is given meaning, existence takes on immediacy and 

vitality. 

If any human being is to gr asp what it means t •o exist , 
he must confront the fact that at any moment hie may 
cease to exist, and that death will inescapably arrive 



for him at some unknown moment in the fut·ure. 

Without this consciousness of non- being, existence is 
vapid, unreal and characterized by a l ack of concrete 
self-awareness. 

With awareness of non-being, however, existence takes 
on vital ity and immediacy, and the individual exper
iences a heightened consciousness of hims.e l f, his 
world, and tfie others around him. 
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The distinctive feature of a human being's relation to 
death, is more than the fact of death its.elf, it is 
man's capacity to know that he himself will die and to 
exist in the light of this fact.5 

And not only is death a meana of giving vitality and 

direction to life, but man ' s death binds him with the Divine 

Will and gives purposefulness to his life. 

Death asks for our identity. Confronted by death, man 
is compelled to provide in some form a response to the 
quest~on, who am 17 

Traditionall y this has been answered within the frame
work of: sacred doctrine. Man was God ' s c:r eaturel after 
His image, his life thus is an act of Divine Wil • 

Thus death is a personal u.atter between G•od and himself. 
The very purposefulness of his death plac·ed him at the 
center of existence and elevated him abov·e all other 
creatures as tbe principal subject of cre.ation. As 
part of the divine plan--de.ath covld be c•onfronted 
openly ( as a natural phenomenon).b 

There are many arguments as to the causes of the phenom

enon of death. We have on the one hand the pr•oponents of the 

attitude that death cannot occur without sin. Th~s point of 

view is prevalent among the Rabbis. 

Adam sinned and therefore brought death upon himself. 

However, others feel that each man is responsi'ble for himself 

and only his own sins can cause his demise. ('!'here are 

persons who feel that we all die because of Ad.am's original sin.) 
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Another point of view expresses the belie:f in hereditary 

death . Even though sin may not be hereditary, death was con

ceived as a penalty imposed upon Adam. All mtm, including 

the innocent (personified in Moses) 111\JSt therufore suffer 

death. 

Others uphold that man was created mortal. 

Whether the fall of Adam occurred or not,, man would have 

met the same fate. Adam's sin made death pait~ul and terrible, 

whereas otherwise it would have been a natural. and joyful 

incident in man's career. 

The fall of man is also considered to be the cause of 

early death. Man is not immortal but if he wc1uld live sin

lessly, his capacity for life would be extendE!d. 

Levi Olan attempts to explain this diveruity of popular 

belief. 

'lbere is a strong tradition that God created man know
ing that he is destined tQ die; the Rabbl.s say that the 
a.ngel of death was created on the first day, long 
before Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden. While 
death is the inevitable destiny of every human creature, 
it is at the same time a punishment for Hin and rejec
tion of God's co11111andrnents. Failure to c>bey God is 
punishabl e in many cases with death, but it is always 
premature death. Living the good Ufe ii; to be rewar
ded with a long life, aging in heal~h and peace and 
then being gathered to the fathers. 

No matter what the outcome is as far as t:he meaniJl8 be

hind death, God will always remain supreme, eMtolled and 

hallowed . If man suffers, the fault must lie within him, 

for God is never deprecated. 

In arguments used by traditional theologl.ans, what man 
calls evil s0111et1mes turns out to be good in God's eyes. 
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And suffering, p&.in and death occasionally end up as the 
consequences of man's erring belief or behavior, and are 
therefore just punishments. Invariably and inevitably, 
the divine image is suscained and it is mnn who is 
diminished • • •• Consciously or not, Jewish ilustifications 
of God 1 s ways are torn between two ideas i:hat they wish 
to maintain equglly; the sovereignty of God and the 
dignity of man. 

This thought is carried out throughout the discussion of 

death. Life is not an end in itself but must be lived under 

a sense of responsibility to the Giver. The Tc)rah and 

commandments remain our guide throughout life, and our Creator 

is continually praised for giving us the oppor1tunity to obey 

t hem. The major change at death is that Wte lose the 

opportunity to obey the commandments, and tlnat God reclaims 

our souls. 

What I have attempted to do in this thesis is to extract 

Midrashim from the various Rabbinic sources which handle the 

fragile question of death and dying. My major source of 

material was Gross ' s 10tzar Agadah ' under the major heading 

1 n .n '.J. ' In the organization of the pape.r I have tried as 

much as possible to let the text speak fer itself, or, i .n 

Dr. Borowitz' s words, "be true to the teitt. 11 The chapters 

are assembled under the various divisions which I found to 

be emphasized in the Rabbinic texts. 

Where Christian sources cottoborated or e:l ucidated the 

Jewish viewpoint, I have assimilated them also1 into the body 

of my paper, and have utilized a similar tech111ique with 

regard to psychological and philosophical poh1ts of view. 

I have rarely interjected my own feelings: regarding 
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death, but have kept my focus within the contt:xt and frame

work of the Rabbinic theology, trying to imme1~se myself within 

the boundaries of their t~ought, 

Although eschatology and the Clam Haba has not been dis

cussed within the confines of my subject, unquestionably, 

beliefs in this area would shape and influenco the attitudes 

toward the phenomenon of death. Belief in th•! eternity of 

the soul is stressed, and certainly this implJLes some form of 

i1111110rtality, but the specifics of this after llife would 

engender an entirely different approach, too c:omplex and 

massive for a paper of this nature. Or, as Hayim Schauss 

points out: 

In the first century official sanction was given to 
many popular beliefs. The outlook on dc!ath had been 
changed by the belief in a future life ill heaven and 
the resurrection of the dead with the coining of the 
Messiah, The majority of the Jews, foll1>wers of the 
Pharisees, bel:Leved death was not the tolcal extinction 
of man's life,9 

Tne paper has thus been focused as much as possible, in 

view of the vast areas of possible thought and discussion, 

to the preparation for and the act of dying ittself. 

The Rabbis seem to contemplate certain tc)pics more than 

others, and there are logical influences which arise regard

ing the meaning of these perpetual calls to man, 

There is of course the possibility that 1the reason a 

theme is discussed scantily is not due to its insignificance 

but rather because it already is generally acc~epted and thus 

need not be emphasized. 

To reiterate, a Rabbinic thesis must spe;ik from within 
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the Rabbinic context, thus certain ideas which •ay seem super

stitious or unrealiYtic today, .ust be presented without 

explanation or comnent, since t.hey are a part of tihe collective 

philosophy of the time. 1berefore, we .ust view the totality 

of ideas as part of a grand tradition, great enoug'h to 

enco•pass •any diverse and varied opinions on a difficult, 

intimate and poignant the.e. 
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CKAPTER I 

Sin and Death 

A. Adf!!! anci Kis Sin 

In their attempts to explain the cause of death, the 

Rabbis continually resorted to sin as the deteruiining factor. 

According to our tradition, if a man could l ive without sinning , 

he would never die (e.g. , Elijah) . Others say he would still 

experience death, but by avoiding sin he could live a full, 

healthy life, and die of natural causes. Kowevor, whichever 

interpretation is offered, there seems to be a utrong cor

relation between sin and death in the attitudes of the Rabbis. 

Cl osel y bound up with the idea of sin causllng death, are 

an abundance of Midr ashim revolving around the ii t ory of Adam 

and Eve. First, man, by eating the apple and thereby com

uitting the first sin, caused death to enter into the worl d . 

While some Midrashim see each man paying a debt for the 

original sin and dying; other inte.rpretors att:ei:apt to dispel 

this notion, and present the 1110r e traditional at:titucle, that 

each man dies for his own sins. 

There is a variety of opinion on the part of the Agadah 
with regard to death. Some think that Ada1n and Eve , 
his wife, brought death into the world be~luse of the 
first sin, wt.en they trespassed God ' s cOlllDand and ate 
from the tree of knowledge. 

Others say Adam and Eve died because of th•! sins of the 
coming generation. And others say death was appointed 
to come into the world even before creatio11. 'And dark
ness was on the face of the days. 1 This it> death.I 

George Foote Moore also points out the var ious ideas and 

•. r.Br..:. • ... \.. "-- --· 
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attitudes developed through the Adam and Eve story. 

1. Wit hout sin, there would be no death, is a natural 
inference from the story of the fall of Genesis. 

2. Adam's sin involved all his posterity, the righteou:s 
as well as the wicked in death, is the consistent teacln
ing of the R.abbis,2 

We find many instances 1n the Midrash where the origin 

of death is ascribed to Adam, Eve, or the Serpent. In all 

of these cases the main point being developed is that witho,ut 

the original sin, man woul d not be compelled to confront death. 

'These are the generations of heaven and earth,' because 
when God created his worl d, there was no Angel of Death 
in the world, on this account is it spelt fully. (The 
Hebrew ward ' Toldot, 1 ) denoting that life was to be full, 
never to be terminated by death), but as soon as Adam 
and Eve sinned, God made defective all the 1 toledot 1 

mentioned in the Bi~le (defective since death would 
end it).3 

Even men who did not sin were obliged to die because of 

Adam 's sin. 

And: 

Amram was one of the four who were immaculate, untain~ed 
by sin, over whom death would have had no power, had 
mortality not been decreed against every single human 
being on account of the fall of the first man and woman. 
The other three that led the ~ame sinless life were 
Benjamin, Jesse, and Chileab.4 

We find that many righteous men died, not for their sins, 
but only for the sin of the first man, or for the inst:i
gation of the serpent (~r. J 1 ~ 1 'G .., ), for it was the cow11sel 
of the seroent that led Eve to eat from the tree of 
knowledge and death was decreed on the world. 

(Dying) for the sin of the 'urging of the serpent' are' 
thought to be, Benjamin, son of Jacob, Amram, father 
of Moses, Jesse, father of David, and Caleb, son of 
Oavid.5 

. ' 

,; 
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The serpent appears in other Midrashin in the same con-

(God said to the serp•mt) Through thee (hut for the ser
pent, there would have been no death), my creatures go 
bent with grief, over th~ir dead, so tho1~ too, upon 
thy belly shalt thou go, 6 

The serpent went to the woman and said, Hehold I 
touched it but I -iid not die, thou mayest: touch it and 
thou wilt not die. The woman went and touched the tree 
and she saw the Angel of Death (Sammael) comiilg .towards 
her. .She said, Woe is me, I shall now dile; but behold 
I will cause him to eat with me, if we shall die, we 
shall both die, and if we shall live , we shall both 
live, .• (Adam said) What is this that thou hast given me 
to eat that my teeth should be set on edge. Just as my 
teeth were set on edge, so shall the teet:h of all. 
generations be set oo edge (pay the penallty of death 
because of the sin),/ 

Blame is also focussed on women, because of Eve's sin. 

Why do (the women) walk in front of the c:orpse (at a 
funeral.)? Because they brought death int:o the world, 
they therefore walk in front of the corpne, 8 

Adam is held responsible for the death olE Moses. Even 

righteous men who fol l ow all of the commandments must experience 

death, because of God 1 s decree issued upon thE! first man. 

Moses pleaded, Master of the Universe, there are 36 
t r ansgressions punishable by extinction Pnume:.:ated in 
the Torah, for the commission of any one of which a man 
is liable to be put to death . Have I th1!n transgressed 
any one of them? Why dost thou decree d1!ath upon me? 
God replied, you are to die because of the ~in of the 
first man . who brought death into the worlld. 9 

When the Holy One created first man he led him around 
the Garden of Eden. I have created all of you, be care
ful not to corrupt and destroy my univerne, for if you 
corrupt it, there is no one to repair it after you. Not 
only that, but you will cause death to b1~fall that 
righteous man (Moses). 

To what may Moses be likened. To a pregnant woman shut 
up in a prison. She gave birth there to a son, reared 
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him there and died. After a while the ki.ng passed by 
the entrance to the prison, and as he pas1sed, the son 
began to czy , My lord, king, here was I born and here 
I grew up. For what sin am I kept here, I do not know. 
He answ

1
ered, for your mother 1 s sin. So liras it with 

Moses . O 

The implication of the Adam and Eve stors• is that with

out sin men would have lived forever. 

Nowhere in the Sible is death regarded au a real evil , 
except from the point of view that man, being of divine 
origin, should have had, like any other t1eavenly being, 
access to the tree of life and have lived forever.ll 

In order to prove the statement that if he we:r:e sinless 

Adam would have lived forever, the Rabbis draw an al lusion 

to Elijah. George Foote Moore quotes the ' Peoikta': 

And, 

Should a man ask you, If Adam had not sinned and had 
eaten of that tree, would he have lived and endured 
forever? Answer him, There was El i1ah, who did not 
sin , he lives and endures forever.12 

Elijah di.d not sin, and (thus) 11.ves and ,.ndures for
ever. (Elijah did not die , but was takei1 to heaven in 
a whirl wind . )13 

Like Elijah, just as he did not experien1:e the taste of 
death, so (Adam) too was not meant to exp erience death 
(but for his sin).14 

The Midrash hints a t another means br wh:lch Adam could 

have avoided death. ( Although the real purpo1se of this 

Midrash is probably,'~n impetus motivating stu.dy) 

If the f irst man had studied Torah, perh.aps he woul d 
not have died.15 

An opposing tradition to man's dying for the original 

sin, emphasizes the fact that every man is responsible for 

· ' 
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his own actions and d!ed for his own sins . 

Death came in with Adam, but every man has deserved it 
for himself, his descendants die in cons~!quence of his 
sin, but not for the guilt of it.16 

Adam takes t otal blame for his own death. 

They said to the first man, 'who caused !rour death.' He 
said to them, 1 1 caused it. 1 They said Ito him, 'didn't 
God do this to you?' He said to them, 'Has v'shalom!' 
It is l ike a sick man that was sent to ~!d , he went to 
see the Doctor, and he ordered him, 'such and such a 
thing, eat, and such and such a thing, don't eat, for 
it is bad for you and dangerous to your life. He ate 
(anyway) and was near death . 'Ibey said 1to him, perhaps 
the Doctor did this to you? He said to ·them, I did it 
to myself. For if I listened to what he COlllllB.nded me, 
I woul dn't be dying •.• They said, didn't ·the Holy One 
make you die? He said to them, r.o, I did it to myself. 

17 

However, we cannot ascribe to Adam blame for the deaths 

of all men. 

The righteous are punished with death for slight trans
gressions. 'nlis is in order that Adam might not be 
called to account by them, as i t says 'The Lord will 
not suffer the soul of the righteous to famish. ' 
(Prov. 10 : 3) This is the reason why it says 'because 
ye rebelled against my word. (Num. 20:2.4) (God would 
not suffer Adam to bear the mortificatio•n of thinking 
that he alone was responsible for the de:ath of the 
righteous.18 

All the righteous men that are to spring, froDI him, and 
against wh0111 death is decreed, will not depart this life 
without beholding the presence of the Shtechinah, and 
they Will reprove Adam by saying to him, 'You have 
brought mortality upon us.' Adam will stnswer them, 
' as for me, I have only one sin to my ac:count. 1 (Not 
even Moses, who had four sins.)19 

Judaism rejects the suggestion that ma.n is a sinner at 
birth because he is stamped with the fall of Adam. 
While there are scattered statements in rabbinic 
literature which suggest the belief that: in the sin of 
the first man all human beings come intc> life with an 
original sin, Ezekiel reflects the ll\ajo1: view of the 
tradition : 1 the soul that sinneth it shall die. 1 

(Ezek. 18:4) 
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The sin in the Gal'de.n of Eden may have br•ought physical 
consequences, death accepted by some sage:s as the most 
aerious ••• He may be burdened by the fruit ot wrongdoing 
of his forefathers, but Judaism does not 1!ssent to the 
doctrine that a man can do a wrong for wh:Lch he is not 
personally responsible. ntat man is happ•r, according to 
the tradition, whose hour of death is lik;e tne hour of 
birth--that is, free of sin.20 

Another interpretation is that man dies S•O that he will 

always fear the Lord. 

R. Judah said: By rights the first man 
and endured forever (Koheleth declares 
makes lasts forever), why then was the 
imposed on him? 'God hast so made it, 
fear before him.•21 

shoould have lived 
th.st what God 
pe1nalty of death 
th.st men should 

Adam was a trustworthy man and showed fea:r of the Lord. 

However, his descendants might have acted in a different manner 

if they were: presented with life eternal. 

Adam1 s death is attributed not to his own sin, but to 
that of some of his descendants. Adam hadn't deserved 
death, but it was decreed, because the Holy One foresaw 
Nebuchadnezzar, and Hiram would pronounce themselves 
Gods.22 

No matter what rationale might be given, the Rabbis were 

acutely aware that death was an ever present a:nd unavoidable 

r<!ality. Han is dust and returria to the dust. 

He collected the dust of the first mAn f~om the four 
corners of the earth. Because , the Holy One said, if 
a man should come from the East to the West, or from 
the West to the East and his time comes eo depart from 
the world, Chen the earth should not say, 1 The dust of 
thy body is not mine, return to the place whence thou 
wast created. But this teaches, that in every place 
where a man goes or comes, and his end approaches 
whence he must depart from the world, thence is the 
dust of his body and thence it returns to the dust, as 
it is said, 'For dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou 
return . •23 
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B. 'lhe Penalties of Sin 

George Foote Moore defines sin as: 

Fundamentally, any departure from the di'ITinely r evea led 
rule of life, whether in the sphere of mt)ra:.a or of 4 religious observance, whether deliberate or unwitting. 2 

Sin thus is a deviation from the way of t!>od, and as the 

Midrash elucidates, punishable by death. 

Man is in a dilemma, because he must ade1quately explain 

the reasoning behind death, yet he cannot cas·t any aspersions 

upon God. He must uphold God 1 s dignity, by e.spousing the idea 

that if man suffers there must be just cause. If he dies a 

death, shorter than would be brought on by natural causes, he 

himself must som~how be at fault. 'nle basic answer to this 

problem is that he must have transgressed the law, or, more 

plainly, 1si.nned. 1 

Christianity carries this idea one step furthe r , stating 

that since a ll men are sinners, death becomes an escape from 

the evil worl d . 

Tatian, one of the early Church fathers, says: 

Under the conditions of human existence death must be 
re15arded as a good, because it delivers men from a 
lite of steady deterioration and endless sinning .• • For 
death is not only the w.'iges .:if sin, it i .s also the end 
of sin 1 s dominion, the line that God dra.ws to kee p the 
arc of tragic existence from bei:gming an1 endless revolv
ing circle of tragic existenee.Z 

Although Judaism does not see escape fro•m sin and death 

as a good, there is a major tendency to see dleath and suffer

ing as the •wages of sin. ' 

If a man sees that painful sufferings vi.sit him, let 
him examine his conduct.26 
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The New Year is t he time when man• s deeds are 10eighed by 

Three Books are opened (in heaven) on New· Year , one for 
the thoroughl y wicked, one for the thorou.ghl y r ighteous 
and one for the intermediate . • . The thoroughly wicked 
aEe forthwith inscribed definittvely in the book of 
death.27 

It is sin and wickedness which cause deat h. 

In a cer tain p l ace there was once a li zar·d which used to 
injur e peopl e . They came and tol d R. Han1ina b. Dosa. 
He said to them, show me its hole . They showed him its 
hole, and he put his heel over the hole , and the l izard 
came out and bit him and it died. He sai.d to them see ' 
it is not the lizard that kills, it is si.n that kihs. zS 

And if a man sins, he must take the consE•quences, no mat

te.r how excellent his past record of actions had been. 

It once happened that a certain scholar who had studied 
much S!.ble and Mlshnah and had served scholar s much, yet 
died in middle age. His wife took his THUm and car
ried the1r about in synagogues and schoolhouses and 
complained to them, my husband who read (Bible), l ea.rned 
(Mishneh) , and served scholars much, why did he die in 
middle age? And no man could answer her.. On one 
occasion, Elijah was a guest at her housi!, and she 
related the whol e story. How was he to thee in the 
days of menstruation? He ate and drank with me (after 
the flow) and it did not occur to him. Said Elijah, 
blessed l>e the Omnipresent for slaying hllm, that he 
did n<>t condone an act of the Torah (he 1rnowed us unfair 
favor itism because of the man's l earning).29 

Just as the 1 earth abide th forever, ' so tthe Bible should 

have stated that the 'generation' a.bi.des fore•1Ter. F.arth, 

according to tradition, was created for man a1nd not vice versa. 

But a generation, because it does not ab:Lde by the 
commands of the Holy One, decays, wherea1s the earth, 
which abides by the command of the Holy t:>ne (by produc
ing fruit annually) does not decay.30 
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Another Midrash t:-ies to pinpoint the pluce in History 

where Israel went astray and sinned, thus briugiu.g death upon 

them, 

When Israel stood at Sinai and received t:he Torah, the 
Holy One blessed be He, said to the Angell of Death: 
'Thou hast power over all the heathen but: not over this 
people, for they are my portion, and just: as I live for
ever, so will my children be eternal! Y1!t, you refused 
(to remain loyal) and corrupted your deeds and said to 
the calf, 'This is thy God O Israel, 1 (Eit. 32:4) and 
for this reason, 'ye shall die like men. '131 (Ps. 82:7) 

Rabbi Amni said: 

There is no death without sin. And sine~! there is no 
righteous man in the world that does (only) good, and 
doesn' t sin (Eccl. 7:2) therefore all me1n are compelled 
to die.32 

And he also said, 

ni.ere is no death
3
Jithout sin, nor do sufferings come 

without iniquity. 

Severa l of the Rabbis disputed Rabbi Amni 1 s statement, 

and challenged the idea that one must sin to die. 

The ministering angels asked the Holy One, why didst 
thou impose death upon Adam? Said he to them, I gave 
him an easy co111Dand, yet he violated it. But Moses and 
Aaron ful filled the whole Tor ah , yet the; died. 'There 
is one event to the righteous and to the wicked (Ezek. 
18:20). Eleazar said, moses and Aarcrn too died through 
their sin, for it is said, 'because ye believed not in 
me (Num. 20:12), hence , had ye believed in me, your 
time had not yet come to depart from the world, 34 

The last sentence of the quote clearly shows that even 

without their sins the time for death would still come. ' Thus 

the refutation of R. Amni is (indeed) a refutation . 135 

When a man dies, people feel compelled to find a cause 
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for his death. 'n\~y search his past life to locate the source 

of the corrupt act which brought about hi!; death. l?or this 

reason, whenever God t~es a seemingly good man, in the Bible, 

his sins are listed, so that the popul ace will know that they 

were guilty of no other iniquity or transgression than the 

ones expressed. 

Rabbi Eleazar of Modin said: Come and observe what con
cern was felt by the Holy One, bless•~d be He , at the 
death of Aaron ' s sons, for on every occasion when he 
mentions their death, he also mentions their offense. 
Why all this? To acquaint you with lthe facts, so that 
people might have no pretext for say'.lng that they had 
been acting corruptl y in secret4 and that it was on 
account of this that they died.~s 

Rabbi Eleazar also said: 

Come and see how dear the righteous i!IIe before the Holy 
One, for in every place where their deaths are mentioned, 
their sins are mentioned. Why? In order not to give 
an opening to others to say, their d!eeds were secret 
thel' efore they died. 'illus, in four places the death 
of the sons of Aaron is mentioned and there they ll!en-
t ion the sins, to make known to you 1that it was but for 
this ~lone. And how much the more Sil ~.men the Hol y One 
is angry with his righteous ones.J7 

The Midrash lists the reasons for wh:ich God brings man 

near to death . 

For the 40 yea.rs we learn that he (G•od) did not rebuke 
them but brought them near to death, thus with Jacob, 
our father, he didn 't rebuke his sons but brought them 
near to death . Our Rabbis taught, f•or four things God 
doesn ' t rebuke man but brings him ne.ar to death. 1) In 
order that he shall not rebUke him rund then have to go 
and rebuke him again. 2) That he not see his neighbor 
and embarrass (wrong) him. 3) That there may be in his 
heart nothing against him (his neigh'bor). 4) That he: 
might separate himself from one wh~8 argues, thus bringing 
(the other) to the hands of peace. 

In connection with sin causing death, the Rabbis discuss 



the influence of the ~vil eye and the "Yetzer Ha Ra" which 

lures man into sinning. 

11 

The opportunity to sin may come from without but it is 
the response of the 1evil impulse' in ma111 to it that 
converts it into a temptation. Yetzer H1! Ra is a 
tempter within-- a kind of malevolent sec•)nd personality. 
Throughout man' s life, from infancy to old age , it 
pursues its deadly purpose, patiently biding its time . 
If it can bring about his fall in the fi1C'st 20 years, 
it does it, or 40, 60 or 80--to the very day of his 
death. It is man 's implacable enemr, no kind of sin 
to which it doesn 't instigate men, ead 1them to trans
gress God 1 s collD!landments .•. In Sifre, ' God says, My sons, 
I created for you the evil impulse, I cr+eated for you 
the law as an antiseptic.39 

Kaufman Kohler emphasizes the fact that 1Il4n can overcome 

the impulse and live. 

For the rabbis, the sensuous desire of t lhe body is a 
tende"lcy toward sin (Yetzer ha- ra). The 1W'eakness of the 
flesh C18.Y cause a straying from the right path, but man 
can turn the desires of the heart toward the service of 
the go<Jd . Man can assert his divine pow.er of freedom 4 by oppos ing the evil inclination with th+e good inclination. O 

In the tP.xt we s ee, 

Reb Ta.nhl.Dna said, in the n.ame of Rabbi Eleazar, 'The 
Lord will take away from thee all sickness.' (Deut. 7:15) 
'All sickness ' means the evil eye. In the opinion of 
R. Eleazart 99 peop!~ die from the (evil) eye to l by 
the hand ot heaven. l 

Dying by the 'hand of heaven' refers to death of a per

fectl y natural cause, with no contributory factors. All men 

arust constantly ward off sin in order to live the long life, 

and be ever conscious of their tendency to err. 

'And the living will lay it to his heart ,' these are 
the righteous who set their death over against their 
heart. And why do they beat upon their 'heart? As 
though to say, All is there. (Death being the con
sequence of sin, the righte9us beat their heart as 
the source of evil longing.42 
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the Midrash emphasizes the fact that in mos:t cases it is 

sin that causes death. However, eternal life is1 n<.ot suggested 

as the alternative. (In spite of several isolat:ed r eferences 

to Elijah 1 s living forever). The point they arEt trying to 

stress for the reader is very simply that a good life assists 

a man in reaching a heal thy age and dying of nat:ural causes. 

The Hol y One said, if I create him of the c:elestial 
elements he will live (forever) and not diu; if I 
create him of the terrestrial elements, he will die 
and not live (in a future life). ThereforE! I will 
create him of the upper and of the lower elements (his 
body of the earth and his soul of the heavun), if he 
sins he will die, ~1lile if he does not sin he will live. 
( ' live and not die' implies a full life , wllth the soul 
returning to heaven) .43 

Even though man has the capacity to live a full life, 

the majority .>f men die for their sins, or it in expl ained, 

' their sins cause them to di e betor e t heir time .. •44 

And: 

Though a plague last seven years, no one d:le;; before his 
time . 45 

The Rabbis discuss sin in general tenns as causing death, 

but very rarely do they point specifically to ai~y one sin 

which is especially harmful. However, even tho1:igh deviation 

from th<? laws is a sin, some Rabbis do keynote 1:ertain 

negligences. 

Rabbi Yose said, a man dies through idlenca:ss only, as it 
is said, 'and he expired and was gathered 1unto his 
people.' (Gen. 49:33). If he were standing on the 
rooftop or at the seashore and fell a~g di·ed, his death 
would be the result of idleness only. 

This seems especially harsh, however, anotlh.er Midrash 
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cites a more pressing problem for the Rabbis. 

The sons of Aaron died .•. hecause they had no children 
and in connection with this death is mentioned. 'nlus 
'And Nadab and Abbahu died ' . . . and they had no children. 
( Num. 3 : 4) Abba Hanina said , it was because they had no 
wives, for it is written, ' And he shall make atonement 
for himself, and for "his house'" (Lev. 16:6) and his 
house signifies his wife. 

Although the Midrash doesn ' t explicitly state t he idea 

that a man lives on through his children, judging from other 

Midrashim discussing this thought (in Ch. dealing with chil

dren) we can draw this conclusion. If a man who is alone 

dies , he is dead , but if he has offspring, he lives; thus , 

by Rabbinic logic , not having children is a sin which l egit

imately causes death. 
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Chapter I I 

Early Death 

lf death is the consequence of sin, early death is 

explainable ; however, when the sufferers are mere children 

o~ young scholars, the rabbis reach almost an impasse in their 

explanations. 'nlis is a difficult problem to explain 

adequately and a very s~.nsitive area of comment. 

B .. Sainuel b . Nahman said, 99 die of heat to 0111e by the 
hand of heaven. The Rabbis said, 99 die throuigh (their 
own) neglect to one by the hand of heaven.I 

Death is inevitable, yet an early death seems to be the 

individual's fault rather than an act of heaven. S: ince this 

is t he case, then why do scholars die young? 

It is not because t hey are adul terous, and not: because 
they rob, but because they break off from studying Torah, 
and engage in idle conversation. 2 

There was a disciple in t he neighborhood of R. Alex
andric who died in his youth, and R. Alexandr1.« said, 
had this scholar wished he could have lived! (if he 
had lived uprightly). R. Johanan said, per haps he is 
one of those of whom it is said, Behold he put:teth no 
t rust in his hol y ones . That (scholar) ~·as o:ie who 
had rebelled against his teachers! 3 

R. Johanan presented another point of view , that God 

must put h is trust in his Holy Ones! 

If not in his holy ones, in whom will he put his trust? 
One day he was going on a journe y and saw a man gather
ing figs; the man was leaving those that were r ipe and 
taking those tha t were unripe . So he sai d t o the man, 
aren't the ripe ones better for picking? He 1~eplied, 
I need t hem for a journey, these will keep, but the 
others will not keep . 4 
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!n spite of this opinion, the general consensus through

out the Mi.drash expresses the idea that when a scholar dies, 

he must have committed some transgression . 

There was once a certain man who begrudged his companion 5 his learning. His life was cut short and he passed away. 

And: 

!t was said that R. Akiba had 12,000 pairs of disciples , 
from Gabbatha to Antipatris and a ll of them died at the 
same time because they did not treat each other with 
respect,b 

we still are confronted with the dileama of childhood 

death . The death of scholars l.s perplexing yet explainable 

within the framewor k of sin and neglect, howeV'er, young children 

have not !'>ad the opportunity to err in such ro.a.gnitude as to 

dese.rve death. 

Childre11 enjoy a certain immunity from s i.n, on account 
of cheir undeveloped physical condition. Indeed, the 
death of children is mostly explained as an atonement 
for the sins of their parents or their grown- up con
temporaries. 7 

!n the Talmud we read: 

Our Rabbis taught: Childr.?n die as a punl.shment for 
(unfulfilled) vows: this is the view of R. El eazar b. 
R. Simeon. R. Judah the Nasi said: For the sin of 
neglect of Torah. 

R. Eleazar b. R. Simeon and R. Judah the Nasi both are 

in agreement that t he death of the young is induced by a fault 

on the part of the pa rents. 

R. Tabuth tells a story about a man who brought this 

fate upon his children. 
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Once he (a man) came to a place called ' Kushta 1 (truth) 
in which no one ever told lies, and where no man ever 
died before his time.* Now he married one of thE>it' 
women, by whom he had two sons. One day his wifE> was 
sitting and washing her hair, when a neighbor came and 
knocked at the door. Thinking to himself that it: would 
not be etiquette (to tell her that his wife was was!ling 
herself) he ca lied out, ' She is not here. 1 (As a pun
ishment) his two sons died. People of the town c:ame a nd 
questioned him, ' What is the cause of this? ' He related 
what had happened. ' I pr~y t hee, ' they answered, ' quit 
this town, and do not incite Oeath against us,8 

And children can also be taken as an atonement for the 

entire generation. 

R. Joseph said, When there are righteous men in 1:he gen
eration, the righteous are seized (by death) for the (sins 
of the) generation. When there are no righteous in a 8 generation, school children are seized for the g1meration. 

Other Midrashin attempt to discount the idea that: children 

are sei. zed f or the parents 1 sins, The children die only if 

t hey sin a lso and per petuate the neglects of the pareuts. 

It says in Deut. 24:16, ' The children shall not be put 
t o death for the fathers. Every man shall be pu1t to 
cieath (only) for his own sin.' But it says in E:K. 20 : 5 
that 'God visits the sins of the fathers upon th1! chil
dren. 1 This means that tie does so only if they hold to 
the deeds of their fathers . But does it not say: 'And 
they shall stUlllble on through the agency of the <)ther' 
(Oev. 26:37)? So are they not all responsible 01ne for 

~=d~;~:r~do~~Yh!fd~~en~~u~~ ~~~r0prevented the other's 

Some children die not because of the father 1 s si1ns but 

on the contrary, because ' God deals strictly with his loved 

ones. 

*As a side note, although Kushta, if there were such a 
place, is sometimes t hought to be Luz, if there were such a 
place, chances are they are not one and the same. Fo:r in Luz 
' no one dies, whereas in Kushta, the text states, 'no one 
dies before his ti.me. •8 
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There was a pious pit- digger called Nehunya . His daughter 
fell into a pit, but was rescued. R. Hanina b. Dosa fore
told her rescue, for he said, ' Would it be possible that 
a child of this pious ma.n would suffer in respect of the 
very occupation of her !ather?' ' Neverth.el ess, 1 said 
R. Abbai ' his (Hanina 1 s) son died of thirst,* because •.• 
God dea s particul arly strictly wit h tho11e near to him. ' 

Whatever twist of logic we might employ t:o expl ai.n an 

early death, a ll nn.•.st agr ee that it is an espE!cially lamentable 

occurrence. 

we find that the death of youths is consi.dered as grievous 
as the destruction of the Temple; for it is written, ' The 
Lord hath trodden in as a winepress 1 (thE! Temple) the 
v1.rgin daughter of Judah, and in the samE! say, ' He hath 
called a solemn assembly against me to c1:ush my young 
men. (Since both are mentioned in the same verse, they 
are equal tragedies.)12 

And : 

what is the difference between the death of young men and 
that of old men? R. Judah said : When a llamp goes out of 
itself and good for the wick, but if it does not go out 
of itself, it is bad for itself and bad !:or the wick. 

R. Abbabu said, When a fig is gathered at: th~ proper time, 
it is good for itself and good for the t1:ee; but if it is 
gathered prematurely, it is bad for itsellf and bad for 
the tree. lJ 

Elisha ben Abuyah went so far as to concllude that since 

the yowtg die, there can be no judge or justic:e in the worl d. 

(lie once) observed a child climbing a tr1?e to gather eggs 
from a nest in obedience of both his father 's request 
and the cited Scriptu.r al ordinance (Deut .. 22:6) , saw the 
youngster fall and die. The shock of thE! death of such 
an innocent who dutifully followed the p1:escr iptions of 
the Torah led this Znd Century Rabbi to the painful con
clusion ' there is no judge and no justice?. •14 

(See Kiddoshin 396 and Hull in 142a) 

*Taani t 24b points out l:!annina ' s prowess as a rai.nmaker 
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Another example also illustrates th.at it is possible to 

die young without sinning, but presents .a new idea, 1.n that 

the extra years are all~tted to another •worthy' and extends 

his lifetime. 

R. Joseph asked 1.s there anyone who passes away before 
one ' s (allotted~ time? Yes, as in the story by R. B.ibi 
b. Abaye who was frequently visited by the Angel of 
Death. (Once) the latter said to hi.s messenger, 'Go, 
bring me Miriam, the women's hairdresser.• He went and 
brought him Miriam, the nurse . Said he to him , I told 
thee Miriam the women's hairdresser. Re answered, If 
so I will take her back. Said he to him, Since thou 
hast brought her, let her be added (to the dead). 
R. Bibi. b. Abaye said to him, have ye permission to act 
thus? He answered him, is it not written, 'But there 
is that is swept away without judgm.ent? ... He then asked 
him, but after all, what do you do with her years? (the 
remaining years which she should have continued to 11. ve). 
He repl ied, if there be a Rabbinic scholar, who over- 15 looks his hurt, l shall give them to him 1.n her stead. 

Another line of thinking proposes the 1.dea that death of 

the young is not necessarily a tragedy, but a free choice of 

God, and possibly even for the best. We: are here on earth by 

the will of God , and thus he has the cho1ice to request our 

souls whenever he pleases. 

ln hot weather, a rabbi delivered htis discourse to his 
disciples under the shade of a fig true. 'ltley noticed 
that each morning the owner would pick his ripened figs. 
' Perhaps he fears that we will pick his fruit, ' they 
thought and they moved to another place. The owner 
begged them to return. Believi.ng t:hat they had moved 
because his presence annoyed them, he resolved not to 
pick the fruit. In the evening thE!Y beheld the figs 
dropping from the tree, spoiled by the heat of the sun. 
The disciples then appreciated why it was necessary for 
t he ow-oer to pick them in the mornllng. 

The rabbi said, The owner of the fllg knows when his 
fruit should be picked, lest it be spoiled. 'nlus does 
God know when to summon His righteous children before 
they are spoiled. This is the rea1;on why many good and 
gracious person$ are sometimes callled by God in their 
early manhood.16 
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When Rabbi Bun died, Rabbi Zeira eulogized as follows: 
'To what is the case of Rabbi Bun like? Tc> a king Who 
has hired workmen for his garden and he obsi;rves that 
one of them works expertly and efficiently.. He calls 
him over and walks with him about the gardcm. In the 
evening when the king pays his workmen, he gives to the 
capable man the same pay as to the others. nte latter 
protest to the king, 1'13ut he worked only two hours and 
we have worked for 8." "True, " answered the king, "but 
he has accomplished more in two hours than you in 8." 
• .. Rabbi Bun had labored in the Torah during his 28 
years more than another fine student in 100 years. 
Therefore God suounoned him to walk with Hirn. May "the 
sleep of the diligent worker be sweet.'" (E:ccle. 5:11 ) 17 

Severacl Midrashi m see children as a "loan" from God, and 

death as safely returning the deposit. 

R. Meir sat discoursing on a Sabbath after1~oon in the 
House of Study. \.fnile he was there, his two sons died. 
What did their mother do? She laid them om the bed, and 
spread a linen cloth over them. R. Meir C<!lme hocie and 
said to her, ' Where are my sons? ' She replied, 'They 
went to the House of Study. ' He said, •I did not see 
them there .. • Then she satd, ' early today a man came here 
and gave me something to keep for him, now he has come 
back to aak for it again. Shall we return it to him or 
not? 1 He replied, ' He who has received something on 
deposit must surely return it to its owner.' She r eplied , 
' Without your knowledge I would not return ~t. 1 Then she 
took him by the hand, and brought him up tc> the bed, and 
took away the cloth, and he saw his sons lying dead upon 
the bed. He began to weep •.. Then his wife said to him, 
'Did you not say to me that one must retu:rin a deposit to 
its owner? Does it not say, ' The Lord gav1~, the Lord 
took, blessed be the name of the Lord 1 ? ( Jc::>b I: 21) So 
she co~forted him and quieteJ his mind. 18 

And: 

When the son of Rabbi Johanan b. Zakkai di•ed his students 
entered to cot11fort him. Rabbi Eliezer en t iered, sat 
before him and said, Rabi, I desire to say one thing to 
you. He said to him, ' Speak. ' He said, ' Adam had a son 
and he died and he received comfort ... Also you should be 
comforted. He said to him, 1 Is it not eno1ugh that I am 
sorry for myself, but you remind me (also) of the troubles 
of Adam ••. ? 
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a. Eleazar ben Ara=h entered ... He said, I shall tell you 
a parable. What is the situation like? i·o a man that 
was g iven a deposit by the king. All day he woul d weep 
and cry, saying, ' Oh my, when will I get back this 
depo~it safely. Also you, Rabbi, you had a son, who 
studLed Torah, Prophets and the Writings, Mishnah , Law 
and Aggadah , and he departed from the world sinless. 
And now you should receive comfort for yo~• return the 
l oan safely. Rabbi Johanan ~aid to him, Eleazar, my 
son, you have comforted me.l~ 

One Midrash types the different ages of di!at h. 

If one dies under 50 years old, t hat is dE!ath by (J:li)?) 
(cutci:ig off) at 60 , t hat is by t he hand of heaven, at 
70 it LS the death of the hoary head, at 80 it is the 
death of a vigorous man. 20 

'nle early death in the case of sinner s is under standabl e 

within the Rabbinic context . However, according to t r aditional 

belief , a good man should live long and happily· . In spite of 

t he theology expressed, the Rabbis were stia ·~ery much aware 

of the uncertainty surroundi .ng the day of one' :s death. 

Moses and Aaron once walked al.ong with Na.dab and Abihu 
behind them. 'nlen Nadab said to Abihu , •1or, that these 
old men might die so t ha t you and I should be the leaders 
of our g eneration. But the Holy One said to them, ' We 
Shall See who will bury whom . I ThUS men Sa)', many rn 
old camel is l aden with the hides of youn:ger ones. 2 
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CRAPTER III 

The Angel of Death 

All of the sources confirm the fact that the Angel of 

Death is incapable of acting independently of a decr ee from 

God, and yet even with this secondary status he still wields 

strong influence over the minds and imaginations of the early 

Rabbis. 

'n\e Angel of Death had a clearly defined r ole , and once 

he undertook his mission as the agent of God, man was hel p 

less in any effort to revoke this decree. 

Although there are cases cited where cer1tain righteous 

men have escaped the 'sword' of the Angel of !Death te111porarily, 

postponement is a very rare gift, 

The Angel of Death is mentioned frequently in the Midrash 

and the Talmud, yet s0tne modern writers are s•:> skeptical that 

'ur ancestors could have believed in him, thalt tl-.!!y have 

attempted to reinterpret the materials, sifti1ng out the 

thoughts which they find offensive. 

The writers who spoke of an arch adversa1cy .:>r Satan, 
conceivably did not do so because they b1elieved in 
the existence of such a power, but in sp1eaking of the 
forces that make for sin, they almost in1evitably used 
familiar terms of current phraseology. 

He later dra~s another parallel which eq1uates the Angel 

of Death, Satan, and Evil Desire with an impulse within the 

nature of man. 

According to some ideas death is a fal l e1n angel and 
identical with the Serpent in Eden. His name is Sammael, 
"the drug of God," a reference to the •g.all' on his 
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sword (P ) Satan, the Angel of Death, and !Ml Desire, 
are one and the same. ln other words, it in ignoble 
impulse alone that tempts and destroys.2 

George Foote Moore alao pointed out the relationship be

tween theae terms in the Rabbinic literature. 

Personified as the t-pter, evil impulse may be identi
fied with Satan, and aince by their arts th11y cause the 
death of the sinner, they cll.ll by a further association 
become the angel of death ••. It is nothing s1~range, there
fore, that iD parallel passages Satan and ~1il impulse 
1nterchange. J 

'ft\e Talmud itself is aware of this insight, and one pas

sage states, 11Satan, Yetzer and the Angel of Deal~h are one. " 4 

He comes down, leads astray, goes ue and ac•cuses; then 
c0111es down and takes away the soul.5 

Or we find the Yetzer acting out the same r•~le as the 

Angel of Death; 

He accustoms ~an to sin and kills him. 6 

The Angel of Death became a frightening f1g1ure ::o the 

men living in these early centuries, and the lit<erature 

reflects this great fear both in the awe with which they dis

cuss him and the descriptions of his person whiclh a :':lpear 

throughout the texts. 

'ft\e popular imagination, having established an extensive 
empire of evi.l spirits, it followed as a matter of course 
that the Angel of Death who impersonated the • SUDBUlll 
malum' was exalted to the position of sovereign and 
endowed with supreme power. 7 

It is said of the Angel of Death, that he is full of eyes. 
When a sick person is about to depart, he stands above 
his head-pillow With his sword drawn out 1n his hand, and 
a drop of gall hanging on it . As the sick person beholds 
it, he trembles and opens his mouth (in fright). He 
then drops it into his mouth. It is from this that he 
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dies , from t his that ( t he corpse) deteriorat es; , from 
t his t ha t h is face becomes g r eeni sh. a 
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In othP.r sections , t he Al'lf!e 1 of Death is descx·ibed a s 

1,eing "al.l eyes , " however, if necessary he can t ake, on dis

guises in o rder to deceive men into yiel ding their souls. For 

examp le, in one p l ace he appears as a beg~ar seeking a l ms 

(.'loed .-at an , 2~a) . 

~bbinic literat ure a l so refers to Sat a n as the head of 

an army of six demons and <Estroyer s (his Ueutenant:s). These 

a re .<.ezef (Indignation) , Af (Anger) , Hemah ( '.~rath) ,, Mashhith 

( Des troyer), .leshabber (Breaker) and ~lekaleh (Annihilator) . 9 

0nce aga in t his army seems to link the Evil Yetzer or t he 

destructive impulses of man wi t h Sat an . 

l\lllons t his array of den¥>ns and evil spirits a const antly 

recurring n!'.me \.s Sammael. He is sometimes referr t!d to as 

the greatest prince in heaven, or t he Chi ef of a l.l the Satans . 

Sammael , the wicked ange 1, the chief of a 11 th1e accusi ng 
angels, was awaitine the deat h of Moses ever y hour, say
ing , ' hl1en will the time or t he moment arise :for Moses 
to cti.e, so that I may descend and take away h:l.s soul 
from h i m? ' There is no- one at:10ng t he ~ccygi~~ angels 
so wicked as Sammael. ( ( Q/ 1i /iu~ r ff•ll" ) 

Sammael is described as a twelve-winged ~rea~ure who t ook 

nis band of creatures and descended to eart h i mmedl.ately after 

the Lor.d had created the world and its inhabitants . He t hen 

searched out t he serpent, who had a prooensity to do evil. 

1'he serpent ' s appearance was like the form of a c~mel and 

.fammael mounted its biack and began to ride. Then togethe r 

they proceeded to induce Eve to commit t he first sin . 11 
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Sa11111ael-Satan ii both seducer and destroye1:. He it is 
who is to be held responsible for having bi:ought death 
into the world, and ever since that time bu has been 
the arch-adversary of man, tempti.JlR him to sin, and sub
sequently deno\IJlcing hiu. before Goll. He sprang to earth 
on the back of the serpent, appearing in the fora of a 
camel, and coming to Eve ht enticed her to eat of the 
fruit of the Tree of Life. 2 

In another Midrash Sammael is given awesOllll! character

istics . 

In the seventh heaven was an angel differeint in appear
ance from all the others and of frightful 111ien. His 
height "'as so great, it would have taken 51JO years to 
cover a di6tance equal to it, and from the crown of his 
head to the soles of his feet he was studd•ed with glaring 
eyes at the sight of which the beholder fell prostrate 
in awe. 'lbt is one, is Sammael, who takes t lb.e soul away 
from man.13 

A.P. Bender attempted to find the derivati·on of the name 

Sammael. He suggests that it would be a compound form of 

"Sam" and "El" (translated as supreme poison). Another pos

sibility is that the name is derived from the Hebre"' word 

•·samoul" (translated as 'left '), representing the evil inclin

ation which turns man away from the right path. If this 

1nte.rpretat1on is correct, it would be identica.l with the 

supposed root of Satan, or ' Satah'--also meanin~ •to turn 

away.' 

He also posits the interpretation that the: root is 

'Sama' (translated 'blind'). Ss111111Ael is the el.ement in man 

that makes him blind, and prevents him from se~d.ng the tl"'Jth.
14 

One ujor limitation of the role of the ~igel of Death 

is that he can stay only in the place and at the time deter-

mined by God. 
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'lbe destroying a~el is not a demon but a messenger of 
the divine will.15 ' 

George Foote Moore makes the same observati.on and writes, 

An angel who sooner or l ater visits every 111SJ1 is the 
Angel of Death, who consequently, filled a. larger place 
in men's thoughts than the rest, and i s the: subject of 
many stories . He comes only on an order fl:~Olll God, and 
executes his commission impartially on the righteous and 
the wicked, no plea or re:nonatrance avail s. 6 

'lbe Angel of Death fu lfills God's decree, und although 

men may attempt to revoke the decision or even t:ry to escape, 

God will intercede and support his Angel. 

When the time arrives tor man to quit this world, the 
angel appears and asks him, dt' you recogni:ze me? Yes, 
but why dost thou come to me today, and thc)u didst 
come on no other day? 'To take thee frOlll tt:he world, for 
the time of thy departure has arrived.' 11len man falls 
to weepir.g, and his voice penetrates to a l :L ends of the 
world, yet no creature hears his voice ••. B111t the angel 
reminds him, did I n.ot tell thee that thou wert formed 
against thy will, and thou wouldst be born against thy 
will, and sgainst thy will thou wouldst di1e?l7 

In the above quotation, the Angel's statement is sufficient 

to remind man of his role, but in the case of Moses, God in

tercedes. 

And all the congregation saw that Aaron had died, but 
when. Moses and Eleazar came down from the mountain, they 
gathered a ll the congregation and asked th.em, 'Where is 
Aaron?' And they an11wered him: 'Dead.' they said to 
them (Moses and Eleazar), 'How is the Ange,l of Death 
able to attack (man) for "he stood and die: Angel of 
Death was stayed." As it is written, ''he s tood between 
the dead and the living and the plague was: stayed." 
(Bum. 17:13) If you understand it, good , and lf not 
we explain it to you. At that time Moses stood in 
prayer and saidJ Master of the World, briX!ig me forth 
from suspicion l doubt). Iiamediately the llloly One 
opened a cave and showed them, as it is wi~itten. "And 
the people saw that Aaron had diad." (Nu111. 20:29)18 
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And the story of Joshua ben Levi is a classic example of 

God 1 s demanding that all 1110rtals die : 

When R. Joshua b. Levi was about to die, the Angel of 
Death was instructed to go. When he came :· the R.abbi 
said, 'Show me my place' (in Paradise). Ivery w~ll,' he 
replied. 'Give me your knife,' the Rabbi demanded, (since 
otherwise) •you may frighten me Qn the way.' He gave it 
to him. On arriving there he lifted him up and shoved 
him (his place). 'lbe latter jumped and dropped on the 
other side of the wall (of paradiseS. Be se:ized him by 
the corner of his cloak, but the R.ebbi excla.imed, 1 1 
will not go back. 1 ' Return my knife, 1 he sa:id to him, 
but the Rabbi would not return it. A ' bat \c:ol' went 
forth and said to him, 'Return the thipg to him, for it 
is required for the mortals 1 (to die).19-

When the Angel of Death comes, he finds the man assigned 

and kills him, for in his i>resence all men becOllll!: equal. 

What difference does one place or another make to the 
Angel of Death?20 

And we also find: 

Raba while se3ted at the bedside of R. Nahman saw him 
sinking into slumber (death). Said he to Raba, 'Tell 
him (tfie Angel of Death), Sir, not to tormellt me. 1 Said 
Raba, 'Are you, Sir, not a man esteemed?' (1~0 make your 
appeal directly). Said R. Nahman to him, 'lilho is 
esteemedi who is rega2~ed, who is distinguiished, (before 
the Ange of Death)?' 

Once the Angel of Death 1!18kes his appearanc•e, man has no 

altelrnlltive but to die. No man has the ability 1to avoid him, 

or to postpone his death to a later and more con·venient time. 

No man has the newer to say (to the Angel of Death) wait 
for me until I have made up my accounts or until I have 
set my house in order and then I will come.22a 

'lbe Angel of Death does not say, seeing that this man is 
king we will grant him one Ol:' two days more. On that 
day there is no respecting of persona. 'lbe proof is 
this: 'nlroughout his life Ollvid is referred to as king •.• 
When, however, he was approaching death, Scripture no 
longer mentions his kingship. Whence this? For it is 
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said,. "Now the days of David drew nigh that he should 
db. (I Kings 2: l) No one can appeal agdnst him 
(the Angel of Death), no one can lodg1~ a protest against 
him. So, after all. the greatness wnllch Moses had en
joyed, when the day .;;if his death came,, he could not hold 
it back. Forthwith God said to him, "Behold the days 
approach that thou must die." (Deut. 31:14)~2b 

Another Midrash delves more" deeply inlt:o Moses 1 attempt 

to drive away th.e Angel of Death, and give1s us a running dia

logue between them. 

'nle Angel of Death cllllle to Moses and 1said to him 'God 
has sent me to you for you are to dep1art this li!e to
day.' Moses replied, 'Go away hence, for I desire to 
praise God. 1 As it is written, "I 1h,all not die but 
live, and declare the works of the Lord." (Ps. 118:17) 
Thereupon the Angel of Death said to lhim, 'Moses, why 
do you give yourself airs? There are sufficient things 
on the earth to prai1e him ••.• Ke then came a second time. 
What did Moses do? He pronounced over him the Ineffable 
Name and he fled ••• When he came to him a third time, 
Moses said, "Seeing that this is from God, I must now 
resign myself to God's will, as it is said, "The Rock, 
His w~rk is perfect." (Deut. 32:4)23 

And as the last example of man 1 s help,lessness before the 

Angel of Death, we read, 

"'Dlere is no man that hath power ovex· the wind." (Eccle. 
8 :8) The Rabbis say, a man has no pc1wer over the wind 
of the Angel of Death to make him wit:hhold it from him •.• 
"Neither fiath he power over the day c•f his death. " A 
man cannot 1ay to the Angel of Death, 1'Jait for me until 
I make up my accounts and then I will. come. •24 

There is an exception to the general rule that man can

not postpone his death. Several M1.drashia1 illustrate the 

fact that while a man is studying, the Angel of Death hag no 

power over him. the Angel must then devine some artifice to 

lure him away from his studies momentarilir so he can snatch 

his life away. 
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On the day when David's soul was to be at iC'est, the 
Angel of Death scood before h1.m but could 1not prevail 
against him, because learning did not ceasie from b. is 
mouth. 'What shall 1 do to 6im?' he said, Now there 
was a garden before bis ~ouse, so the Angel of Death 
went to, ascended, and sat in the trees. David went 
out to see, but as he was ascending the ladder, it broke 
under b1.m. Thereupon he became silent (from bia studies) 
and bis soul had repose. 25 

A. similar story is told about R. Risda. 

Re was sitting and rehearsing his studies in the school
house and the Angel of Death could not apprroach him, aa 
his mouth would not cease rehearsing. He perched upon 
a cedar of the schoolhouse and as the ceds1r cracked under 
h1.m, R. Hisda paused and the angel overpow1ered hia. 26 

And: 

A meuenger was sent for Rabbah b. NahmanlL but the Angel 
of Death could not approach him , because hd did not 
interruft bis studies. In the meantime, a wind blew 
and caused a rustling in the bushes, which be imagined 
to be a troop of soldiers. ' 'Let me die, '' he exclaiaed, 
•rather than be delivered into the hands 4)f the state.' 
As he was dying a Heavenly voice cried ouit, 'Happy art 
thou, O Rebbah b. Nahmani, whose body is 11>ure, and whose 
soul has departed in purity. •27 

In the previous examples the Angel of Death made use of 

distractions in order to take the subjects' minds off their 

studying. Rowever, in the case of R. Riyyah, tre Angel of 

Death resorted to impersonation of a beggar in. order to lure 

him away from his books . 

As for R. Hi7Yah, he (the Angel of Death) could not gain 
access to him. So one day he adopted the: guise of a 
poor man and came and rapped at the gate,, saying, 'Bring 
me out some bread. 1 They (others) brought out some 
bread to him. Said he then to R. !Uyyah,, 'Don't you, 
air, treat the poor kindly? ' 'Why not, 11ir, (~u also) 
treat kindly this man (standing outs1de)~1 ' He (R. Hiyyah) 
opened the door to him, whereuponA showing him a fiery 
rod, he made him yield his soul . 2o 
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Confusion arises with regard to the relationsbip between 

the Angel of Death and the righteous people who follow the 

Torah. If the Torah teaches life bow can the Angel of Death 

hold equal sway over these people and the heathens? 

One writer attempts to handle this problem by stressing 

sin as the cause of death. 

The Holy One said, Should the Angel of Death c:ome before 
111e saying, 'Wherefore then have 1 been created?' I will 
reply, I have creat ed thee as the ruling powez: over the 
heathen nations, but not over ary people, for ns soon as 
Israel accepted the Torah, God ado~d them w:l•th His 
own g lortous splendor. R. Simeon b. Yohai sajld, He 
gave them weapons on which was engraved the Ineffable 
Name, and as long as this sword was in their possession, 
the Angel of Death could exercise no power ovor them. 
Bu~ wheD they sinned, God deprived them of those good 
things,Z9 

Another explanation of Why death occurs even 1though we 

have the Torah, is that the decree of death preced1ed the gift 

at Sinai. However, words of Torah do postpone the Angel of 

Death. 30 And: 

When Israel stood before Mount Sinai and said, "We Will 
do and obey" (Ex. 24:7), at that moment God called to 
the Angel of Death and said to him, Although I have 
appointed thee as executioner with universal swey ~yer 
my creatures, thou hast no power over this people. 

Another Midrash more explicitly limits the power of the 

Angel of Death to the wicked and saves the righteous . 

The Holy One said to Gabriel, Go and set a Ta1w ( J7 ) of 
ink upon the foreheads of the right eous, that: the 
destroying angel may have no power over them, and a 
taw of blood upon the foreheads of the wicked that the 
destroying angel may have power over them. ( j1 : 
people who fulfill Torah, .c. to .)1 )32 
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These verses speak of righteous people in g;eneral. How

ever there is another story which deals specific:ally with an 

individual who converses with the Angel of Death. 

He asked him (the Angel of Death) who are you? And the 
latter answered, I am God's messenger. He asked him, 
Why are you looking str ange? He replied, on account of 
the talk of human beings Who say, "This and that we will 
dio, s.nd yet not one of them knows when he will be sum
moned to die ••• R. Simeon said to him, show me my end. 
He replied, Neither over you nor over the Jlikes of you 
have I any dominion. Often God finds delight in your 
good deeds and grants you additional life. As it is 
saidt 

3
11The f ear of the Lord prolongeth dayl9 . " (Prov. 

10: 21) 3 

Another case where the Angel of Death leav1es emptyhanded 

is found in a Hidrash on the Akedah. 

While Isaac was lying on the altar bound as a sacrifice, 
the Angel of Death took his stand opposite him, and said, 
as soon as Abraham lays his hands on Isaac and ala.ya him, 
I shall take hia- -Isaac'a- -soul . But when he saw that 
all the ange~s w~re pleading for Isaac's life , he re
marked, 'This man has no enemy and I will therefore do 
him no harm. 134 

As a general statement it can be said that there is a 

trend of thought which feels that benevolent ac~ts ward off 

the Angel of Death, whereas if one doesn't perf'ora-. righteous 

acts, be makes his appearance with his sword drawn. 

David's sins were too grear; .,and his atone111ent was not 
C0111plete (commentary from i11il ), therefo1:e the angel 
took his sword, and wiped it in David's tulhs, and David 
saw his sword \Of the Angel of Death). A1ll of his limbs 
trembled until the day o1 his death. As ilt says, and 
David wasn't able to go before him, to explain it to God, 
because of th§ flow of blood, from the sword of the 
Lord's angel. 5 

.. 
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Throughout the Talmud one gets the impres:sion that the 4th 

century Rabbis had a familiar and intimate rel.ation.9hip with 

the An.gel of Death, R. Simeo~•s conversation •i.rith him while 

walking ou the road is one ex8lllple. However, there are numer

ous other stories which relate this closeness. 

R. Bibi
6

b. Abaye was frequently visited by the An.gel of 
Death,3 

Earlier we cited a case where Raba was si.tting at the 

bedside of R. Nahman and discussing his good r ·elationship 

with the An.gel of Death, and another also reveials this intimacy. 

R. ~rim, Raba's brother, while sitting at Raba's bed
side, saw him going into sleep (dying), When he said 
to h1S brother 'Do tell him (the ~el c1f Death) not 
to torment me,l R. S 1eorim replied, Are you, Sir, not 
his intimate friend? 1 Said Raba, since 01y mazzal 
(desti~t) has been delivered (to him) he takes no heed 
of me. 

Another more elaborate example of the A1'1gel of Death pay

~ng a visit is found when R. Phinehas makes ai~angements to 

dine with Rabbi. 

When he arrived, he happened to enter by a gate near 
which were some white 111Ules. At this, h•~ e~claimed, 
~The Angel of Death is in this house. Slilall I then di1'1e 
he.re? 1 When Rabbi heard of this, he we•rt out to meet 
hi:n. 'I shall sell the mules,' said Rab'bi. R. Phinehas 
replied , -Thou shalt not put a stumbling block before 
the blind" (Lev. 19:14) .•. 'I shall hamst·ring them. 1 

'You would be causing suffering to the animals • •. 
Rabbi was thus press11'1g him persistently when there 
rose up a mountain between them. Then Rabbi wept and 
said, 'If this 1.s (the power of the righteous) in their 
lifetime, how great must it be after their death.38 

The Angel of Death is , according to Midr·ashic belief, 

barred from the city of Luz. For some reason., men in this 
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city are not susceptible to the Angel's ' sword' and only die 

when they tire of life and walk outside the citty limits. 

Even the Angel of Death has no permission to pass 
through it, but when the old men there be·come t.ired of 
life, they go outside the wall and then die.39 

All of the references to the Angel of Death have not 

been exhausted in this chapter, as many of the·m a.re embedded 

in another major theme of my research (e. g., Decree of God). 

The city Luz also appears in other sections (as well as the 

city of Kushta-- 1 truth 1 ) in relation to the An1gel of Death. 

The Angel of Death in Rabbinic literature' serves the 

necessary function of reclaiming the soul of aaan. Re can 

only act when God gives the order, but he can have an intimate 

relationship with certain Rabbis. 

Whether mlm of this period actually beliuved in the 

Angel of Death as a reality, or whether he wau limited to 

folklore, or, as Morris Joseph states, "an exumple of current" 

phraseology is a difficult question to answer.. But one thing 

is certain. The Angel of Death does come al1'11e for us in the 

pages of the Tal mud, and through him as a cenlter· point, many 

of the problems of man and the contradictiona revolv1.ng around 

death are dis cussed and resolved. For exampl•e, the righteous 

must die as well as the wicked, although some•times postpone

ment is granted. The Torah cannot keep man alive forever 

because the decree of death preceded Sinai, a:nd also, 

In line with Jewish belief rli.at death co·nstitutes a 
necessary part of creation, the Angel of Death is said 
to have been created on the first day long before the 
fall (death preceding original sin).41 



1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Allgei. of Death 

Horris Joseph, "Jµdaism," p. 66. 

~cloHedia of aeligion and Ethics, Mor ris .Joseph, 
---Vol , , p. 41. 

Geor ge Foote Moore, Judaisgi, Vol. 1, p. 492. 

Jlaba Batra, 16a. 

!W· • 16a. 

Hicirash-Exodus Raba, Ch. 30, sec. 18. 

36 

s. 
6. 

7. 

8 . 

9. 

J ewish Oµar ter l y Review, Binder, Vol . 6, p. 324 (1893). 

Avodah Zarah, 206. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

t4. 

LS. 

16. 

Shabat, SSa. 

Micirash Davari m 1!fba, Ch. 11, sec . 10 . 

Pirke de Rfbbi El iezer, Geral d Friedlander, pp. 92- 3. 

Op. cit . , Bender, p. 328. 

Legends of tbe Jews, Gi nzberg, Vol . 2, p. 308. 

Op, cit., Bender, p. 327. 

.Jew11h Tbeol ogy, 1'aufman Kohler, p. 183 . 

Op, cit., Juslaism, Moore, Vol. l, p. 410 

17. 0p
1 

cit.,- Legends of tha Jews, Ginzberg, Vol. l, p . 58. 

18. Tanh\@!, Ch. "Hukat," sec. 5. 

19. KetUbpt, p. 776. 

20. Baba Mezi.t, p. 36b. 

21. Hoed Katap, p. 28a. 

22a. His!rash Oavarim R.aba, Ch. 9, sec. 3. 

22b. Ibid. 

23. !11d£ash Qavarim R.aba, Ch. 11, sec. 5. 

24, Mi.drash Koheleth Raba, Ch. 8, sec. 4 (p. 219, English) . 



·-

25. ~. p. 306. 

26. ~. p. lOa; also, l1oed Katan, p. 28a. 

27. Baba Mez ta, p. 86a. 

28. Hped I&atan. p. 28a. 

29. Mi.d;ash Shmot aaba, Ch. 51, sec. 8. 

30. Ot;ar Xisrael, p. 196. 

31. Op. cit,, Shir Ha Shirim, Ch. 8, sec. 6. 

32. ~. 55a. 

33. Hislrash Qavarim Raba, Ch. 9, sec. 10. 

34. Op. cit., Legends, Ginzberg, Vol. 5, p. 254. 

35. Pirke d 'R!bi Elieze;, Ch. 43, p. 102. 

36. Hagiglh, 4b. 

37. l1oed lhat.!Jl, 28a. 

38 • !!lilJJ.!l, 7 b. 

39, Sotah, 46h. 

40. Sanbedrin, 97a. 

37 

41. lJD~v!'i'l iewish EnCvckopedia. 
o . amuel S. Co on. 

'Angel of Death, ' p . 303, 



,. - . -... _,.._ 

,- ---.-

38 

CHAPTER IV 

'nle Death of the Righteous 

n\e suffering and death of the wicked is ·easily explained 

within the Midrashic framework, but those that uphold God's 

Torah, study fervently, and perform good deeds throughout 

their lives, should, according to traditional belief and 

logic, live long, happy lives, or even live forever. 'nle 

Rabbis had a difficult task in attempting to r·econcile the 

death of the righteous. 

Our Rabbis were acutely aware of the fact. that no matter 

how soothing and comforting a set of beliefs a1ight be, they 

must always take into account the reality wbic:h surrounds 

them, and certainly it appeared that the right:eous were as 

susceptible to death a11 the wicked. 

A variety of arguments are px-esented by the Rabbis ill 

sn attea;pt tu explain the death of the goO<! man, ranging from 

their dying to atone for others, to requesting death by their 

own inouths. 
Another point of view ii that death has lbeen decreed 

upon aU men by God , (This thought will be d:1.scussed more 

fully in another chapter.) 

One account attempts to smooth over the e~erience of 

death and give continued power to the righteous even after 

their departure. 

R. Hanina ben Hama asserted, ''nle rlghte:ous are more 
oowerful after death than in life , for i .t is written, 
~And it came to pass as they were burying a man, that 
behold they spied a band, and they cast the man into 
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the sepulchre of Elisha; and as soon as t lhe 1112n touched 
the bon~s of Elisha1 he revived and stood up on his 
feet. 1 (I! Killgs lJ :21) 

'Ibe writer· interprets this quotation as meaning that in 

his lifetime Elisha bad to exert himself both by action and 

prayer in order to raise the dead, while aftet· his death his 

mere touch revived a de ad man. This proves, eiccording to the 

Rabbinic logic, that the righteous are greater and more 

effective after death than in life. 

There is a trend of thought running throughout the Hid

rash, that the reward of the righteous is con4:ealed from them 

until after their death. It might appear to 1the average man 

that the wicked prosper as much as the good m,en, but the Rabbis 

discount this idea and show that the righteous do receive 

their l!eservec reward. 'nle scene of fulfillment is trans-

ferred to hes.veu and the Rabbis draw up contrasts between the 

t ·icked and the righteous when at the end of l .ife they present 

themselves to their creator. 

'nle Holy One does not confer his name upon the righteous 
in their lifetime, but after their death. 2 

And: 

When the righteous die, their days ceasi! and tltey are 
alive •• • . Even in their deaths they are i!xalted by the 
Holy One.3 

A contrast is also drawn between them i rn a more descrip

tive fashion , by citing a reference to the ministering angels 

in heaven receiving their new guests. 
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R. Eleazar said, when a righteous man departs from the 
world he is welccmed by three compani•ls of ministering 
angels. One exclaims, 'Come into pea1:e, 1 the other 
exclaims, 'He who walks in his uprighttness, 1 while the 
third exclaims, 'He shall enter into 1peace; they shall 
rest on their beds. 1 

When a wicked :nan perishes from the world he is met by 
three groups of angels of destruction. One announces, 
'There is no peace, saith the Lord, unto the wicked, ' 
the other tells him, ' He shall lie down in sorrow, ' 
while the third tells him, 'Go down and be thou laid with 
the uncircumcized. 14 

The righteous do not have to experien1ce death before being 

notified of their reward. According to some of the Rabbis, 

even before their actual death, the Holy Ctne informs them of 

the treasures stored up for the future. 1:his expectation 

probably served very beneficially in a lle\riating the fear of 

death; for the righteous wouldn't have to wait anxiously anti

cipating their fate. 'nley knew that at the last moment of 

life or even before, they could expect thti joys of being con

fronted by God himself and told the good 1news. 

The entire reward of the righteous i :s kept ready for them 
for the Hereafter and the Holy One slnows them while yet 
in thia world the reward he is to gi·ve them in the future, 
their souls are satisfied and they f .all asleep (die). 5 

A comment on the same theme interprets the Biblical verse, 

"strength and dignity are hP-r clothing, and she laugheth at the 

time to come." (Prov. 31:25) 

What is the meaning of •at the time to come'? 'lbat all 
the reward of the righteous awaits t:hem in the world to 
come, whence, 'she laugheth at the t .ime to come' (know
ing the reward in store for her). 1he story is told 
that when R. Abbahu was about to dep•art from this life, he 
beheld all the good things that werE• stored up for him 
in heaven, whereat he rejoiced and s:aid, ' Al l these for 
Abbahu! 1 6 
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And: 

Ben Azzai explained, "Precio\ls in the sight of the Lord 
is the death of his sainta.' (Ps. 116:15) When does 
God show the righteo\ls all the preciO\ls things he has 
stored up for them? Just before their deisth, as it says, 
'When the saints are abo\lt to die.' (lbi:s verse is not 
a Biblical quote but a Mid.rashic interpre·t ation of the 
verse.) And when they see (the reward) tlhey rejoice. 
Hence, 1 And she l.augheth at the time to ciome. 1 7 

Abbahu, when he learns of the reward in store for him, 

informs h is disciples of the occurrence. He g ives them a 

charge to contim1ed study, and tries to erase any doubts from 

their minds that learning and study might be in vain. 

You find that in the hour of death, God s:hows to those 
who study the law the reward they will re:ceive. It 
happened that when R. Abbahu was passing out of this 
world, God showed him 13 rivers of balm, and as his death 
approached, he began to say to his disciples, 'Happy 
are you who busy yo\lrselves with the Law •. ' lbey said, 
'Our mastt,r, what dost thou see' (that thuu sayest this). 
He told t hem of the rivers of balm, Thene has God 
given me, and I hed thought I had labored in vain, for 
nothing, and vainly had I wasted my stre1lg~h, but truly 8 
my judgment is \Oith the Lord, and my reward nth my God. 

Aaron and Moses, favorites in God's eyes throughout the 

Mi.drashic lore, are informed of their deaths •even earlier than 

other men. Since they are s\lch honored men, ·they are given 

time to settle their accounts and. "bequeath t lheir crowns t o 

their children." 

'Aaron shall be gathered' (N\1111. 20:24). This teaches 
that the righteous are informed of the day of their 
death, so that they shall bequeath their crowns to their 
chil dren .•• Why was Moses told ' Aaron shall be gathered' ? 
This may be illustrated by the parable o•f a ·1ting who 
had two financial officers. lbese did n.othing without 
the k ing's knowledge. One of them had s . fine field on 
the king's estate, and the king required! it. lbe king 
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said, 'Although it is my d01DB.in, I will no1t take it away 
before informing them. So also said the ~oly One, 
blessed be Re; These two old men both ri1ghteous, never 
did anything without my knowledge'. Now therefore, when 
I am about to take them a\•ay, I must not do so before 
letting them know.9 

Simeon the Righteous discovers t.he year of' his death by 

a method of induction. Re doesn 1 t experience c:ontact with the 

H.oly One directly, as in the other examples, but intuitively 

Renses his death on the Day of Atonement. 

In the year in which Simeon the P.ighteous died, he fore
told them (the Rabbis) that he would die. ntey said , 
Whence do you know that? Re replied, On every Day of 
Atonement an old man, dressed in white, ~irapped in white, 
would join me, entering (the Roly of Roll.es) and leaving 
with me, but today I was joined by an oldl man dressed in 
black, wi:apped in black, who entered, but: did not leave 
with me.10 

When t he righteous man dies he is brough1t face to face 

with the Roly One in order to receive his rew11rd. Although 

l '-iere are limited references to thn righteous confronting the 

H.oly One per se, this theme is discussed extensively under 

the section dealing with judgment after death. 

When a ;:-ighteous man departs from the "'°'rld , thP. minis
tering angels say to the Roly One, Sovei:·eign of the 
Universe, the righteous man So and So i G~ coming, and Re 
answers them, Let the r ighteous man comE, , go forth to 
meet him.ll 

Another account describes the Roly One 1
11 actions in 

choosing the righteous ones, by combining and interpreting 

a string of Biblical quotes. 

"My love is gone down to his garden, to the bed of 
spices," etc .. .. "My beloved refers to t'he Holy One , 
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blessed be He, "To his garden" refers to thle world, "to 
the bed of spices" indicates Israel, "To fe•ed in the 
gardens" indicates synagogues and houses of' study, "AJ:1d 2 
to gather lilies ," to take away the righte<>US in Israel. 

1 

'Ibe Midrash also points out that the spirit:a of the 

righteous return to the Lord, whereas the spiritts of the 

wicked remain in "a courtyard of the dead." 

Once the angel draws the soul out of a man's body, he 
dies right away , but his spirit comes out and sits on 
the tip o f the nose until the body begins to decay. As 
decay sets in, the spirit cries to the Holy One, Where 
am I to be taken? Immediately Dumah takes the spirit 
to the courtyard of the dead, to join the other spirits. 
If the man was righteous, he passes from d.welling place 
to dwelling place, until he beholds the fa.ce of the 
Presence.lJ 

In the above quotation Oumah is alluded tc> as a messenger 

of God. 

In front of the courtyard runs a brook, and beyond the 
brook lies an open field. Every day (twilight) Oumah 
lets the spirits out, and they eat in the open field, 2.nd 
drink at the brook. Why is the guardian •)f the spirits 
called Dumah? Be{~use he guards 'the sil•ent,' who eat 
but do not speak. 

In the same section, Oum.ah is also referred to as being 

the name of a courtyard for the spirits of the dead (Hazar-

maveth) . 14 

When drawing a contrast between the wickE•d and the 

righteous, the Midrash makes it very clear that each man began 

life with equal opportunity. The Lord gives f!ach man a clean 

spirit and he should strive to return it at the end of life 

equally pure. ('this idea is discussed also ui~der good 
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deeds and the soul of man.) 

Our rabbis taught, "And the dust return tc> the earth as 
it was, and the spirit return unto God whc> gave it! 
Render if back to him as he gave it to th1ae, in purity, 
so do thou (return it) in purity. This m.a.y be compared 
to a mortal king who distributed royal ap1parel to his 
servants . The wise among them folded it •up and laid it 
away in a chest, whereas the fools 811lOng ·th- went and did 
their work in them. After a time the ki~g demanded his 
garments. The wise among them returned t lhem to him im
maculate, (but) the fools among them returned them soiled. 
The ki.ng was pleased with the wise but angry with the 
fools. Of the ~"ise, he said, ' Let .my robes be placed in 
my treasury and they can go home in peace,' whi l e of the 
fools he said , ' Let my robes be given to the fuller , let 
them be confined in prison. ' Thus too with the Roly One, 
Biessed be he, concerning the bodies of the righteous he 
says, "Re entereth into peace, t hey rest in their beds,' 
(Isa. 52 : 2) ... concerning the bodies of th1e wicked, Re 
says, 'There is no petce, saith the Lord, unto the 
wicked. ' (Isa. 53:22) ~ 

God welcomes the righteous after they diE! and have suc

cessfully completed their journey through lifu. However, not 

only does the Lord give them his glory, but the angels too c0tne 

forward as a reception colllllittee. 

When a righteous man departs from the wo1rld, three groups 
of ministering angels welcome him with the gr eetin' of 
peace. The first says, 'Let him e nter i1nto peace, the 
second, ' Let them rest in their beds, ' amd the third, 
•Each one that walketh in his uprightnes111.' Nor is it 
sufficient reward for the righteous that thei.r de!lth is 
affected by (God ' s) ylory, as it says, ''The glory of Cod 
shall gather thee in (Isa. 58:8), but c'he angels eulo
gize them with expressions of peace . 16 

Man is not alone when he grieves over the death of the 

righteous . Even in Heaven, God f eels the loss of mankind and 

cannot restrain hia tears. The deaths of these select groups 

of men is one of the most grievous things ths.t can happen 

before the Holy One. 
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We find that the demise of th~ righteous is more~~ivO'~S 
before the Roly One, blessed be he than the 98 curses 
mentioned in Deuteronomy a.nd the d.~struction of the Tem• 
ple. ln connection wU:h the curses it is written 
'Then the Lord will make thy plag._1es wonderful,' ~ Deut . 
28: 59) and in connection with the Temple i t is vd.tten, 
'Therefore is she come down wo!lderfully. ' But i .D1 con
nection with the demise of the rtghteous it is wt"itten, 
'Therefore behold, I will again do a marvelous wcrrk among 
the peoQle, even a marvelous work and a wonder. (Isa. 
29: 14) 17 

And: 

R. Judan asked, for what reason was the death of Aaron 
recorded in close proximity to the breaking of the tab
lets? Simpl y this to teach that Aaron's death •was as 
grievous to the Holy One, Blessed be he, as the 'break· 
ing of the tablets.LS 

'nle loss of the righteous man was so significant to the 

community that people felt they were irreplacable, an,d at the 

same time Midrashim developed which stressed that the'y are re

placed. Although thes t> seem to be contradictory poir1ts of 

view, actually they are directing themselves to the name prob

l em. 'nle righteous were the strength of the group a.11d th~ir 

loss was felt by eve;cyone; thus they mourn the loss •( no re

placement ) and at the same time bolster hope (they a:re replaced). 

As the palm tree, if uprooted, cannot be replac·ed b~ onP. 
equally good, so the r ighteous ce.nnot be replaced wnen 
they die. As it is said, 'But wisdom, where sh~ll it 
be found? Apd where is the place of understanding?' 
(Job 28 :12)l'i 

A scholar was the most cherished member of the community 

and his loss was mos t heavily felt . 

Our rabbis taught , if a man and his father and his 
teacher were in captivity, he takes precedence over his 
teacher, and h is teacher takes precedence over his 
father .•• A scholar takes precedence over a king of 
Israel , for if a scholar dies, there is none tc> replace 
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eligible for kingship.20 

The righteous are so dedicated that even i I1 death the 

neecis of the community are their foremost concern. 
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Moses said to the Lord, come and see the pi:aises of the 
rightecus , for when they ciepart from the world tbey 
neglect their own needs and are busy with 1:he needs of 
the congregation (group) ~21 

The righteous and great ones of each gener 11tion seea to 

be an exclusive soci ety limited in membership. ntey very 

rarely overlap a ccording to the Midrash, but wh·en each dies , 

God sees to i t that another replaces him. The gr eat men of 

each generation must die in order to make room for their suc

cessors. Probably another consideration not directly expressed 

in the Midrash is that great men need the si tua.tion that makes 

the111 great . and only when the pr edecessor dies is there an 

opportunity for someone else to rise to the occ:asion. 

wnen R. Akiba died, 8.abbi was ~om , when Elabb1 died , 
Rab Judah was born, when Rab Judah died, rtaba was born, 
when Raba died , R. Ashi was bor n. 

l'his tea~hes that a righteous man does not: depart from 
the world until ( another) righteous man llLke himself is 
created , as it i s said, ' the sun riseth , ;md the sun 
goeth down. 1 (Eccle. 1:5)22 

R. Serekiah interprets the Biblical "'erse "the sun also 

riseth" in a similar manner . Re said , 

Oo we not know that the sun riseth and se·ts . What it 
means , h91o1ever , is t hat before the sun of one r ighteous 
man sets , He causes the sun oi another righteous man to 
rise. On that day that R. Akiba died , Rabbi (Ju dah Ra 
Nasi) was born.23 

And we also find a reference to the heroes of Biblical 
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Jewish history. 

liad Abraham gone on living how could Isaaic have come 
into author ity? And Jacob? And Moses7 an d ...... vid 
and Solomon?24 ···· .... 

Another Midraoh alludes to the idea that a leader needs 

his power, and two leaders together would creat:e confusion of 

authority. 

R. Ashi caught sight of him in the marke1e place (nte 
Angel of Death). Quoth he, grant me 30 d11ys 1 respite 
and I shall revise my studies .. • He came again on the 
30th day; quoth he, what is the urgency? He replied, 
R. Huna b. Nathan is close on your heels (waiting to 
succeed you) and 1 No sovereignty encroach•es u12on the 
sphere of another, even to a hair's breadth.•Z5 

And: 

R. Nahman said to R. Isaac: What is the meaninf of the 
verse 'Ard it came to pass when Samuel wa.s old (I Sam. 
8: 1)? Did S&lliuel ever reach old age? He, lived only for 
52 yearo • •• R. J ohanan said, Old age came prematurely 
upon him, for it is written, 1 It repentet:h - that I 
have set up Saul to be king. (I Sam. 15:11) Samuel 
complained, Sover eign of the Universe! 'i'.ou have made 
me equal to Moses and Aaron .• • so too let not the work 
of my hands come to naught in my lifetiDM~ . The Holy One 
repl ied, How shall I act? Shall Saul din? Of this 
Samuel will not approve. Shall Samuel d1Le young? People 
will speak ill of him (saying he died young on account of 
his sins). Shall neither Samuel nor Saull die? The time 
has come for David to reign and one reign may not en
croach on another, even by a hair's breadth. ThP.reugon 
the Holy One said, I will make him premateurel y old. Z 

One explan.ation of why the righteous suf:fer and die is 

as an atonement for the sins of their gener at·lon, or even of 

past generations. 

Ille death of every righteous man effects atonement for 
his generation, not only that, but a righteous man may 
'be taken' by God i .n order to be an aton.eaent for a 
sinful generation.27 
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And in the text we see : 

R. Joseph said, When there are righteous mttn in the gen
eration, the righteous are seized {by death) for the 
(sins of t he) generation, ~'!:\en there are no righteous 
in a generation, school children are seized for the 
generation.28 

And an nxample of suffering for the wickedJ2ess not of 

the present but of past generations: 

The great sin of the sons of Jacob was nev,er forgiven, 
so that each generation of Israelites had to bear its 
share of suffering as an atonement. The death of the 
'10 martyrs' especially was a partial payment of this 
debt. These gi-eat -n suffered for the crime of the 10 
sons of Jacob.Z~ 

The righteous must be suffering for the sins of others 

because otherwise there could be no reasonable explanation 

for their undeserved afflictions. 

The atoneme."\t of suffering and death is nll•t limited to 
the sufferin~ person. The atoning effect extends to all 
the generatio:i. This is especially the citse with such 
sufferers as cannot either by reason of their righteous 
life or by their youth possibly have merit:ed the afflic· 
tions "1hich have come upon them. (Death of the righteous 
atones.) They u ·e caught (suffer) for tht! sins of their 
generation. JO 

And we find: 

R. Samuel b. Nahman said, {God is) like a king who had 
an orchard in which he planted rows of nut trees and 
apple trees and pomegranates , and .,.'hich h,e then handed 
over to the care of his son. So long as the son did his 
duty, the king used to look out for good shoots wherever 
he could find one, and take it up ana bring it and plant 
it in the orchard. But when the son did not do his duty, 
the king used to look out for the best plant in the 
orchard, and take i t up. So when Isr ael do their duty 
to God, lie looks out for any righteous person among the 
other nations and a ttaches them to Israel. But when 
Israel do not do their duty to God, He picks out any 
righteous and upright and proper and God-fearµig man 
among them and removes him from their midlst. 31 
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Death was decreed against the righteous to g!Lve them 

peace, according to the Midrash, but also because they have 

chosen to die in order to atone for the wicked an1:I not on their 

own account. Since this is the case, the wicked 1nust be pun-

1.shed twofold: once because they did not atone an11i live 

righteously; and s econdly, because the righteous !have been 

compelled to deflect their punishment and die als,o. 

Why was death decreed against the wicked? Because as 
long as the wicked live they anger the Lord, when they 
die they cease ti) anger him •.. 

Why was death decreed against the righteous? Because 
all long as the righteous live they must figh.t against 
their evil desires, but 'llhen they die they e:njoy rest. 

Death was decreed to reward the righteous 1111 double 
measure and to punish the wicked in double a1easure. To 
reward the righteous who had not deserved tCJ• experience 
death, yet did accept the experience of deat:h, 'There
fore in their tand they shall possess doublEt 1 (Isa. 61:7) 
and to punish the wicked, since the righteot1s had not 
deserved death, yet accP.pted it on their acc:ount 1 there
fore, 'And destroy them with double destruct:ion. 
( Jer. 17-lS)J Z 

Another explanation of why the righteous as well as the 

wicked must die, deduces the fact that if only the wicked die, 

no one would be wicked. Everyone would feign righteousnes1<, 

not for the merit of good deeds, but primarily t<> escape 

death. Thus we would have fa lse and dishonest i1~tentions 

a ccompanying seemingly righteous acts. 

R. Jonathan said, he should have decreed de.a th for the 
wicked but not for the righteous. But the 'reason is, 
lest the wicked perform fraudulent repentance ••. saying, 
Surely the righteous live only because they treasure 
up religious acts and good deeds, so shall 'We lay up a 
store of religious acts and good deeds, and as a result 
their performance of such would be with ulterior motives.

33 
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'Ole righteous request death for thea1selves, and if they 

didn 1 t make this request they would never die. Even though 

the M1drash discusses t:1e righteous wanti.ng death, it does 

not delve into the reasons for this wish . The problem for 

them in these Midrashim is not the purpooe of the death of 

the righteous, but only an explanation olE the experience of 

death itself. 

Were it not for the righteous asking to die with their 
own mouths, they would never die. IKow? Alf Abraham 
said, 1 1 am dust and ashes. 1 (Gen, 18:27)J4 

Several M1drashim draw a comparison between the deaths 

0 £ the righteous and the wic~ed and try to bring out the sad

ness When the good die. 

nte death of the wicked is suited (becoming) to them and 
:suHed to the world, to the rb.htecius (death) it is ev11 
to them and evil to the world.'6 

And: 

'nle death of a pious man is a great:er misf~7tune to 
Israel than the Temp le 1 s burning to ashes, 

Sometimes the righteous are taken lfirst by the Angel of 

Death, although no explanation is given. 

Once peniission has been granted t•O the Destroyer (Angel 
of Death) he does not distinguish between righteous and 
wicked. Moreover he even begins with the righteous, as 
it says, 'And I will cut off from thee the righteous and 
the wicked. 1 (Ezek. 2l:S)J8 

The majority o f Midrashim view the death of the righteous 

as a tragedy, however, Rabbi Meir, in his well known statement, 

t ries to interpret it in the context of everything happening 

for the best: 
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'the righteous do not fear the day of death and not only 
this, but some think that death is for the

0

good. In his 
teachings, Rabbi Meir wrote. 'very good- 1 ~Wf'/ ;;) I (, is 
( .171 N ;-:;) • 0 ) death is ~ood, · and David reflected on his 
death and said "Shirah· (sQng).39 

Eurther hope for the righteous is given in a.nothcr Mid

rash which dispels death for the righ·teous. 'they· are even 

thought to inherit eternity, each one receiving ~tccording to 

his deeds and his individual merit. 

R. Simeon b. Lakish said, 'the days of the rtghteoua die, 
but they themselves do not die. It does not: say, 

1 
And 

David drew near to die, 1 but ' Now the days of David drew 
near to die. 1 (l Kings 2:1)40 

And: 

Every righteous man has an eternity of his •own. 'this may 
be compared to the case of a king who enter:s a city ac
companied ~y generals, governors, and soldi·ers, though 
they all enter by the same gate, everyone is accommodated 
in accordance with his rank. Even so it is that although 
a l l experie:rice the taste of ~eath, every righteous man 
has an eter nity of his own. 4 
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CHAPTER V 

'nle Value Of Good Deeds 

When the Hidrash mentions 'the righteous ma.n' 1they are 

referring to an exemplary individual who has lived .a life 

dedicated to helping and leading others, as well as being 

astute in Jewish learning. ln most in~tances, the 'righteous' 

are a select category of great men. However, the text also 

refers to men who have performed mitzvot (good deeds) through

out their lives. Every man in the society, regardless of his 

station in life, can potentially perform good deeds:, As in

conaequential in the coamunity as he might be, each person has 

the capacity to nurture a 'good name.' The l'lidrash therefore 

a bounds in examples of people lengthening their lives by acts 

of kindness, or studying avidly for the sake of leaving a good 

and respectable name when they die. 

'A time to be born and a time to die. 1 From t itle time of 
birth is the time to die. From the hour a pe·rson is born 
it is decreed for him how many years he is to live. If 
he is worthy, he completes his years, but if 'he is un
worthy they are reduced in number for him. As it is 
written, 1 'nle fear of the Lord prolongeth days, but the 
years of the wicked shall be ~hortened. 1 (frov. 10:27). 

The Rabbis say, 
for him, but if 
for him. As it 
days 15 years. ' 

If he is worthy the 
he is unworthy :hey 
is stated, •rehold, 
(Isa . 38 :5) 

number is increased 
are reduc:ed in number 
l will adld unto thy 

There are other examples in the Hidrash wherEl good deeds 

protected the individual whose life was in jeopardy. 

Benjamin the Righteous was in charge of the c:oamunity 
charity chest. A woman came and said, masteir take care 
of me . He said, there is nothing in the chairity chest. 
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Master, she said to him, if thou dost not take care of me, 
~hou wilt be the death of a widow and her se~n sons . 
He thereupon gave her money from his own funds. 

Some time after, Benjamin fell sick and lay in bed in 
pain. Said the ministering angels to the1 Roly Cne, Master 
of the Universe, thou hast said, 'One whc1 saves a single 
soul in Israel, is as though he had saved! a whole world. 1 

How much more so Benjamin the Righteous, who saved a 
widow and seven sons. Forthwith they be!:eeched mercy 
for him, and his (death) sentence was tot~n up. And 22 
years were added to his life.2 

And: 

Among the many benevolent deeds of Elijah, special men• 
tion ought to be made of his rescue of those doomed by 
a heavenly decree to fall into the clutches of the Angel 
of Death. He brought these rescues abou1~ by warning 
the designated victims of their impending fate, and urg
ing them to do

3
good deeds, which would p1C'ove a protection 

against death. 

R. Akiba ' s daughter, a l so averted a deatln which had been 

decreed upon her by God. The astrologers had informed R. Akba 

that on the day she entered the bridal chamber, she would re

ceive a fatal snake bite. 

On that day she took a brooch and stuck it into the wall 
and by chance it penetrated into the eye of a serpent. 
What did you do? her father asked her. A poor man came 
to the door, and th er<? was none to atten1d hir1, so I took 
my portion and gave it to him. You have done a good 
deed , said he to her. Thereupon Al<iba lectured, 1 but 
charity delivereth from death' (Prov. 10•:2) and not 4 
merely from an unnatural death, but front death itself. 

Even when a man co111Dits a misdemeanor, l.f he has good 

deeds to his credit, they can sometimes outwuigh the misdeed 

and save him from death . 

If a man sat idle all week and did nc W<)rk, a nd took 
consecrated funds which he happened to have at home to 
buy food, he is mortally guilty in the 1Jight of heaven. 
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But if he were a laborP-r engaged in the b1uilding of the 
Temple, even if he had been given consecr.ated funds for 
his wages, and took some to buy food he •would escape 
death,5 ' 

Or sometimes the misdeeds get the balance. 

There was a family in Jerusalem, the members of which 
used to die at the age of 18 . They came and told 
R. J ohanan b. Zakkai. He said to them, p1erhaps you are 
of the family of Eli, of whom it is said ' and all the 
increase of the house shall die young me~•.' (I Samuel 
2: 33) Go and study Torah that ye may li'll•e. They went 
and studied Torah and lived.o 

In the above verse , studying Torah and pl!r forming good 

deeds are considered to be synonymous . The Mlldrash a l most 

takes it for granted that a true student of Tc)rah acts in a 

way which reflects his learning . 

Samuel said to Rab Judah, Open your moutlh and read the 
Torah, open your mouth and learn the 1aw, 7that your 
studies may endure and you may live long. 

R. Nehunya b. Na-Kahana, when asked by his disciples 

how he accounted for his long life, responded" 'I hever gained 

honor by the disgrace of my neighbor, and the curse of my 

neighbor never came upon my bed, and I was ge:nerous with my 

money. 18 In short, his right actions account:ed for his long 

life. 
The Mi.drash contains several par adigms uhich point out 

ir. abbreviated and cryptic form the advantag1~s of good deeds 

in avoiding death. 

Death is near you and far from you, as •well as far from 
you and near you. (Note: Death is near when it is 
decreed by God, but it can be averted by good deeds, and 
when it is to take place in the distant future, wicked-
ness can bring it near.9 
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And; 
He who wants to live, (can find life) through the 
tongue, (note: by study of Torah), he who 1oi1ants to die 
(can find death) through the tongue. 10 

Alexander the Great put a question to the E•lders of the 

South: 

What shall a man do to live? 
mortify himself' (note: 'kill 
hard work) ; what should a man 
replied, let him keep himself 
luxuries). 11 

They replied,. 'let him 
himself ' with study and 
do to kill h:Lmself7 They 
alive (note: indulge in 

Good deeds are not only instrumental in av•oiding death, 

but they also have merit for their own sake. ~he most impor

tant goal of man on earth is the performance of mitzvot, so 

that when he dies he leaves a good name behind . In fact, 

the time of death is even a happier occasion than the time of 

birth if a man lives a good life. 

Rabbi Levi said, It can be compared to twc• ocean-going 
ships, one leaving the harbor ant! the othE•r entering. 
While everyone was rejoicing over the one that was set
ting out on her voyage, few seemed to hail. with pleasure 
the one arriving. Seeing which, a wise mun then re
(lected: 'I see here a paradox, for surel)r, people 
should not rejoice at the ship leaving thi! harbor , 
since they know not what conditions she may meet , what 
seas she may encounter, and what winds sh4! may '.1ave to 
face. w'hereas everyone ought to rejoice 1lt the ship 
that has returned to the harbor, for havi.mg safely set 
forth on the ocean and having safely retuirned.12 

Other Midrashin reflect this same thought. 

When a man i s born, all should cry, but when he dies 
everyone needs to be happy, because they know be has 
gone forth in peace from the world.13 

And : 
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nte Roly One does not c3ll the righteous 111an holy until 
he ia laid away in the earth. Why not? Because the 
inclination to evil keeps pressing him. And so GCld does 
not put Bis trust in him in this world till t:he day of 
his death. 

Even the patriarchs, until they died, and th1eir tombs 
we.re sealed with the topstone even they wer•e not called 
1hol y.•l4 ' 

'A good n8Dle is better than precious oil. 1 (Eccle. 7:1) . • . 

When precious oil falls upon a corpse it gives forth a 
rank smell ••• but when a good name rests upon, a dead 
per son it does not become rank. "And the da.y of death 
then the day of one's birth. 11 (Eccle. 7:1) nte day on 
which a great man dies is better than the day on which 
he was born; because none knows, on the day of his birth, 
what his deeds will be, but at his death, hi.a good deeds 
are published unto all, and for this reason if 'the day 
of death better than the day of one's birth. •15 

Abraham once questioned the value of good d1!eds; since 

the wicked as wel l as the righteous man meets tht! same fate. 

Commenting on Ecclesiastes 2:15, he says: 

I have been called 'king' and the wicked N~mrod is called 
'king. 1 Both alike died; in that case , why was I the 
more wise? ... When adversity befalls Israel, they cry, 
'Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, thy servants ' 
(F.x. 32:13); but do the heathen nations (in their dis
tress) cry, ' Remember the deeds of N5mrod! 1 ? (Th• wise 
man lives in t he memory of others.)l 

A funeral oration delivered during Talmudic: times illus

trates that death can be a good, if one has livE•d his life 

meritoriously. 

Weep for those who are mourning and not fo1~ the one whom 17 
we lost; f or he came to his rest anC: we re1nained moaning. 

Since life is for a short period, we shoultd make the 

best of it, according to Midrashic thought, by serving man-

ki.nd well. 
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R. ~ereltiah said, it is written: •A time t:o be born and 
a t::.me ::o die, 1 {Eccle. 3 :2) Su.rely we \mow that there 
is a time when a man 1.s born, and a time "hen a man dies? 
What it means is, happy is the mllll the ti[ae of whose 
death is like unto the ti!lle of his birth; just as at the 
time of his birth he is free from sin so too at the 
time of his death he is free from sin' llr1 this way 
'Bl . ' eased shalt thou be when thou comest i1n, and blessed 
shalt thou be liben thou goest Clut. 1 (Deu1t, 28:6)18 

The Midrash contains an illustrative sto~y of a fox who 

squeezes his way through a small hole into a beautiful garden. 

He eats to his heart's content but discovered that he was too 

heavy to escape through the hole. He fasted several days and 

finally left the garden, the same as when he hiad entered. The 

fox cast a farewell glance at the scene and ss1id, '0 garden, 

charming art thou, delicious are your fruits, but what have 

l now for all my labor and cunning?' 

So it is with man. Naked he comes into the world, naked 
must he lt:ave it. After all his toil th1!rein he carries 
nothing away with him, except the good de•!ds he leaves 
behind.19 

No happiness of. this life can be compared to heavenly 
bliss, but the highest that a ~ can ac'hieve is living 
h religious life in this world. 

Since our end is death, and we can take nothing with us, 

we should be all the more concerned with a go·od name, accord

ing to the Mi.dr ash: 

All must die, and death must come to a ll. Rappy then 
that man who departs this world with a s;ood name. 21 

The end of man is to die, and the end of: beast is to be 
slaughtered, and all are doomed to die. Happy is he 
whose labor was in the Torah and who ha1; given pleasure 
to his Creator, and who de parted the wo1cla Ioli th a good 

name.22 
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Evan 1.f a man leaves possessions to his children, he is 

not certain whether they will be put to good u 1se, whereas 

good deeds and a good reputatio~ always remain. 

Rab said to R. llamnuna, my son , a ccor d.ing to t hy ability 
do good t o thyself, for there is no enjoyment 1.n 
nor wi.11 death be long 1.n coming. And shouldst thou 
say, 'I will leave a portion for rlf'/ chi ldr en, ' who 
wil l tell thee 1.n the grave? The childr en of men are 
11.ke the grass of the field, some blossoaa and some fade . 

23 

The end of man 1 s conduct 1.s that all proc:laim hi.a deeds, 
(saying) ' So and so was right-living, so and so was God
feari.ng • •• For when a man departs from t hE! world , the Holy 
One, bl essed be He, says to the ministerlmg angel s, 

1 
See 

what hi.a fe llow men are saying about h i m., 1 (If they say) 
that he had been right-living and God- fenr i ng, his bi.er 
at once f l ies up into the air.24 

Even after his death men continue to reflect on the right

eous man's deeds. 

If a man 1.s passing between groves and he knows that a 
ri.ghteo~s :nan is buried there, he must ref lect upon his 
deeds.25 

Good deeds are the highest goal of man on earth , but 

these deed~ are not only left behind when man1 passes away. 

According to M1.drash1.c interpretation, the deieds also accOlD

pany man after death and even precede his arrival 1.nto his 

final judgment. The Holy One 1.s made fully aware of how 

each man performed hi.a duties on earth. {To be discussed 

more fully in the chapter dealing with Judgm1ent after death.) 

Man has a 11.mi.ted ti.me on earth with wh'ich to prove him

self, before he enters the finality of the state we r each 

through death. 

With death man's ti.me of trial and prob•ati.on comes to 
a.n end, and his ex.1.stence enters i nto a1 final state in 
which his basic attitude as regards his1 salvation can 
no more be changed.26 
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And in the Midrash: 

A man has three friends in his lifetime, and they are, 
his sons and his household, his money, and his good deeds. 
At the hour of a man's departure from the world, he 
gathers his sons and household and says to th.em, ' Save me 
from "Din Hama:vet 111 (Judgment of Death) . "nley· answer, ' No 
one can prevail over the day of death •.•• He bias his money 
brought and says, 'save me from the judgment c1f death ••• ' 
He then has his good deeds brought, and says, 'save me 
from the judgment of death,' and they a.nswer and se.y, 
'go in peace, before you go, we will precede you.•27 

Worthiness in Death becomes very meaningful 1:0 the Rabbis, 

and there is strong emphasis upon meeting the Creator with a 

good record. Early Christianity also showed conc•!rn with 

being worthy when we approach God. Origen said: 

Death becomes precious for us, if we are sai:nts of God, 
and if we are not unworthy to die. The visi·on of eternity 
makes sainthood in this present life important, being 'not 
unworthy to die,' means recognizing this present life, the 
arc of exis~t~ce, as a decisive part of the parabola of 
experience. 

And in Jewish tradition: 

When R. Johanan was departing from the world, he said to 
those who were to attend to his burial, bury• me in dun
colored shrouds, neither white nor black, sci that if I 
stand among the righteous I may not be ashamed, and if 1 
stand among the wicked, I may not be confow1ded. 

When R. Josiah was taking leave of this worlld, he asked 
those who were standing al'.'ound him to summo11 his dis
ciples, and he said to them, bury me in whit:e shrouds 
because I am not ashamed through my deeds tc) rneet my 
maker. 28 

R. Joseph, the son of R. Joshua b . Levi bec.ame ill and 
fell into a trance. wben he recovered, his father asked 
him 'What did you see?' 't saw a topsy- turvy wor ld,' he 
repiied, 1 the upper (class) underneath and the lower on 
top .• He replied: 'My son,' he observed, 'you saw a 
clear world. And how are we (situated) there? ' 'Just 
as we are here, so are we there. And I heard them say
ing, "Happy is he who comes hither with his learning in 
hand." ' 30 
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Another Midrash sees good deeds not only au accompanying 

man, but even more so, as his shield against pwiishment in 

the world to come. 

The Rabbis said to R. Hamnuna Zuti at the 1iJedding of Mar, 
'please sing us something.' He said to th1em, 'Alas for 
us that we are to die. 1 'n\ey said to him, 'what shall 
we respond? 1 He said to them{ ' Where is title Torah and 
where is the Mitzvah that wil shield us? •31 

Rabbi Akiba, when he made his famous decision to continue 

studying Torah in spite of Roman edicts prohibiting it, used 

as one of his arguments the fact that we fear dlying even while 

studying; how then would we feel if we stopped1' The reason we 

are alive, according to Al<iba and the t radition, is to study 

Torah. 

When Pappos k. Jehudah warned him (agains1t: studying Tor
ah) R. Akiba replied, now we are afraid oif death, while 
engaged in th" study of Torah, of which i1t is written 
' For that 1s t hy life and length of days, 1 (Deut. 30:10) 
'how much 1110re :;hould we be afraid of dea·th if we failed 
to be engaged therein. •32 

We see men of good deeds die, and often their anticipated 

reward on earth is not forthcoming. The Midrashic logic thus 

gives the rewards to the deserving after they die. (Dis

cussed more fully in the chapter dealing with the death of 

the &igh teous. ) 

That man is mortal should not dismay us, because God's 
purpose is good, even though man must di•! to achieve it. 
Our task is to know that life is good and to make it a 
blessing by seeking God's will and obeyi1ng His command
ment~~ Those of us who have faith may l•eave the rest to 

God. 

Rabbi, requested his reward in the world to come, and he 

was received favorably. 

Rabbi, at the time of his passing, raise:d his 10 fingers 
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t;:iwards heaven and said, Sovereign of the Universe it 
i s revealed and known to you that I have !labored i:i the 
study of the Torah with my 10 fingers and that I did not 
enjoy (any worldly) benefits even w!.th my little fµiger. 
May it be thy will that ther~ be peace in my (last) rest• 
ing place . 

A voice issued from heaven and said: He ,entereth into 
peace, 'They rest in their beds. 1 (Isa. 57:2)J4 

Each now enters thP. world pure, but through his deeds on 

earth he earns a place for himself after death . 

It may be likened to a king who entered a. province accom
panied by generals , coamanders , and offic!ers . Although 
they all entered through the same gate, E!&Ch went and 
lodged in a place corresponding to his rstnk. Similas:ly, 
although llll human beings experience deat:h, each has a35 
'Home for himself' (according to his conduct in life). 

Thus, all cien must toil here without reward or honor, but 

expecting fulfillment of his share after death. 

when does th.:> Torah rejoice? When one tc)ils therein for 
the last day. ntis is what th!6 verse me1rns, 'And she 
laugheth at the time to come. ' 

The Holy one retrleves his loves ones and gives them 

their just reward. 

When R. Hiyyah b. Avia, was laid to rest, they said to 
R. Johanan, 'Go and say something in his honor. 1 He 
said to them, let Resh Lakish go in, because he was his 
pupil and he knows his virtues . R. Simeon went and 
bemoaned him thus, ' My beloved went down1 to his garden, 1 

the Holy One , blessed be He , itnows the g;ood deeds of 37 
R. Hiyyah b. Avia and has removed him fr·om the world. 
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CHAPTER VI 

A Decree of God (G'~ar Hadin) 

The rabbis sometimes discuss the experie11ce of death as 

being a divine judgment. The reason for man 11s death is taken 

out of the realm of sin and attributed to a d1ecree of God 

that all men must die. This decision is purely in the hands 

of God and man has no alternative but to submit. 

There are many Midrashim which attempt to press God into 

revoking the decree, most of the time these arguments being 

placed in the mouth of Moses, the epitome of the righteous 

man, who more than anyone deserves to escape death. However, 

in the end, Moses too succumbs to the decree and is quieted. 

Lee Baeck d.\scusses Zidduk Hadin, the pi·ayer of the suf

fering. He says the prayer is 

A resolve of man to acknowledge in his nuffering, the 
co11111and of God, (the stress being on that suffering 
which means death). 

Death seems to destroy the value of lif•~, to deny its 
dignity, it is irrationaU.ty, it is negation ... But in 
full foci, here too we have the 'thou she.Lt' - -in spite 
of all the 'thou must ' of fate. Man st:lll reveals his 
moral freedom, the free yielding acknowledgment of the 
cotmranding God. 

Certainly this attitude is reflected in the Midrashim 

dealing with the decree of God, becauseeven though death is 

ui1avoidable , man never ceases giving meaning and pu.rpose, 

as well as value to death! 

Morris Joseph stresses accept~nce of God's decree, and 

f aith in the wisdom of our Lord. 
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C..if~ is not to be clung to unduly, or to be }•iel ded up 
gx u agingl y . Whe.n the Master's call comes it: tnUSt be 
obeyed cheerfully , for since He does everythlLng well, the 
dec7ee that removes us is ae wise and good a11 the 
ordLnance that places us hece ... 

The lsraelite is taught not to desire death, but .'.1lso 
not to fear it. If in life he sees the oppo:rtunity for 
service,, in death, he discerns the signal fo:r ceasing his 
labors.£ 

He makes a sitnilar statement in his book. 

Death decree is not regar ded as a release, yet not awaited 
with dread. It is the ordinance of God, ancil therefore 
the ordin&nce of perfect wisdom.3 

The Apocrypha expresses this same point of ~•iew, that 

death is not something to fear. 

Do not fear the sentence of death, remember those that 
went before you and those who come after you. This is 
the sentence of the Lord upon all flesh and blood4and how 
can you refuse what is the will of the Most High? 

One Midra~h tries to point out that some things are 

el~·sive to us, and have no logical explanation. One of these 

enigmas is death, yet it is an enactment of God, and whether 

we coiaµrehend it or not, it is our obligation to• follow it. 

1 \olho can bring a clean thing out of an unclean? Is it 
no:>t: one? 1 (Job 14: 4) ... When the dead body l.s .1..n the 
house, the house is c lean. But when it ::0D1es out, it 
is unclean. Who did this? Who commanded t:his? Who 
decreed this? Was it not the world's O!lly One? ... The 
Holy One, Blessed be, he says (in answer t" all the 
objections) I have laid down a statute; I h~ve issued 
a decree! You cannot transgress my decree .. 

Man argues with the Holy One that if He wrunts us to 

really be holy, he must abolish the decree of d·eath. However, 

God returns a negative answer to man. Death is an absolute 

decree which is irrevocable. 
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Lord of the Universe, it is thy desire th;!t we should be 
h?ly; well, remove death from us, as it s iays, 'Art not 
tnou from everlasting? 1 ••• We shall not di•~ 1 But God 
replied, This is impossible~ Thus, O Lord: thou hast 
ordained them for judgment.o 

Sinner, or sinless, man must die; that is the decree 

established by God, 

The ministering angals said to God, Why dlid Adam die? 
God said, because he disobeyed my command!. Then they 
said, But Moses obeyed thy command. God replied, It is 
a decree of mine, which falls upon all msmkind, for it 
says, 'This is the law,-- when a man dies.' (Num. 19:14) 

There are a chain of Midrashim alluding t:o God's coamuni

cation with Moses over his approaching death. In the end, 

Moses too meets the f ate of all mankind. 

He (Moses) said before him, Master of th,e Universe, why 
must 1 die? It is not good that the peorple will say that 
the visible (live) Moses is better than the audible (yet 
riead) Moses. It is not good that they will say, Moses 
who brought u~ f orth f rom Egypt , that separated the sea 
and brought down the Torah, etc .... (died). And (God) 
sai d, i t is a decree that all men are equal before me, 8 

And: 

When Moses heard his doom, he urged evet:y a rgument to 
secure a remission of his sentence . Amc•ngst other things 
he said, 'Sovereign of the Universe, a rtse f r om the 
j udgment seat, and sit on the throne of mercy, ·10 tha t 
1 die not •• • If thou wilt do this then wlLll I p r oclaim 
thy praise before a l 1 the inhabitants olE the world, as 
Davia said, I shall not die but live and declare the 
works of the Lord. (Ps. 118 : 17) Then God said to Moses, 
'Hear the res t of the verse, "'Ibis is tbe gate of the 
Lord, through which the righteous shall enter. 

11 
For 

all creatures death has been prepared f :rom the beginning. 
1
9 

Another Midr ash elucidates the same tho·ught, of death 

being decreed from the beginning. 

Hoses begged God not to hand him over t 'o the sword of 
the angel of death. 'I do not wish to die, but live 
and decl are the works of the Lord. 1 God replied, 'this 
ls the gate of t he Lord, the righteous shall enter into it, 
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this is the gate into which the righteous must enter as 
well as other creatures, for death has been1 decreed for 
man since the beginning of the world. lo 

Moses could not pass over into the Holy Lar1d because the 

decree of his death was sealed. 

R. Johanan said, Scrj_pture refers 10 times to the death 
of Moses •• • This teaches that 10 times it was decreed that 
Moses should not enter Eretz Israel, but the harsh decree 
was not finally sealed until the High Cour1t revealed it
self to him and declared, ' It i s rsry decree that thou 
shalt not pass over!• 

What Moses accomplished in the desert was sufficient 

r eward for this world, and therefore he was compelled to 

reconcile himself to God's justice. 

Moses said to the Holy One; Master of the Universe , 
c lear and known to you is the labor and ps1in I endured 
that Israel ~ight come to believe in your Name. How 
much pain I suffered until I established t:he Torah and 
commandments in them. I said to myself, as I have known 
their distresa, so shall I know their good days. And now 
Uiat the good days have COllle , you say to cne: 'Thou shalt 
not go over this Jordan.' (Deut. 31:2) Behold, you 
are making a fraud of your Torah ... ls thi1; the reward 
for the 40 years I have labored that they might ~ecome 
a holy and faithful people? He said to h:Lm: 'Let it 
suffice thee.' (Deut. 3 : 26) Moses continued to plead 
and beg, to remain in this world, as an a:nimal or even 
as a bird. But his pleas were answered with the final 
'Let it suffice thee' from the master. Then when Hoses 
saw that no creature could save him from the wa•• of 
death, at that moment he said, ''nle Rock, his w0rk is 
perfect; for all His ways are justice.' (~ut. 32:4)12 

Even the angel Gabriel pleaded for Moses' life. God finally 

became firm in his request and Gabriel request:ed temporary 

l eave from h i s role of grasping the life of mortals, because 

he didn ' t want to take Moses. 

God said to Gabriel, Go and bring me the soul of Moses. 
Gabriel answered the Lord and said 'Lord, is Moses to 
die, who has done so many great things b•eyond numbering?~ 



70 

And the Lord answer~d yes, even Adam 1olhom l created died! 
Gabriel said, God, Adam sinned before you, and you were 
angered with him, but Moses has found pleasur£ in your 
eyes. The Lord answered, yes, Noah found pleasure in my 
eyes for his righteousntss and integrllty and even he 
died. Gabriel answered, but Noah was11•t like Moses . • . 
And the Lord said, Also Abraham didn 1 1: tire of righteous
ness and mercy and he died like a man. And Gabriel 
answered, but Abraham nourished a gre;lt people in a set
tled land, however Moses is greater f;or he sustained 
your people in a land of salt, with n10 bread, or water 
to drink. And the Lor d answered, Gab:riel, Who is so 
strong, that he will live and not fea·r death? Gabriel 
heard the words of the Lord and ceased p leading for the 
soul of Moses, and said, Please send forth an9ther hand 
to take the soul of Moses , but don't send me!l3 

!n spite of the interplay between Godl and Moses over his 

ensuing death, lolhen it came to Aaron's dendse, Moses approached 

the matter f rom the opposite point of vie1o1. 

Aaron's last hour is described as folllows, Moses and 
Aaron had nearly reached Mount Hor, and Moses did not 
yet find courage to inform Aaron of his approaching death. 
Finally he said to Aaron, If 100 yea1~s from now God 
would decree thy death, lolhat wouldst thou say? Aaron 
replied, :L would only say the judge :ls just. Without 
hesitation, Moses then said, now tha1t thou didst resign 
thyself to God's will, let us ascend the mount, since 
God ha~ decreed that thou shouldst die in tnat place. 
Reconciled to his fate, Aaron followed hia younger14 
brother, •as a lamb that is led to the slaughter. ' 

When a man's time comes co die, there is no escape for 

him. Sometimes even stra.nge mishaps becoime part of the eter

nal plan, in carrying out God's requests. 

When a man's end has come, all have dominion over him, 
as it is written, ... 'they stand fort:h this day to re-
ceive thy judgments, for all are th)r servants.' (Ps. 119:91) 

Samuel saw a scorpion borne by a f r1)g across a river, 
and then sting a man so that he died. Thereupon 
Samuel quoted (Ps. 119:91) :15 

Rabbah quoted the same verse when hie heard about a 

similar circumstance. 
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(He) was told that a tall man had died •.. !tlis 1nan was 
£·iding on a little mule and when he crune to a lbridge, the 
mule shied and threw the man, and he was killeid.16 

There are occasions when one in t rying to esca.pe the 

decree, flees to the exact spot anticipated by the Divine 

j udge. 

There were once two Cushites who attended on s:olomon. 
One day Solomon observed that the Angel cf Dea1th was sad. 
'Why, 1 he said to him, 'art thou sad? ' Becau11e, they 
( in heaven ) have demanded from me the two Cushites who 
e:it here. (Sol0111on thereupon) gave them in charge of 
the spirits (people) and sent them to the dist:rict of 
Luz, ( to save them f rom death). When, howeve1:, they 
reached the district of Luz, they died. On the follow
ing day he observed that the Angel of Death w1u . in 
cheerful spirits. Why, h e said to him, are thou cheer
fu l? To the place, the other responded, wher1e they 
expecCed them from me, thither didst thou send them. 
( It was decreed that they should die a t the g.ate of 
Luz. ) Solomon thereupon a ltered the saying, •a man's 
feet are respons~ble for h im, they lead him to the place 
where he is waited. 1 17 

Whatever God wills he can make come t o pass, and we are 

a t the m ~rcy of h is decree. 

One does not hurt his small finger ( toe) without it: 
being decreed from h eaven.18 

And : 

' O Lord thou k ncwest ' ( Ezek. 3 7: 3) . This ma~' be COlll• 
pared to a bi.rd i n the hand of a hunter, who met a man 
and asked him, is this dead or a live? If yo1u wish, it 
is a live , and if you wish it is dead, was th1e reply. 9 

Yet God stil l finds ~t diff icult to end the lives of the 

righteous ones . 

The Rabbis say, 
the righteous. 
in the sight of 
(Ps. l16: 15)20 

God f inds it hard to decree death upon 
Whence this? For it i s said!: 'Precious 
the Lord is the death of his saints. • 
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In the case of David, the Lord hinted at the time of his 

death, but any plea for an extension was met by a rebuff . 

David spoke before the Holy One. 'Make me knc.w mine 
end. ' He replied, 1 It is a decree from beforE• me that 
ii human bein~ is not informed what his end is to be .•• 1 

David snid, TLet me knc.w how short-lived I am. ' He told 
him, ~you will die) 10!\ the Sabbath. 1 He spoke before 
him, 1 Let me die on the first day of the week., 1 He 
replied to him, 'Already has the ti.me of the kingship 
of your son Solomon arrived . .. . •21 
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CHAPTER VII 

Resignation to Death 

To the ancient Rabbis the experience of death is inevitable. 

Although there are several Midrashim which link deoth with sin, 

t he majority still agree that the time of death is unknown to 

man, and a good man is still es susceptible to suflEering and 

death as the wicked man. Since death is a certaintt:y, man must 

l ive life to the fullest, and always be prepared f1)r the 

heavenly call. 

Another chapter deals specifically with death as a decree 

f rom the Holy One, but in his resignation man also indirectly 

pl aces his future in the hands of God, who has ultimate power 

in the decision . 

The pious Israelite does not look forward with longing 
to the cessation of life. When the Master's call comes 
he will be ready for the summons, and he will so live as 
to be ready for it. He desires life as a space in which 
he may do the utmost good of which he is capable. 

On the other hand, he does not think of the W'orld as 
his home. It is but a haltir.g pl~ce on the journey from 
one point in eternity to another.L 

In the philosophy of Cyprian, an eArly Church r ather, we 

see another line of t hinking . He recognizes that all, the 

good and the bad, great end small, must face deat~1. Thus: 

\.!henever death comes, one consolation is alw~1ys the vast 
and brilliant company of those who have suffured the same 
fate ..•• It is easy to forget t hat mortality ts the coimnon 
lot of all men, and there is some consolationin realizing 
this.2 



Other writers also stress the fact that d•eath is 110111e• 

thing taken for granted. 'nlere is no 111eans of protest, or 

escape, but one should live well and accept whatever co111es. 
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The limitation of life by (normal late) death is seen 
it is true, as SOll\ething extremel~ l amentabl e but it ' 
is nevertheless taken simply for granted as s~mething 
against which one does not revolt. nte Godly man of 
the Old Testament meets the irrevocable o,rdinance of 
death in perfect resignation.J 

'Life has a dimension in time whose end 1.s death. •4 'nle 

Midrash expresses even more descriptively the idea that no 

protest hol ds against death. 

Even if a man were willing to put his to11gue in the 
hinge of the door as the price of being !;aved from death, 
he would not be saved.5 

And we have a terse state111ent in the Tab1ud: 

A human bein~ Lives today~ and is dead tomorrow, rich 
today , and pQor tcmorrow. 

Death seems to be tied up with ~oney in the above passage. 

There also is an allusion to life itself being equivalent to 

being rich, e.nd of course death is equated wi.th poverty. 

Another Mi.drash a lso contrasts death with mor:1ey, i.n a dif· 

fe re.nt sense. It's difficult to get rich, hc>wever, death is 

within the means of every man. 

It is a common thing for people to die, but not to be
come rich. R. rspa said, this i~ borne out by the 
common saying, If (you hear that) your 11eighbor has died, 
believe i~, if you hear he has become r:lch, do not be-
lieve it . 

It is a lso deduced fl!"om the Torah that ·even a sinless 

man dies, and the incidence of death is taken for granted. 
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Does that mean, if they had not sinned they would have 
been i111mune from death? But there ar•e 'written (in the 
Torah) the chapter about the widow of a maD dying with 
issue, and the chapter about inheritarnces, l:! 

In each case mentioned in the above quote, death is con

sidered a possibility, without sin being a nticipated. 

Rabbi Hanina takes death so much for g.ranted, that even 

though he considers it an evil, it is a ne1ceseary evil, and 

thus he accepts it passively. When his da1ughter died, he 

did.n 1 t weep for her. 

Said his wife to him, has t thou sent out a fowl f rom thy 
house? (Shall I suffer) two (evils) he r etorted, 
bereavement and blinclness?9 

Death is viewed as 1 a natural ordinamce 1 a.nd everyone is 

aware of his end. Since even the great d:ie, certainly the 

others must accept this decree. 

His worlt finished, the worker must go and make room for 
his successor, Abraham for Isaac, Moses for Joshua, 
David for Solomon.LO 

And: 

None can hope to escape death, alt \<:now if1and afflrm 
with their own mouths that they will die. 

When Abraham lost his wife, he natu1:ally was grieved, 

ye t with hands extended , powerlessly, hP. expressed the inevitable 

which we must accept. 

When Sarah died the whole world mou:rned. Abraham, in
stead of receiving consolation, had to offer it to 
others. He spoke to the mourners a:nd said, My children, 
take not the going forth of Sarah t •oo much to hear t. 
1'\ere is one er~nt unto all, to the pious and the 
impious alike. 

R. Mana was more explicit and expressive about his feel-

ings. He said: 
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~{ do w~ beat on t he hear t? (in grief)-- to indicate that 
a are estined for that place (the earth).13 

R. Zeira presents the same idea, by means of similar 

bodily expression. 

(He) fell to the earth during a (fune!ral) speech. When 
an attempt was made to raise him, it was found that he 
had done so to afflict himself (purpc1sel y) ' What is 
the meani.ng of th~s1 ' he was asked. 'It i~ thither 
that we will (all) come,' he replied,, in accordance with 
the verse, ' And the living will lay lLt to his heart. •14 

All of us must die and no one knows lthe time of his death. 

Antoninus the younger asked the Rabb:L, 'Who will die first, 
I or you? He answered, 'I will.' H:is disciples said to 
him, Our master, all the world pr ays for your good life 
and you speak in this manner! He re·plied to them, If my 
time to die comes, what of it? And if the Angel of Death 
comes to take me , what can one say to him; do not come to 
me, or I will not come? Not only that, but if it happens 
so (and I die first) people will say, Blessed be rhe God 
of the Jews, who even know the ti.me of their death.15 

1'he t-tidr ash emphasizes the death of the Biblical heroes 

in order to s tress that t here is no h ope in escaping • death. 

No one can ho;>e that he will not diu. Everyone k nows in 
the future they are to die . Abrahano said, 'I ~o child
less . ' (Gen. 15: 2) Isaac said, 'belfore I die. {Gen1 27:4) 
Jacob said, 1 1 sleep with my fathert1.' (Gen. 47 : 30) 6 

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob are given as .example.; of righteous 

men conceding to death. However, even mere of the Midrashim 

dwell on the demise of Moses, as a person caught in the web 

of mortality. 

Moses said to God, must I die after· my eyes have wit
nessed a ll that glory and a ll that power? Whereupon 
God replied, 'Moses, wha t mighty 111~in i s he that liveth 
and shall not s ee death (Ps. 139:491) ... R. Tanhuna said, 
What mighty man is ther e like Abra1'1a111 who went down into 
the fiery furnace and was saved, arid yet afterwards 
scripture says of him, 'And Abraha11~ expired and died.' ? 
(Gen. 25:8) What mighty man is thore like Isaac who 
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stretched out his neck on the altar, and yett afterwar ds 
Scripture says of him, ' Behold now, I am old, I know not 
the day of my death . 1 ? (Gen. 27 : 2) What mi.ghty man is 
this like Jacob, who wrestled with an angel., and yei: 
afterwards Scripture says of him, 'And the time drew 
near that Israel must die.'? (Gen. 47:29) What mighty 
man is there like Moses who spoke with his Creator face 
to face, and yet after'fiards, 'Behold, thy clays approach 
that thou must die. •?17 (Deut. 31:14) 

Another interpretation of the same verse wllth regard to 

!'.oses states: 

' The n1.1111ber of thy days I will fulfill, (E·K. 23 :26) for 
behol d , Moses performed many commandments 1and many 
righteous acts, but finally it was said to him, 'Behold 
thy days approach that thou must die. •18 

And: 

When Moses was about to depart this world, God said to 
him, ' Behold thy days approach.' Whereupon Moses re
plied, Master of the Universe, after all m1y labor i Thou 
sayest unto me ' Behol d thy days approach.' I sha l not 
die but live, and declare the works of the' Lord (Ps. 118: 
17) Thereupon God said, You cannot prevai.l (in this mat
te.rl,,. 'For this is (the destiny of) all 111en. ' (Eccle. 12: 
13)b 

t.oses never ga•.re up begging and pleaded w1.th God :ip until 

his f inal moments. 

There remained unto Moses only one hour. Whereupon 
Moses said to God, Master of the Universe., If thou wilt 
not br ing me into Eretz Israel leave me in this <lilOrld 
so that l may live and not die. God ther•~upon said to 
Moses, !f I will not slay you in this world how can I 
bring you back to life in the World to C~ne? And what 
is more, you make my Torah a fraud , for un my Torah it 
is written by your hand, 1And there is oorne that can 
deliver out of my hand.' (Deut. 32:39)20 

The Rabbis, commenting on the last 12 verses of the Bible 
which describe Moses' death, raise the question, How 
could Moses himself have written the description of his 
death? And the a.nswer is given in t he Talmud, in a 
beautiful and touching legend: ' God was dictating the 
story of Moses ' death and Moses was writing with a teer 
in his eye. 1 He had no choice, God was dictating it.Zl 
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We must be resigned to the fact that we will die, even 

if it involves suffering. Everything must be accepted not 

only as a judgment from God, but also as a means to a great1?r 

good. 
R. Joshua b. Levi said: He who accepts gladly the suff,er
ings of this world brings salvation to the worl~.22 

And: 

Happy is the man who when afflicted by sufferings, doe's 
not cavil against God ' s justice. If Job had restr aine'd 
his wrath when sufferings came upon him, and had not 
cavilled against God ' s justice, he woul d have come to 
great and praiseworthy qualities ... ntou cavill est be
cause sufferings have come upon thee; a r t thou greate1: 
tha~ Adam, the creation of my hands? For the sake of 
the one decree that he broke I decreed death upon him 
and upon his descendants, but he did not cavil .... Art 
thou greater than lsaac , ... or Moses whom I woul d ¥~t let 
enter the promised land ... Yet they did not cavil. 

Life moves quickly and we must not postpone enjoyment or 

pleasure. Samuel compares life to a wedding feast, whi.ch is 

enjoyed thoroughly, but ends so abruptly . 

Life. 

Samuel said to Rab Judah , Hurry on and eat, hurry on and 
drink since the world from which we must depart is like 
a wedding feast . 24 

Also in the Tanhuma, the writer laments the brevity c>f 

Not like the shadow of a wall, and not lil<e the shad,ow 
of a tree; but like the shadow of a bird. 25As it is 
said, (his days) are as a passing shadow. 

A parable in the Talmud teaches us that we must alwa.ys 

be prepared for the inevitable. 'the wise men are those ~ITTo 
live life in a worthwhile manner, ready at any moment to meet 

their maker. 
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A king summoned his servants to a banquet without appoint
ing a time. The wise ones adorned themselves, and sat 
~t the door of the palace, saying 'is anything lacking 
~n a royal palace (the summons may come at any time). 
Th~ fools went about their work, s ,aying, ' can there be 
a oanquet without preparation! Suddenly the king desired 
his servants, and the wise entered adorned, while the 
fools entered soiled. The king rejoiced at the wise, but 
was angry with the fools . Z6 

In one Midrash the ages of man a re' reviewed, and 100 be-

comes the extreme limit, up to which UJe is a blessing. 

Sixty is mature age, seventy, for a hoary head, eighty 
(is a sign of superadded) strength, ninety is the age 
for a. bending figur e, at a hundred, one is as one that 
is dead, having passed and ceased from the world. (One 
who exceeds ~hat limit is as one uho no more belongs to 
the world.)2 

Another point of view ventures th'e idea that a child's 

life span may be bound up with his par,ents, a physiologically 

sound insight, even in our 1110dern age . 

When Isaac reached the a ge of 1 23 and was thus approach
ing the years attained by his mother , he began to necii
tat:e upon hts end. It is proper that a man should prepare 
for death when he comes close to t2§ age at which either 
of his par ents passed out of life•. 

All in all, however, we can neve1: know when death will 

come. One Midrash illustrates this point very clearly. 

&s.ba said 'Length of life, childicen and sustenance 
depend not on mer it but (rather <m) mazzel (destiny). 
For (take) Rabba and R. Hisda. !Both were saintly Rabbis; 
one master orayed for i:a in and i rt came, t he other master 
prayed for rain and it came. R. Hisda lived to the age 
of 92 (died 309CE), Rabbah (died 330CE) (only) lived to 
the age of 40 . 

In R. Hisda ' s house there were 60 marriage2Qeasts, at 
Rabbah ' s house there were 60 bereavements . 
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CHAPTER VIII 

Death as an Atonement 

There is a strong beli.ef in the Midl~ash that if one 

repents before death, the experience of death iii then suf

ficient to effect atonement. This belie!f probably inspired 

the Rabbinic insistence upon deathbed co1nfessions. Every man 

sins and there~ore confession is s legitimate universal need. 

Since we never know when death will come, Rabbi Eliezer in his 

well known statement suggests that we a lways be prepared. He 

sa id : 

Repent one day before your death. His disciples asked 
him, does then one know on what day he will die? Then 
all the more reason to repent toda~·, he replied, lest he 
die tomorrow, and thus his whole U.fe is spent in repentance. 
' Let thy garments be always whtte, and let not thy head 
lack ointment. 1 (Eccle. 9:8 ). 

The Rabbis toyed with psychology when they discussed the 

various positions and appearances of a dying man. The way he 

looks before the final moment can be a Ikey to how he feels 

about his owr: integrity and worth. 

If the Sages are pleased witn one in the hour of his 
death, it is a good sign for him, if the Sages a re dis
pleased with him, it is a bad sign. for him. If one ' s 
face is turned upward at death, it is a good sign for him, 
if his face is cast downward, it i.s a bad sign for him. 
If he fixes his gaze on men, it is1 a good sign for him, 
if he fixes his gaze on the wall, it is a bad sign for 
h im. If (at death) one'a face is bright it is a good 
s ign for him, if one 1 s face is OVE•rcast, it is a bad 
sign for him.2 

Death is sometimes seen as a sent~!nce, and needing a 

confession. 
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Our rabbis taught, if one falls sick a.nd his life is in 
danger, he is told, make confession1, for all who are 
sentenced to death, make confession1• 3 

Since death is an atonement for all sins, the period im

mediately before it approaches 1.s a sui1:able time for con-

fession. 

Rabbi Nathan establishes the rule 1that all who are 
about to die require co~fession.4 

The Modern Jew in the last hour confession says: 

10 may my death be an atonement for all the sins, 
iniquities, and tranigressions of which I have been 
guilty against thee.:> 

Modern psychology presents certain cases where deathbed 

confessions proved sufficient to somehow alleviate anxiety, or 

somatic sym!'toms and spur the individuol into health. It is 

a.n acceptod premise that death can be :lnciuced or at least 

hastened by l:tck of a will to live, or even internalizing and 

repressing feelings and thoughts. A confession can thus 

alleviate these tensions. Judaism points out this same thought 

i n their traditional beliefs. 

When a Jew is dying he is counsel.led to make a full con
fession of his sins to God. His friends ~ell him that 
many persons who recited such a c:onfession under similar 
circumstances did not die in conuequence, while others 
have passed sway without embracing the precious oppor
tunity afforded them for repentance. Possibly through 
the merit of unreserved confession, complete recoveey 
will be vouchsafed to the suffer~~r . 1 

sins . 

Kowever, if one does succumb, th1e death atones for bis 

'This iniquity shall not be expiated by you till you die,' 
--death cleanses from sin. (Isa. 22:14) 
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And: 

All the prophets prophesied in their lives. Samuel 
prophesied in life and after death. Samuel said to Saul, 
if you will listen to my counsel to fall on the sword , 
your death will atone for you, a.1d your fatE~ will be with 
mine.8 

A prisoner on his way to execution once tri1!d to prove 

his innocence by requesting that his death not eiKpiate his sin. 

It once happened that a man who was being t .aken to be 
executed said, if l am guilty of this sin, 1may my death 
net atone for any of my sins, but if l am innocent, may 
my death expiate all my sins.9 

We a lso find an interpretation of Deut. 21:7, 

'Forgive your people,' these are the living, that 'you 
have redeemed,' these are the dead.le 

One must hearken to the Lord, in order to l!ffect atone

ment. The Rabbis interpret ( Deut. 28: 1) a s follows: 

When shall he hearken to his teaching? Ra'bbi Judah said, 
in the hour that he is to depart f rom the •world, as it 
is sairi, 1 t he end of the matter, all having been heard . ' 

The death oi the righteous effect a tonement not only for 

themselves but for others as well. 

Rabbi Abba b . Abina enquired: For what re~tson was the 
section recording the death of Miriam plac:ed in clo)se 
proximit>' to that dealing with the ashes of the Red 
Heifer? Simply this, to teach that a s thl! ashes of the 
Heifer effect atonement, so the death of l:he righteous 

effects atonement.12 

A wicked person who has led a completely ·dissipated life

time yet repents before death is rewar ded by standing with the 

righteous in death, whereas a wicked man that does not repent 

l oses the opportunity for atonement. 
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There were certain wicked men who were coompanions one to 
the other in chis world. One of them re·pented in good 
time during his life before he died, but the other did 
not repent before his death. The one who had done this 
during his lifetime was in rewsrd stationed by the side 
of the band of righteous, whiie the othe:r stood by the 
side of the band of the wicked and beho1lding his compan
ion he exclaimed, Ia ther e perhaps favoz:•itism in this 
world! Woe to me! He and I were on eaz::th together and 
were alike. We stole together, robbed t:ogether and did 
al l the evil deeds in the world togethet~. Why then, is 
he with the band of the righteous, whilE! I am wit:h the 
band of the wicked? You great fool! callae the answer, you 
were a repulsive object after your death for three days, 
and p eople did not put you in a coffin but dragged you to 
the grave with ropes. Your companion s1!1W your vileness 
and swore to turn f rom his way of wicke1dness. He repented 
like a righteous man, and his repentanc•e caused him to 13 
receive here life, honer, and a portion with the righteous. 

Just a s a wicked man can benefit by repentance as a final 

act., so a righteous man must be cautioned no•t to transgress 

before he dies. 

If one performs a precept when near to his end, it is as 
though his qu<.Lity of righteousness lacked only that pre
cept and is coc•olet2d ther eby; and if cme commits a trans
gression when near to his end, it is a1s though his quality 
of wickedness lacked only that transgr•ession a..'1d is com
r leted thereby. Both of them depart ('from the world) fully 
consummated, one in the quality of I&glhteousness and the 
other in the quality of wickedness. 

Some Midrashim see death a s an a tonement f or sin, when 

i t is accompanied by suffering. TI'ley thus purport t~ suffer-

ing a worthwhile purpose. 

Besides satisfying the claims of a juHt God o r of j ustice, 
deaty

5
and suffering also atone and re1:oncile man with 

God. 

we find in the Midr ash: 

All the dead, in death make atonement . But this if 
there is suffer ing in correspondence with it. As it is E 
said, •whose iniquities a re upon their bones.' (Ezek. 32:27)1 
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CHAPTER IX 

Judgment at Death 

In Rabbinic attitudes we find the idea that life does not 

end with death. What deeds man performs in hl.s mortal existence 

remain with him, and are reviewed and judged by t:he Divine 

court after his death. Thus he cannot live his Jlife in a 

mood of passivity and momentary p leasure, but mu1~t realize 

that in the final evaluation each deed l.s judged . 

The philosopher , Nicolai &erdyaev, presents an interest-

ing sidelight to this belief. It l.s not the man who feels 

death is the end that has a fear of death, as wo1uld be expec

t ed, but the ma.n who t>elieves in the Divine judg:ment. For the 

latter, each deed is significant and he beLieven so strongly 

in judgment that after -Ieath his troubles may only begin! 

We ~ome here upon a psychological paradox 1omich to many 
people is unknown and incomprehensible . ~n active s?ir
tt ••hi.ch has a direct inward experience of being eternal 
and indestructible, may, so far from fearing death, 
actually desire it and envy those that do not believe in 
imnortality and are convinced that death is the end. It 
i s a mistake to imagine that the so-calledl faith in 
immortality is .'ilways comforting and that those that have 
it are in a privileged and enviable positi.on. Faith in 
iromortality is a comfort and makes life lEtSS hard, but 
it is alsc. a source of terror and overwhelming respon
sibility .... It would be more correct to suy that the 
unbelievers r ather than the believers mak4~ life easy for 
themselves . • . The extreme unendurable terrc>r is not the 
terror of death but of judgment and of hell. It does 
not exist for the unbelievers, only the b1eliever!l know 
it. A passive spirit seldom experiences ·it, but an 
active one experiences it with peculiar intensity, be
cause it is apt to connect its destiny, and consequently 
j udgment and the possibility of hell, with its own 
creative efforts.~ 
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Kaufman Kohler discusses the or igin of this Jewish belief 

in divine j udgment. 

The Hasidim and their successors the Pharis:ees were 
developing after the Persia.n pattern the thought of a 
divine judg:nent day after death, when the j ust were to 
awaken to e ternal life, and the evil- doers to shame and 
everlasting contempt . 

This advanced moral vlew transformed the ancient Sheol, 
from the realm of shades, to a pl ace of punishment for 
sinners, and thus invested it with an ethi1:al purpose. 2 

Deat h becomes in the concept of Divine judgment, an abso

lute necessity. For only when one expires can •we begin to 

j udge his accomplishments and fai lures. As long as he lives 

he is susceptibl e to t he evil i nclination, but after he dies, 

his r ewa r d can be bestowed upon h im. ln order to experience 

j udgment and the corresponding after l ife, we m1ust experience 

the phenomenon of death . 

Thcs: 

BE>lieve not i n th;self until the day of thy death. 
3 

After 

deat h, is when our des tiny is finalized. 

Rabbinic Judaism teaches a resurrection after death for 
a life of eternal bli ss or e ternal torment , according as 
the divine j udgment finds one righteous and anoth~r 
wicked. 4 

Only in death doe:> man really face the Lo·rd . This thought 

is deduced from the Biblical verse, 'No man ca.n see me and 

live. • (Ex. 33 :20), which implies that in dea1th, man does 

meet his Creator. 

In the solemn moment (of death) man, according to Jewish 
t radition, is given a momentary g limpse of God Himself , 
as 1.t says, 1 No man can see me and live. "--man cannot 
see me i n li.fe, but i n death, as the Psalmist declares, 
' All they that go down to the d~st shall bow before him. 
even he that cannot keep his soul alive.' (Ps. 22 :30) .5 . 
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In the latter verse the Psalmist seems to refer to those 

living who wil l eventually die , however, with Midlrashi.c inter

pretation it becomes a proof text f or man seeing God at death. 

Rabbi Dosa, in interpreting thi s verse (Ex. 33 :20) says 

virtually the same thing, a nd is probably Bender's source text. 

This implies that men cannot see God when t lhey are alive, 
but that they can see Him at their death , in this strain 
it says, 'All they that go down to the dust shall kneel 
before liiml

6
even he that cannot keep his soul alive. ' 

(P s. 22 : 30J 

In his last hours, Rabban Johanan expressed ver bally this 

helief, while weeping out loud. 

0 Master, his disciples exclaimed, why art thou weeping? 
ae a nsW"ered, Do I go to appear before a k i 1ng of flesh 
a nd blood , W"hose anger if he should be ang·ry W"ith me, is 
but of this world, and whose chastising if he shoul d chas
tize me is but ot this world, a nd W"hose slaying is but of 
this world, whom I can moreover appease with wor ds or 
bribe with money? Verily 1 go before the King of Kings 
the Ho l y One prais~d be He, whose answer i.f he should be 
angry with me, is o!" t his •.-orld and the wc1rld to come. 
whom I cannot appease with words, or bribE' with money. 
Alsc I have before me two roads, one to Paradise, and 
one co Gehenna, and I know not to which h i! will sent~ce 
me. 7 

The •sentence' to which Rabban Johanan refers is dis 

cussed more explicitly in other Midr~shi.m which describe the 

ul t imate confrontation between man and God . 

Let not t h ine Yezer assure thee that the grave is a 
place of refuge for thee, for perforce thou wast framed, 
... perforce thou livest , perforce thou d1.est , and per
force thou art about to give account before the King of 
Kings. B (from ~· 4:22) 

In the text we find: 

The soul of man and the soul of animals , all go to one 
place. One thing happens to man and to beast on the 
day of death. But when an animal di.es, her master 
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s ells her to the Goyim, and th~y eat her. When she dies 
her spirit has rest, but man when he dies , his spirit 
does not have rest but stands in j udgment, a·nd all his 
deeds

1

are ordered before him, good and evil, and they 
say, such and such you did, and s~ch and such you said, 
on s uch and such a day ... •9 

And: 

When mar. departs f rom the world, a ll of his deeds come 
and are singled out before him. Anc he (God) says to 
him, this you did on such and such a day, and he says thus 
and thus, and God says it is se<lled ! ' he sealeth up the 
hand of every man. 1 (Job 37:7)l0 

Even though the Mid.r e.sh might postpone the divine judg

ment until the •future world ,' the deeds of man in life bear 

the same import ance. 

When a man is about to depart from the world, the Holy 
One reveals (himself) to h i m, and says, 'yc1ur deeds a re 
written and you shall die for your deeds, and he writes 
( them) and seals it. In the future world ~men the Holy 
One brings his cre<otures to j udgment, he wi.111 bring all 
the records of man .:.nd show them their deeds. 1 

One t idrash deals specifically with the questions man 

will be asked in the t i nal judgment, and in whi•ch a reas he 

shoul d thus strive to improve h imsel f . However , the final 

determinant overarching all , is his love of the Lord. 

Raba said, when a man is leci in for judeme:nt he is asked, 
Did vou deal. faithfully, did you fi~ times; for learning, 
did you engage in procreation, did you hope for salvation, 
did you engage in the dialectics of wisdooi, did you under
stand one thing from another. \'et even so, if 'the fea r 
of the Lord is his treas1.1re' it is well, llf not, (it is) 
not (well) .12 

Even with these guidelines the final. judg1:nent is still 

hidden from man. 

Our rabbis taught, seven things a re hidden f rom man. 
Th~se a re they, the day of death, and the day of comfort, 
(no one knows when he will be relieved of his anxieties) , 
the depth of judgment ... etc. 13 
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The P.abbis were so concerned with the idea of Divine j udg

ment, that even when one passed through a graveyard it was 

incumbent upon him to recall it to mi~d. 

On seeing Israeli ti sh gr aves, one should i1ay, blessed 
is He who fashioned you in judgment, who fed and main
tained you in judgment, and in judgment gathered you in , 
and will one day raise you up again in j udgment. 14 

Another Midrash also deals directly with :Divine judgment 

and the belief in the future life . 

He that passes a grave is obliged to give a blessing. 
Blessed is he that created you with judgm1ent, and 
destroys you with judgment, and in the fu1ture you will 
stand in judgment. 
Two !!llbbis were "1alking in a graveyard and one of them 
gave a blessing, His friend said to him,, 'the dead know 
nothing . ' He answered, there is nothing between the dearl 
and the living -:ixcept one thing, as it ii; written, 'Let 
the saint exult in gloryt ~et them sing IEor j oy upon 
their beds.' (PR . l99:SJ1 
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CHAPTER X 

Hope in Death 

Mortals are not willing to stand passively by, and 

accept death as a finality. To the human mind, there lD\lst be 

something more, and God would not stra.,d man at the portal of 

eternity . 
Many modern- day writers have felt compelled to formulate 

a sensible approach to death and the frightening thought of 

non- being. Where the M1drash itself takes a mo·re casual, 

simple, and matter of fact attitude toward deat:h, the modern 

writers give the impression that they are belaboring a point, 

and sometimes even trying to convince themselvE!S as well as 

their realers. 

Death is man's first completely personal 13ct, and is 
th, ref ore by reason of its very being, th•e. place above 
aU. others f or the awakenin_g of conscious1r.ess for f::eedom, 
for the encounter with God, for the final decision about 
e ternal destiny.l 

Rollo May tells us that each man is concer ned with the 

future as the most meaningful of the three mod.es of time. 

Since this is the case, death pases a sensiti'll•e barrier in the 

way of man's longings a nd hopes. 

The present is not merely the now; it deiicribes a dynamic 
process of the individual's continuously moving into the 
future . Thus we regard the future as th•~ most important 
and determinative of the three modes of 1Cime. Every alive 
conscious human being . .. is or iented to the future and is 
engaged at every moment 111 designing his future ... As 
Heidegger puts it in his famous phrase, 

1
ruDI1ing forward 

i n t oought toward death ' (and then beyond).l 
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Since death is a part of life , there is a point of view 

that it cannot be an evil, and even 'contributes to• the wel-

fare of the human race.' 

Everything that God has created, must of neceusity servP. 
a beneficient purpose. The insertion of the 

11
very ' in 

the judgment, 'God saw everything that he had made and 
behold it was very good (Gen. 1:31) was expla:lned as 
including death, the evil impulse in man suf:fering, and 
~ehinnom, as each of them contributed in'the end to the 
welfare of the human race. j 

Leo Baeck emphasizes the return of man from the limiting 

and temporal world into ~ternity. 

With his faith in God, man gained mastery ov1!r his lone
liness in the world, with the idea of immortality tNst 
gains a new note, and the par adox of the eteimity of 
mortal man, the paradox of human divineness gains precision. 

In death he passes through the gate, i nto (h·e believes) 
that eternity to ~-hich he bel ongs, to the great answer 
in which all the questions of his life, and all its 
paradoxes are inc!.uded. 
Death is the great return. The liberation from the merely 
ear : hly and Limiting, earth vanishes and etE,rnity re-

ceives. 4 

Kaufman Kohler presents a similar point of view. Man 

cannot resign himself to decay and deterioration after death, 

but to the contrary he compensates, sometimes ev·en overcomper.-

sates in overcoming the terror of death. 
The vision of man is directed upwards and forwards and 
he will not resign himself to decay in the dust. As he 
bear s in his breast the consciousness of a higher divine 
world, he is equally confident of his own c:ontinuity 
after death .. ,The longing for a future lifE!, has filled 
him and buoyed him up.5 

Modern thought and philosophy have basically the same 

attitude toward death as primitive man. For ea•ch man it is 

a losG or separation, which he finds difficul t to accept 
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cusses the Neanderthal man in these terms. 
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We are dealing already with the ~awn of human thought 
which reveals itself in a kind of revolt agai111st death. 
And revolt against death implies love for thos:e who ha"e 
gc:'ne, as well as the hope that their disappeai :ance is not 
fi.na l ••. The idea of finality is unbearable.6 

The prospect of non- being is f righteuing for t:he living, 

yet even more for the man about to depart. It is up to religion 

to make him secure in his final moroents, and possibl y strengthen 

him with some form of he>pe, and courage. This sa1111e thought 

would be valid with regard to a man approaching an operation, 

or anytime when he seems closer than usual to deat'h. 

On the healing team the pastor has a valid place in help
i ng to release the patient from the burden of guilt and 
the stress of anxiety . 

He can help the r-rocess of true self-discovei·y and self
actualization that can aid the person in being able to 
say with iUuminati.on of spirit 1 1 am.' If there is 
even a need for the 'courage to be' it is at t~e ooment 
whe:1 the prospect cf non- b2ing is encountered . 

. In the Midrash we also find this hope in God as our sup-

port in death. 

Said Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, in three places •'1e havt: 
heard that man heard His teaching that He is a S\1ppor t 
in his death. As it is said, 'That I might 'make thee 
know the certainty of the words 0f truth.' ( Prov. 22:21) 
And as Solomon said, 'The end of the matter all having 
been heard. 1 (Eccle. 12:3) ' A land of the shadow of 
death without any order. 1 (Job 10:22) Since man must 
have clearness on death, a nd order his learn1ing. 

Rabbi Tanhuma ben Abba said, since He comes to remove 
(him) the ministering angels say8to him, ' Ae:cribe ye 
s trength unto god.' (Ps. 68 :35) 

Although it is beyond the confines of this paper, there 

i s a Lelief that there will be a reunion of the dead in the 
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world to come. This belief cannot help but affect our atti

tudes toward death. 

When one of the prominent men of Sep1phoris, a heretic 
it is said, lost his son by death, Ft. Jose went up to 
comfort him. When he saw the roan, Ft. Jose smiled. 'n\e 
man ask~d, 'Why art thou smiling . ' R. Jose answered, 
We trust in the Lord of he1wen, that: thou wilt see thy 
son in the world to come.Y 

We also find a belief that not only will we meet again 

in the world to come, but a lso tha t in t he Messianic future, 

death will disappear. 

TI1e distinction which I mo.de between t he celestial 
creatures a nd the terrestrial, viz., that the former 
endure while the latter die, holds good only in this 
world, but in the Messianic future there will be no 
death at a ll; as i t is stated, 'He will swallow up death 
forever.' ( I sa. 25 :8)10 
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CHAPTER XI 

The Body and Soul at Death 

A. The Soul of M!ln 

Modern emphasis in t h eology s tresses the ide.a that the 

soul ret.urns to God after death . There is a coam1on belief 

that the body is material and capable of deterioration but 

the soul is spiritual and lives on eter nally. 

Jacques Mar itain, a contemporary philosophe1r, discusses 

this aspect of man, a nd tries to prove the spirittua lity of 

the soul. 

For a spiritua l soul has no parts and is not subject to 
corruption. lt is the source of a ll its en.ergies and 
C',annot die .. ,However, even without philosop•hy t her e ex
ists a kind of i nstinctive and natural beli.e f in immor-

tality . l 

Thus: 

The human soul cannot die. Once it exists, i t cannvt 
disappear; it will necessarily exist forev•er, endure 

without end.2 

This belief eval uated and anal yzed by Mar i t ain, is basic

ally the same belief expressed "instinctively a nd natur a lly" 

by our Rabbis. They even a ttempt to elabor ate on the descrip

tion of the soul departing and going to its etEtrnal h ome. 

How does the soul depart? R. J ohanan said, like rush
ing water f r om a channel. R. Hanina said., like swirl
ing water from a channel. R. Samuel said, like a moist3 
and inverted thorn (tearing its way) out •:>f the throat . 

And : 
When his time has come to depart from the world, the 
angel of death comes to take the soul of man. What is 
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the soul like? Like a species of a reed full of blood 
and little reeds scactered throughou.t the body. The ' 
angel takes hold of the top of the reed and pulls it. 

From the body of the righteous as u : he pulls a thr ead 
f r om mi l k, from t h e evil, like the c:roup or gushing 
water at the entrance of a canal, when the sluice bars 
are raised.4 

The Rabbis weren ' t: certain when the soul finally reaches 

i ts assigned place in heaven. Since theire is a period of time 

before the body decomposes, the question is raised as to how 

l ong the soul remained linked to the material man. 

A certain Sadducee said to R. Abba litu, You maintain that 
the souls of the righteous are hidden under the Throne 
of Glory , then how did the bone (practising) necromancer 
br ing up Samuel by means of his necromancy? Then it was 
within 12 months, he r epl ied. For it was taught, for 
full ( 12 mont:hs) the body is in exi.stence and the soul 
ascends snd descends, after 12 mont:hs the b<ldy ceases to 
exist, a.1d the soul ascends , but dE•scends nevermore. 5 

Another Midrash gives t he s oul a lusser period of time 

before it returns to God . 

All the seven dsys c f mourning the soul goes fort h and 
returns f rom the body. After the :seven days the body 
begins to decay , and retur n to the dust as it originally 
was, a s it is sa id, 'And t h e dust ·returns to the earth. 

1 

! Eccl e. 12:7) 'nle soul goes forth and returns to the 
place where i t was given, from heaven , as it says, ' And 
the s oul returns to God who gave it. 1 How do we know 
the soul has been g iven f rom Heaven? 

When the Holy One formed man, he d!id not have a spirit 
i n him, so God breathed w:!. th the bor eath of h i s mouth, 
a nd cast a soul into him a s i t is1 written, ' And he 
breathed into his nostrils the bruath of life. 

1 
(Gen. 

2 : 7)6 

This belief i n t he lingering soul i s probabl y what in• 

spired the following Midrash : 

There is no cdasing to te,ch 
til t heir s ouls go f orth . 

1.l.b.U 
1[';;1.' 

Talm1ud Tor ah to the dead un-
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There seems to be a clearly accepted bel llef in the Mid• 

rash that after death, 1 the soul r eturns to God who gave it. 
1 

The soul is like its Creator. Just as the Hol y One sees 
and is not visible, so the soul sees and is not visible . 
J•Jst as the H.oly One bears his world, so the soul bear s 
all the body. All s ouls are his, as it ts written, ' Be
hold, all souls are mine. ' (Ezek. 18 :4)13 

And we have a more descr iptive division ,of which par ts of 

man belong to God . 

Our Rabbis taught, there are three partn1ers in man, the 
Holy One, his father and his mother. His father supplies 
the semen of the white substance out of which are formed 
the child' s bones, sinews, nails, ... his mother, the red 
substance, skin , flesh ... and the Holy Onie , blessed be 
He, gives him the spirit and the breath (soul), beauty 
of featu res, eyesight, the power of heat :ing, and ability 
to s?eak and to walk, understanding and discernment. When 
his time to depart comes, the Holy One t:akes away his 
ehare and leaves the shares of his fathE!r and mother with 
them. 9 

And: 

'And keep thee' ( Num. 6 : 24) means, He w:l ll keep thy soul 
ir. the hour of death. In the same stra:Ln 1 t says 

1 
the 

so..il of my Lord shall be bound in the b1undle of lH<t. ' 
(I Sam. 25:29)~0 

A special problem arises here which gave the Rabbis great 

concern. The soul ' s returning to God is understandabl e with

i n the tradition, yet if a man is wicked, what differentiation 

is there between the ultimate fate of his 30'Ul ar.d that of the 

righteous man? There would be a paradox if all the souls re

r:urn r:o God, for then the wicked would actu21lly be improving 

their situation in death, a nd receiving equal treatment with 

the righteous (since souls a re pure and ete1:nal, and cannot 

really be ce tegori zed into righteous and w'i.c:ked). 



to all. ( vi.ch) ~ tilere v+-U be death, bat. cha rigtl~ 
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ob.eJ1 da soul. ~s ~ ~ body , the. 1r:ry goes forth 
from -. end ci Ce wo:ld t.o tbe odler. aod the TC'ice ia 
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rt-1 f :-- n.u iac.er) 
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"nle dep&rnsre of the aouls of the righteous 11 a aad 

occurrence. but eapecially grievou• was the death of !'loses. 

A!: that hour, Hosea arose and sanctified himself Uk• 
the Seraphia, and God came down from the highest hea..n 
to take away the soul of Hoses. and with hi• wer1e three 
miniltering angels, Gabriel, Hl.chael. and Zapa.g•al. 
Michael laid out his bier, Gabriel spread out a fine 
linen cloth at his bolster. z:agzagel one at his feet • •• 
God Jr.iased Moses and took avay his soul. with e kiss of 
the mouth, and God, if one might say so, wept.14 

CO!lling from God. the soul muat eventually go back to hia. 

Kowever, according to the Midraah, at a future tiae. the aoul 

will be restored to man. "nlus, we read the prayer e:itcpressed 

by the laraelite every morning after awakening~ 

O God, the soul which thou hast set with.in me i11 pure, •.• 
thou hast breathed it into -. and dost keep it within 
me •••• and thou wilt take it fr- me • •• and re11to1re it to 
me in the time to coee.15 

And we find: 

•tr. his hands are the souls of all lif~.· (Job 12:10) 
It ii likened to a man vallr.ing in a mar\(et and. his 
Jr.eye are in his hand . All the ti.me that bl.a Jr.eiy• are 
in hi• hand, hi• wealth ia in his hand. 

Thu•, the Holy One, the key• of the grav.,,arda are in 
his hand and the keys to the treasures of the ooul. In 
the future he will open the graves and open th1i treas
ure• of the soul l and return every spirit to the f ·a.esh 
and !>ody of man. 6 
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B. The Body of Kan 

we have an abundance of Hidrashia expreaoing the eternity 

of the soul of man; however, moat sources agr•!e that the body 

disintegrates and returns to the dust. The Riabbi• of fer a 

frank and realistic approach to the end of life, with no 

qualms or reservations about describing the ••worms' or the 

corpse of man. The greatest lou at death, a ccordi.ng to the 

Rabbia, 18 the opportunity to praise God and serve h1a 

through our action•, and therefore they a.pha1a1ze these 

gloomy aspects of life in order to spur us tc• live our lives 

more fruitfully and extol God while we have t:he opportunity 

The fact that the body disaolves is not contradictory 

with an after life (generally connected with the aoul), nor 

does it induce a fata1istic or peastaistic a 1ttitude toward 

life, but on the contrary, stresses life all the more keenly . 

Jo~. \fhan he suffers almost unendurably, is visited by 

his thl'~e friend• \fho say to h1a, 

•ts th.re not to you but four cubits il11 the hour of your 
death? 1 <-aning that Job should repent. and live well 
wbi.le the opportunity exista).1 

And: 

A daughter of R. Hiada once asked hia, 'Does the master 
desire to sleep a little?' Re said to her, soon our 
days will be b~th long and short, a nd 1ire shall sleep 
long and well. 

R. Hiada iai.pliea that our days will be long in quantity, 

and equally short in quality. (Footnote to quote 1.n ~) 
Qaba went a step further in verbalizing the futi.lity of 
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the grave, by contraeting it with life. He said, 

l aa duet 1n fll1 Ufeti.me, all the more 1n sy death. Be
hold, l aa

4
before thee like a vessel full of shame and 

confueion. 

The future was not always opt1miatic, and to some Rabbin 

the prospect of man ia but worms. 

wbat is the future of man to be? Worms, and the son of 
man woP1S .•• Man is worms in his life, and worms in his 
death.> 

Man cannot expect to take anything with him when he 

leaves the world. He brought nothing here, and no matter his 

accompliahraenta, he leaves as he entered. 

•Naked shall he go back, as he c-. ' (Eccle. 5~14) As. 
ll man enters the world so he departs. He enters it wit:h 
a cry and departs from tile world with a cry. . He enter11 
the world with weeping , and takes lea•e of it with We4!P-
1ng ••• He enters the world with a sigh and take• leave 
of it with a sigh. Re enter• the world de-id of know .. 
ledge and tailes leave of it, devoid of knowledge. It 
has been taught in the name of R. Heir, When a person 
enters the 1rorld his hands are c lenched as though to 
say, •the whole world is mine, I shall inherit it, 

1 
bu1t 

when he t3ke• leave of it, his hands are spread open a1s 6 
though to say, 11 h.ve inherited nothing f rom the worl1d.' 

The wise share this same fate With other men. 

All the time that the wise are alive their wisdom 1a 
a live, when the wise are dead, their wisdoa is lost . 7 

And co11111enting on Ecclesiastes 3:22 we see: 

Who will bring David (back to life) to see what Solomun 
made? Who will bring Solomon back to8see what will hnp
pen to him t hrough what Rehoboam did? 

Once a man is dead, he no longer bears any significanj~e 

on the living, but life continues on without him. 

·. 
, ' 



I ' 

107 

Our rabbis taught, three things (God) willed to coae to 
pass and 1f He had not willed th-, it would be but 
right that he should will th-. And the•• are t :hey, 
concerning a corpse , that it should become offei1aive, 
and concerni.ng a dead p~aon, t~t he should be for
gotten from the heart •.. ~ 

Legally alao the dead peraon ia valueless. 

(If one said) 1 1 vow my worth' and died, the hellrs need 
not give biJD anything, because a dead man has nt:> worth. 10 

nae worat miafortune of the dead man is that he is no 

longer capable of performing good deeds or studying, and thu• 

ii not worthy of praise frOlll the Holy One. 

'The dead praise not the Lord . ' (Ps. 115-17) Let a man 
always engage in Torah and good deeds before ht: die•, for 
as soon a• he die• he is restrained from Torah and good 
deeda, and the Roly One finds nought to praise in hiJDA 11 

When on• dies. we 111W1t not indulge in excesaivu gl:'ief. 

They are dead, and we 111\lSt accept the fact. The rabbis 

threaten that if one does not limit himself to a r e119onable 

bereav...-.nt, he will •~on weep for another . 

There waa a certain W0111An that lived in the neighbor
hood ~f R. Kuna, she had seven sons, one of \lhom died, 
and ahe wept for him rather ucesaively. R. Kuna sent 
word to her, 'Act not thus.' She heeded him not, and 
he sent to her 'If you heed fllY word, it is weU\ but U 
net are you anxious to make provision (shroudisJ for 
yet' another?' The next son died, and they all died. 
ln the end he said to her, are you f~bling wt.th pro
vision for yourself? And she died.12 
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Today lllUCh ei.phasis is placed on the idea that a -n 

live• on through his children. Each man is 8!1~1ous to have 

a son, in order that his name may bf! carried ci1n. Biblical 

and Talmu4lic tradition also verbalizad the s&1ie hope, and 

children 8.Hured a man of i-rtality in the j>hylical world . 

R. Johanan said, Jacob our patriarch is not dead. 
R. Nahman objected. Waa lt then for nou41ht that he 
was bewailed , and embalmed, and burled? ni.e other 
replied, I derive this from a Scriptural veree, as it 
is said, 'Therefore fear thou not 0 Jacolb, my aenant, • 
saith the L.ord, 'neither be dismayed- 0 I11rael, for lo, 
I wUl save thee from afar and thy seed :fro.111 the land 
of their captivity. (Jer. 30:10) 'lbe v•erse likens 
Ja.cob to his seed {Israel), as his seed •will then be 
alive, so too will he be alive.' 

Even when a great man dies, life continues on for the 

living. 

When Rabi was about to depart (from l1fe1) be said , ' l 
require (the presence) of my sons. ' Whetn his sons 
e.ntered, he instructed t hem 'take care that you show due 
respect to your mother. The light sha ll. continue to 
burn in its usual place, the table shall. be laid in it.a 
usual place, (and my) bed shall be spread in its uswil 
place.'2 

If one has no children in life, there 11s nothing l eft 

for him but to die. 

When a person is born, the Koly One, bl•eaeed be Ke, looks 
to him to marry before the age of 20. If he reach•• 
that age wi.thout marrying, the Koly One, blessed be Ke, 
says to him, •It was for you a time (for children} to 
be born and you were unw!lling , so there is nothing 
else than a time to die. 

And: 
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'Weep •ore for hi.a that goeth away! Sald lab Judah 
dlat -an•, Weep for hi.a whc goes (to hls long h-S 
cMLdlesa. 

a.. Joebua b. 1Avi would not go to (visi.t) a houe• of 
.,urning eave to that of one who had gc111e chlldl••• for 
it ia vrtt:ten, 'Weep for hi.a th&t goet:tll away• (goeth

1 ••Y 
aL90 -an• t:o di• childless) 'for &e etiall Teturn no 
more nor see his native country.' (Jer. 22:10)• 

Wilen S..uel the Little died, they 9U•ponded bl• key and 
purse from his coffin, because lie dldn ''t have a eon. 
llabban Gaaliel and R.abbl Eleazar l-1~ed for bi.a, and 
said, for this lt la becoming (suited) to cry and to 
mourn, for when kin@:• die they lea- tlrieir crown• to 
thelr eons, the ridi die and lea- the:lr riches to their •on•, Samuel Ha ltatan took all his vor'ldly precioua 
dli.ng• and vent to Him (God). 5 

Ano:her Midraeh emphaaizes the idea that Luvillg. a eon 

is not sufficient , but he must be a good so11, i.n order to save 

his father froa 'death.' 

Why was the expreasion 'sleeping' used in the caae of 
David, and 'death' ln the case of Joah? 'SlHl>illlf' vaa 
used ln the case of tlarld because. he J.eft a eon, deat:h' 
was used ln the case of Joab because he Left no son. 
Did not Joab have a son? But with na,71.d libo left a 
son like himself, 'sleeping' was used., with Joab, who 
did not have a son like him.self 'deatl~' was used. 6 

And, finally, the Miclrash attempted t•o a'10id any fora of 

ancestor worship. Man not onLy leaves children to carry on 

nis ::iaae, but his chUdran become equally illlpOrtant ln ti.e 

to thelr iathers. One cannot Look back and extol past gen-

erations, but, 

a.. Abba b. K.abana said, the g.-raticm which CCIII•• should 
be ute-d by you, as the generati.or1 which has pa seed, 
dlat you should not say, If R. Altib a ve.re now livlng, l 
vould study Scripture with hia. 

But the genarati.on which com•• ln yoitt day• and the 
Sage who i.a t.n your day•, should be llike the generatlon 
lillrlch bas passed, and the for-er Sag•H tlho preceded you? 
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Although this chapter is sbor:u- eh.a:D aa.air others 1.n ., 

thesis, thl.1 does not iaply that the be lief iJ: 1-rtality 

th..--ough one ' s c:hil.dren was not a videl:i- held riationalizaUon 

f or <ieath, !rat to the contrary would probab ly '.1.mply that ~· 

;;n!.t"Ude ga generally held by -•t of tbe ~?le. 

!Dj mictioa.s again.st bacialo:rhooci, and a.cc1eptance of 

Levi.rate aarri.ages were, both i.Dcroe-11ts for 1un to be fruie

ful and sal.tiply, as we.LL as CUT:" on a faaily ~. I.iTi.ng 

chraugh one' 1 childrel:I thus would be a natural and accepted 

~eduction from these emphases. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

The Losa of O.ath 

When death occurs, a great loss :ls felt by those close 

to th• deceased, and they cannot help but mourn. Weeping was 

an acceptable form of expression duri:ng this period, and the 

Midrash portrays the feellnga of grief which people exper

ience When a dear one dies. To go a step further, when a 

great man di.ea, all the co.aunity feels sorrow and mourns, 

and even God, in Midrashic lore, is capable of tears and grief . 

The CUtbean asked, Since (the de·ad) eo11e back to Ufe, 
clothed and fed, why do you weep1 over th .. (when the{ 
die)? Re answered, 'A curse upo•n you? Shall a man ose 
something that is precious to him and not weep? Aa the 
hUlll&JI being comes (into the world) with loud cries, so 
he depart a with loud cries ( fr0111 the bereaved). l 

When Abraham passed away the wodd felt the loss strongly. 

Ii.. Kanan b. Raba said, in the ni1111e of Rab: Ott the day 
when Abraham our father pa1Sed from the world, all the 
grNt on•• of the nations of thu world, stood in a 11.ne 
(to offer comfort to the 110Urne1:s) and said Woe to the 
world that baa lost its leader, and voe to the ship that 
has lost its pilot.2 

Jacob's pottage, according to one Midrash, was the meal 

of comf91·t for Abraham's death. (Gen. 25:29) 

What 18 the purpose of this pottcage? Esau asked him. 
I made it because that old man 1(Abr aha111) has died, he 
replied. Judgment has overtakein that righteous man? 
exelaiaed he then there is neilther reward or resurrec
tion? But to! the holy spirit c:;pes out, 'Weep ye not 
for the dead.' (Jer. 22: 10)-

Aaron, also, was mourned by all the people . 

·lou find that when Aaron died, the clouds of g lory 
departed. All Israel aas .. bled to mourn hia. They aaid, 
Moses 1110urna, Eleazar mourns, ao who should not 110Um7'4 
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When great 111en die, the world suffers, and the Talmud 

descriptively laments the death of the Rabbis. 

When R.. E11ezer died, the Torah Scroll waa hidcjen aw11y 
when R. Joshua died, counsel and thought ceased. Whcm' 
&. Akiba diad, the arias of the Torah ceased, and the 
fountains of whdoa were stopped up. When R. Hanina b. 
Dosa died, men of deeds ~eased. Wh.en Rabbi died troi11blea 
were multiplied twofold. 

Also on Rabbi's death, we find: 

On the day when Rabbi died, the Rabbis decreed a pub.Uc 
fast and offered prayers for heavenly mercy. 

They furthermore announced, that whoevei- said that ll:abbi 
was dead 'fOUld be stabbed with a sword.6 

The Midrash elaborates upon mourning when one feels sad

ness to the depths of his soul, however it also discuaseo weep

ing with an ulterior motive in min~. Every man wants to be 

lllissed, or wept for when he dies , therefore if we weep h>r 

others we can then anticipate reciprQcatiQn. 

Do something for others, so that others may do s ome thing 
for thee. Weep for others, that others may weep for 
thee, accompany others (to the grave) that others may 
~ccoaapany th.ee; pay re1p,ct (to the dead) that others 
may pay respect to thee. 

And: 

The ~n proverb runs, when your friend's son diu• 
bear with him (in sorrow), when your friend dies , t:hrow 
off sorrow. 'Ibe refore he said to him, if you show me 
kindness at my death and after my death, that lndeod h 
a true kindneaa.8 

In the above example one 'throws off sorrow• when 11 

f r iend dies, since there will be none to repay bila at h'ls awn 

death. In spite of this seemingly callous attitude, there is 

a distinction between token mourning and weeping out of •true 
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'l'boae that feel the death of a man mo1t deeply are thoae 

close to him. A wife llOllrn• mo1t 1trongly f~1>r her hu1band, 

and a hu1band for hi.a wife. 

'l'be death of a man ii felt by none but 1h1a wife aa it 
11 aald ('And ll1aelech, Naomi's hu1band, dled.S Ruth 1:3) 
'l'be death of a woman ia felt by none but her husband .•• 

Our patriarch Jacob, aald ''l'be death of Rachel la more 
grievous to me

3
than all the calamities which have 

befallen -· 
1 
l 

nie death of a parent la not only felt deeply but vlau

aliy one mourns more strongly. 

For all (other) dead, one makes a rent (in hla tunlc) 
of a handbreadthi for or.e's father or 111other ~k• rend• 
his clothes) tll he bare• hll heart (oche1t) • 



!he Los• of Death 

1.. )ft,dnsh +oti!lsth i&ba. 01. 5, sec . lO 

2. ;aba ?&W. 9ta. 

3. ~#'ah W'E*t ilbf,. Ch. 63, s~. ll. 

~. \'tld;;aah Fp•h i..aba. Ch. l, sec. 56. 

). ~· 49b. 

0. ~!£Mesh- 104&. 

1. :nstg.S kr"9it gbt . Cb. 6 , p. 927. 

~. 'tbe 1ajp9iJ!!t: Mi"· ~ ~dushi.11. ?. liil. 

i ; . '.!ti.4rffh ~dub Hbf. Ch. l, sec. 1.. 

U. ~·' Ch. ~.see. 354. 

~l. M!.4£Mh !!e19!?F iaj?a . Qi. 2, sec. 25. 

Ll . .n#;:ash ga;h &ab:!. Cb. 2 , sec. 7 . 

118 



.. ..:----
,r; -----· 

CHAPTER X.lV 

Communication with the Dead 

119 

'there are references in the l11draah to c.omreraationa 

between the dead and the living. ln some of these examples 

the deceased appear to the living in dreams, •rhereas in other 

cases the living c~icate with the dead 1n the c-tery. 

The Rabbis bad diacuaaions aa to whether the dead would 

actually be aware of the happenings in the tlll>l~ld, and no clear 

cut decision was reached . 

R. laaac said, If one makes remark• about the dead, it 
is like making remarks about a atone. Soma say (the 
reason ia that) they do not know, others say they do not 
eare. Can that be ao? Kaa not ll. Papa said, a certain 
man made derogatory remarks about Mar S•.muel and a log 
fell from the roof and broke his akull.l 

&abbi, it waa believed, would return to bis hoee after 

he died and celebrate the Sabbath with his f~unily. 

llhen Rabbi was about to depart he said, I require the 
presence of my sons .•• , 'tbe Ught shall t:ontinue to burn 
in its usual place, the table shall be 11pread in ita 
usual place and my bed shall be spread ;Ln its uaU&l 
place. Joseph of Kaifa and Simeon of Efrath who atten
ded on me in my lifetime, shall attend ion me when I am 
dead •• • • He u.sed to come home again at e1wilight every 
Sabbath Eve. On a certain Sabbath Eve a neighbor came 
to the door speaking aloud, when his handmaid whispered, 
'Se quiet for Rabbi is sitting there.' As soon aa he 
heard this be came no more, in order that no reflection 
might be cast on the earlier s aints (ri.ghteous and pious 
.. en who were dqied the privilege of re1vta1t.ing their 
earthly homes} • 2 

We have several examples of the decea&«!d appearing to men 

in dreama. Raba sat at R, Nahma.ft'• bedside as the Allgel of 

Death came to take him. R. Nah.-» begged tt> Raba to inter-

cede so that he would not die with torment and suffering. 
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Later he showed hiaeel.f to Raba in a dre- and ·when RAba asked 

if he suffered, he annered, 

As little as taking hair from milk, and w•~r• the Holy 
One to say to me, Go back to the world as you were I 
1o.'1sh it not, for the dread thereof (of de.nth) 1s gfeat.3 

And another dream in the Kidrash, 

&ab Judah said, if there are none to be c1gmforted for a 
dead person, 10 people go and sit 1n his 1place. A cer
tain man died in the neighborhood of Rab .Judah, as there 
none to be comforted Rab Judah asaembled 10 -n every 
day and they sat in his place. After seven days be (the 
dead man) appeared to him in a dream and said to him, 
•thy a1nd be at rest for thou hast set my· mind at rest.' 
R. Abb&hu said, the dead man knows all tb1at is said in 
his presence until the top-stone closes ~ (the grave) .4 

There are many ex&J1Ples of men go1t1$ to ~:he c-tuy to 

entreat aiasistance from, or ask question• of l:he departed. 

Why do they go to the cemetery? There 1 1111 a difference 
of opinion between R. Levi b. Rama and R. Ranina. One 
says (to signify thereby) •we are as dead before thee , ' 
and the other says 'In order t~at the dead should inter• 
cede for mercy on our behalf.' 

And~ 

R. Ha ni was annoyed by the members of t:he household of 
the Patriarch, he went and prostrated hlLmself on the 
grave of hi• father and exclaimed, Fath4~r, father, these 
people ~ersec:ute me. Once as they were passi~ (the 
grave) the knees of their horses became stiff, 'f'til 
they undertook not to persecute him any longer. 

Samuel went to ask his father where he !Kept his money, 

after the father had passed away. 

The father of Samuel had some 1D0ney bel.onging to orphans 
deposited with him. When he died ••• (S11muel) -nt after 
his father to the c-etery , and said tc1 tbea (the dead) 
I am looking for Abba. They said to hl.m, there are many 

Abbas here •••• 

Meanwhile his father came.
7 
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Samuel conversed with his father, wno told him where the 

money waa hidden. SlllllUel upon noticing that hil father vaa 

weeping, asked hi• what made him ao sad. Re i_.diately 

informed his son that he too would soon be aec1ng the dead. 

The next moment Slllll\lel 1 s father switched to luughter, and upon 

inquiry as to the motivation for glee, he tellls Samuel he i• 

happy that he is so highly estee111ed in the wo1dd. 

R. Zei.ri has a similar experience regard·Lng money. 'Ibe 

following quote also points out the vanity of women who al

ways are concerned about appearance. 

Zeiri deposited some money with his Landllady, and while 
he was visiting Rab, she died . He went after her to the 
ceiaetery and said to her, Where is lfl'J mciney? She replied 
to him: go and take it from under the gi~ound ••• and tell 
ory mother to send me my coaib and my tubu of eye pa~nt by 
the hand of So and So who is coming heri~ tomorrow. 

One must be careful of his appearance, 11nd show respect 

to the dead. 

R. Hiyya on the way to the cemetery with R. Johanan, he 
noticed the zizit of the latter's garment untied, and 
admonished him to pick them up, else th.e dead would 
remarkl •Tomorrow they will join us andl now they scoff 

at us. 9 

There is an example in the Midrash of <t man eavesdrorping 

on the spirits in the graveyard . 

The worm is painful to the dead as a n1eedle in the flesh 
of the living. It is explained that tltley know their own 
pain they do not know the 'Pain of oth•ers. Is that so? 
Ras it not been taught: It is related ·that a certain 
pious man gave a dinar to a poor man on the eve of New 
Year in a year of drought, and his wife scolded him, and 
he went and passed the night in the ce•et~ and he beard 
two spirits conversing one with the other. 

One of the spirits wandered through the world, but the 
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other couldn't because it was buried 1.n a matting of 
reeds (not linen shrouds). The man luarned of coming 
rains, blights, etc., and two years consecutively saved 
his crops from harm. Later he relatea to his wife the 
1.ncident, and how only his crops were unharmed. In all 
ar~t with the mother of the child (buried in reeds) 
his wife mentions the reeds derogator:l.ly. The next 
time the man visit s the cemetery the spirits de~ide to 
be quiet as their conversations were overheard.10 
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Additional Thoughts on Death 
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wbeu a resea::ch paper is near completion, the author 

somett.Rs finda be ha.s 809e unclassUied -terial which can

r.ot be organized under the major headings. niese 1.deas , 

either because th.,. are basically peripheral to thu paper, or 

are isolated examples of various attitudes, 1111.l&t bl~ adjoined 

in a separate chapter. 

One of these minority thoughts seeks to find 'value in 

s'Ui fertng. 

The only real death i..s alcrv and painful drlna, for the 
dread lies not ill being dead, but in dy~.1-

ln the Hidrash itself, Isaac pleads for suffe!rl..ng as a 

means of f indi.Jlg fa«1r in the 1)1 vine Judgment. 

!sa.ac -lema.IldS sufferin8, pleadi.ng thus, S.:1ve1ceign of ~he 
Universe, vhen a aan dies vithout previous sufferi.ng the 
attribute of Judgllent is stretched out again:st him, but 
U thou causeth hia to suffer, the Attribute of Ju.dgmellt 
will. not be stretched out against hi.Ill. said the Holy 
Onie, by tby life thou hast asked well, and l will c-

mence vi.th t hee.2 

In the same chapter ve have Jacob pleading for illness or 

suffering before death for a purely practical elql•edient. 

Jacob deaanded illness , saying to Bill: sovei:eign of the 
Universe! A man dies vitbout previous iUzulSS and doe• 
not settle his affair s with his children; but if he vere 
ill two or three day&, he would .settle his 1affairs with 
his children. Seid the Holy One, bleued boe Be, to hi.a~ 
ay thy life, thou hast u lteci ..,ell, and it vUl ~ce 
Iii.th thee.3 
lt is also possible, vben the pain become• antiearable, 

f or a Jew to pray far, and ve1come death. w"llen life is laden 
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"1th pain, death can be a blesai.ng. 

aabbf• handmaid aacended the roof and prayed, the 1-C>r• 
tals (angels) desire Rabbi (to join th•) and the -rtal• 
desire Rabbi, (to remain mth tf\eim1) -y it be the vill 
(of God) that the mortals may ove:-power the 1-C>rtals. 
When however she aaw how often he resorted to the pri., 
(suffering from acute and painful diarrhoea)* she prayed, 
may it be the will (of the Al•ight)r) that the 1-1>rtals 
may overcome the mortals. As the Rabbi• incessantly 
conti.aUed their prayers, for (hea,1enly) mercy she took 
up a jar and threw it down from tbe roof to the ground. 
(for a .omant) they ceased prayinth and the soul of Jabbi 
departed to its eternal rest.4 

In tbe above quote the ha.ndm&id ' s prayer was not the 

effective instrument which caused the death, but her interrup

tion of the prayers for Rabbi'• life. It was discussed in the 

chapter dealing with the Angel of Deat:h, that a .an caamot 

die while in the process of a~dy or prayer. (Here the prayer• 

of the Rabbis served the same purpose .. ) 

Man is cloae to death at certain perilous intervals dur· 

i ng his lifeU.-, for example while sneezing, a -8n during 

childbirth, or even travelling by a i ·oad alone. 

l.kltil the time of Jacob, a man '10uld sneeze and die. 
Know tbat wl\en a man sneeze•~ they ••Y to hia, "Hayyim 
Tovlm,' because he was dead. 

In three cirC\llll•tances do men d:Le <-aning they are in 
danger of death, and if not mei::itorioua succumb to it); 
when dwelling in a dilapidated lhouse, travelling by road 
alone, and sailing on the ocean, because then Satan 
brings accusation against them. All invalids are pre
sumed to be in danger of death.6 

And, 

'A time to be born and a time t:o die. 1 (Bccle. 3:1) It 

*See Shabat ll.13'6, the 1114jority of the rlghteous die of 

bowel trouble. 
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is from this verse that the sagea of blessed .-ory 
inferred that when a women is givi.ng bi.rth to a child 
(sitting on the birth stool) there are 99 chances that 
she -y die, and only l that she may 11.ve, for it says, 
'A ti111e to be born which i s a time to dli e, ' (the mother 
being in great danger then) . 

Sometimes the peril becomes so serious that a decision 

of life or death must be reached. 

If two are trave lling on a j ourney ( fa:r from civiliza
tion) and one has a p itcher of water, if both drink , 
they will (both) die, but if one only drink• he can 
reach civilization. 

The son of Patura taugh t, it is better that both should 
drink and dl.e, rather than that one sh.ould behold his 
companion's death. 

Until R. Akiba came, and taught, 'that~ thy brother -Y 
live with thee ' thy life takes precedunce over his life . 
(First your life, and he has the right: to live after 
your life is insured.)7 

The worst evil that can happen to a man is death. 

A inan knows no day of real evil other than th~ day of 
his death, the day of the soul's goin:~ hence. 

And : 

&ab was once taking leave of R. Hiyyah; the latter said 
to him, Hay the all merciful deliver you from that which 
is worse than death. But, is there a1nything tha: is 
worse than death? When he went out be considered the 
matter, and found, 'And r

9
find more bitter than death, 

the w0111Sn.' (Eccle. 7:26} 

In the pr eceding t-lidrash the i111Plicat:ion in the question 

is t hat nothing can be worse than death. The reference to 

woman is more of an appeal to the shock v 1alue, in saying she 

~s so bad--even worse than death! 

A similar technique i s used in showing the evils of 

being envious. 
Better it is to die 100 times than t :o experience envy 
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even once. 

To empbaaize the evils of envy they parallel it vi.th 

death, actually considered the worst 1ev1l. 

Death is considered a vecy ser1011.1s affair , and thus 

legally we can trust what a dying 111an says. 

No one jests in the hour of (his) death, and the words 
of a dying man are regarded (legally) as written and 
delivered.11 

Life is so precious, that the M1.drash forewarn• us against 

hastening the death of the dying man .. 

Our R.abbie taught, he who cloae11 (the eyea of a dyillg 
man) at the point of death, is 1t .urderer. 'lbil may be 
compared to a lamp that ta goiJ!l~ out, if a un places 
hit finger upon it. it is 1.llae¢lately extingUiahed. If 
ona desires that a dead man's e;yea should close, let hila 
blow wine in his nost:'ils, and 11pply oil between hit two 
eyelids and bold y~s two b1g toes, then they close of 
thei.r own accord. 

We see the great value and cliniging to life expreaaed 

ln the M1drash, and yet death can b1' explained as a spur to 

111ake us strive toward accom~iahment:a. If we wtrT:&n
1
t limited 

i n our time on earth, creativity 111igbt cease or slow down, 

and searc:h1ng for the good lllight ditoinilh. 

Ke said to - , 1 Rabi, why are ;,ou happy wi th the angel 
of death?' I aaid to him, my :son, if not for the angel 
of death what would ve do for .our father in heaven? Go 
forth, learn from the first 10 generations (before the 
Flood>. God gave th- everything good in the woy~d and 
(7et) they would have destroyed the whole world. 

In the M1drash we also find an1 aample of aan having a 

foreknowledge of death. Before he is born, and while yet in 

the 'belly of his mother' man is gi.ven a tour of life and 

death by an angel. 
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'nle angel took a 3troll with (him) from mc>rning until 
evening and he showed him the place where he was to die 
in the future and the place where he was Ito be buried 
in the future. And afterwards they went 1md he showed 
him the righteous and the wicked, he show1ed him every
thing. And in the evening they returned 1to the belly 
of his mother, and the Holy One made for 11\lm there a 
bolt and doors as it is said , 'who shut up the sea'with 
doors.' (Job 38:8) 

One of the greatest achievements of man is the f inding 

of peace. Everyone's mission is to bring peac:e to the world. 

The Midrash goes a step further and suggests t:hat even the 

dying need peace (and rest). 

Great is p~ce, for even the dying need 11ea ce; as it says 
'But thou shalt ito to thy father in peaco (Gen. 15:15) 
and a.s it says, 'fntou shalt di• in peace. 11 (Jer. 34:5)15 

Although the dead have peace, they still await the ti111e 

when in the World to Come they will return. 

'All the rivera run into theses.' ( Eccle. 1:7) All 
the dead enter Sheol but Sheol is never full, aa it is 
said, 'the nether wol:'ld and Destruction are navel:' satis
f ied. ' (Pl:'ov. 27:20) Do you mean to say that once they 
die in this world, they will never live again in the 
Wc4ld to Come? 'll\erefore the text states ' Unto the place 
whither the ri"i'ers go, thither they can go age.in. •-to 
the place where the dead assemble in the World to Come 
they retvl:'n and will utter a song i111 the d!!YS of the 
Messiah.lb 

'nlere is a strong belief in our tradition that we should 

be buried in the soil of the Holy Land. ntrougbout Jewiah 

history our ancestor• have struggled and sac1r:1.ficed to li~ 
and die in the land o f cur fathers. 'nle que111tion is raised 

as to what happens to those men buried outside the land, and 

the Midrash provides an answer. 

Rabbi Huna said All I sr ael, who die outaide the land, 
their souls are' gathered into the land, 'The soul of rzry 
Lord shall be bound in the bundle of th.e living. ( l Samuel 
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25: 29) All the heathens who die in the land have their 
souls cast outside the land. As it is said, 'And the 
souls of thine enemies, them shall he sling out.•17 

Afterwards the righteous (burled) outside the land have 
lost nothing. Why? God makes them a cave in the ground, 
and they roll and co111e to Israel, and when they arrive 
God gives them their souls. As it is ~iritten, 1Ke that 
giveth breath unto the people upon it.' (Isa. 42:5)11! 

The above Midrash allows for the rightuous to enter the 

Holy Land after death, however in the same l:ext we see men 

being buried outside the land, as being compelled to bear a 

"burden." 

The land of Israel is the land of the living and there 
are no dead men in her midst. 

Rabbi Helbo said, he who dies outside the Land is buried 
outside the land, had t~ troubles (burdens), the burden 
of death, and the burden of burial. 'There you shall die, 
and . there you shall be buried. 1 (Jer. 20:6) Rabbi b ar 
Ranina said, he who dies outside the land, but is buried 
in the land has (the burden) of only ~·ne--death. 

Rabbi Hama said, ' there you shall die1, and there you 19 
shall be buried,' for b•Jrial in Israeli atones for hilll. 

Tnere is merit in being buried in the land of Israel , but 

if it happens that one dies outside the la1~d, it :ls also pos-

sible to bring Israel to them. 

Two rabbis were walking outside the land and the:• c-e 
to two grave s t ones. One Rabbi said, what worth came 
to them in their lives that (they war·ranted) coming here 
( outside Israel) in their deaths. Th.e other Rabbi said, 
it is not necessary that they be buri.ed in the land of 
Israel, and he placed a clod of dirt from the land of 
Israel to atone for them, as it is wi~ittent 'And doth 
make expiation for the land of his ~!ople. (Oeut. 32:43) 
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