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DIGEST 

The purpose of this thesis is to help guide parents 

and teachers in talking about death and dying with young 

children. A contention of the thesis is that any guide 

for parents in this subject area is of little value unless 

the adult first sorts out his own religious and psychologi-

cal feelings. 

sections, 

The thesis is, therefore, divided into two 

The first section is directed at the adult reader. 

It is comprised of three chapters. The first chapter 

introduces the reader to the subject of death and dying. 

It points out that death-talk is still generally not 

acceptable as a subject to be discussed with young children. 

Neither is it easy. It also intlicates re~sons for changing 

ihis ·attitude. Particularly that it can be a means by 

which life can be lived more fully. 

The second chapter deals with the subject of the 

"heneafter" in the Jewish Religious Continuum. It identi

fies the causes and development of the many beliefs of an 

afterlife in the Jewish Religious Continuum. It is hoped 

that by identifying these beliefs the reader can authen

tically express them to his child when talking about death 

and dying. It is further contended that if the beliefs 

expressed are unauthentic the child will sense this. 

Further, the child will not understand what appears to be 

a deception. The purpose of the chapter is not to prevent 
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expression of belief, but to express it authentically. 

The third chapter identifies the psychological 

development of ideas about death and dying. This chapter 

points out that the development of ideas about death are 

connected to and parallel with the child's intellectual 

and psychological development. 

The second section deals with approaches to talking 

with the child about death and dying. It is divided into 

two chapters. The first deals with talking to a child 

before an emotion-laden death occurs. The second deals 

with talking to the child after an emotion-laden death 

occurs. 
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This thesis is dedicated to a little girl who loved 

to skate on corn flakes spread out on a floor; and to the 

woman, friend, and wife she has become. 
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AN INTRODUCTION 

How To R~ad Thi~ Book 

Most books usually begin with a preface. The preface 

generally includes the author's reasons for writing, and 

the extent of the field he is covering. Only after the 

preface does the author "get into" his subject. 

In books whose nature it is to help parents or teachers 

respond to their children in difficult situations the ten

dency is for the parent to skip the preface and get right 

into the book, or even that particular section which is 

appropriate for an immediate crisis. For that reason, I 

have placed what would be the preface in the first chapter, 

in the hope that this informatiori which immediately follows 

will not be passed over. For it is one of the contentions 

of this book that any of the advice or suggestions in the 

second part of this volume will be of little use (perhaps 

even harmful) if not preceded by the reading of the first 

section. 

Let us be more clear. The purpose of this book is to 

help parents and teachers deal with the subject of death and 

dying with their children. But a basic assumption of this 

book is that it is impossible to be helpful to your child 

unless you, yourself, have resolved, begun to resolve, or at 

least identify your own feelings about death and dying. Thus, 

it is with the subject of identifying our own feelings that 

the first section will deal. 
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In this first section we will look at our own feelings 

about death and dying from various points of ~iew: from the 

view of the Jewish religious continuum: from the viewpoint 

of medical science; and from the viewpoint of psychology. 

Our hope is that as we view the subject of death and dying 

from these various points of view, we can find a place of 

reference f6r ourselves. So that when our child asks, "Where 

do YOU go when YOU die?" we can first, handle the question 

without our own anxieties getting in the way; second, be 

honest in our answer and thus be credible to our child; third, 

answer the question that is really being asked; and fourth, 

help our child develop a maturing attitude toward death and 

dying, 

How We View Veath and Vying Toda~ 

Do you remember how you learned about sex? The chances 

are that your information came from either or both of two 

sources: your parents or your friends. The more likely possi-

bility was that whatever information you had, prior to your 

own experience, was given you by a tradition handed down from 

friend-to-friend, from brother-to-brother, or from sister-to-

sister. Your parents probably avoided any open discussion of 

sex and if they did not it was in the most general of terms. 

Sex was a secretive affair whose mysteries would suddenly come 

into consciousness "when the time came." Sex-talk was a 

clandestine subject and sex-play was something you "got away 

with." (That is, of course, not to deny that there were and 
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are parents who dealt openly and frankly with questions of 

sex). Sex was "dirty," or at least not proper before marriage. 

It is probably the case that the majority of those who 

are reading this book found talk about sex at home to be 

secretive; and that when a parent did attempt to speak with 

you it was awkward at best. The generation of people who now 

have children up through pre-adolescence are aware of the 

shortcomings of THEIR parent's attitudes toward sex and their 

response to dealing with their children in that area. Thus, 

while these young pRrents--you perhaps--want to be frank with 

their children, they find themselves ill-equipped to handle 

the job. Thus, we have seen the transfer of this responsi-

bility to other institutions. We encourage sex education in 

the schools and the Temples. 

Talk about death and dying suffers from much the same 

problems of communication as sex-talk--it is not talked about, 

or if it is, it is with much anxiety and awkwardness ->;:'Ye~:t :ilt 

has very few of the corrective benefits. Your own experience 

cannot help give you information because once you have died 

the information is of no use. It is not a subject that is 

liable to study, so at best it still remains a mystery. Sex, 

while at first may be frightening, is ultimately pleasurable 

and experiencable. Death is frightening and we cannot count 

on its being either pleasurable or experiencable. Sex, it 

seems, means life, living, enjoyment, immortality. Death, it 

-3-
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seems, means an end. As our parents treated sex, so we treat 

death. Death has no socially redeeming value for us. It is 

obscene. 

Is it absurd to state that death is inevitable? As 

obvious as that statement is, it is not absurd. For it is 

obvious to an individual--yourself--that. the end of human 

beings is death. But not the end of ALL human beings. There 

always seems to be one human being whose end YOU do not see 

as death. YOU do not believe that YOUR end is death. Do 

you think that is impossible? Just say to yourself, "I am 

going to die, at any time, and that will be the end of me as 

I am, " That was easy. Now believe it! Try to sit down and 

see if your mind can comprehend the fact of your own non-

existence. The mind rebels at your attempts, doesn't it? 

Doesn't your mind say to you "No, I can live forever, I won't 

be nothing?"l Freud said that the individual's mind cannot 

conceive of its own mortality. It is like being involved in 

a car accident: our attitude is "it can happen to the other 

guy, but it won't happen to me. 11 

are indestructible, immortal. 

Yet our mind betrays itself. 

We seem to believe that we 

For at some point (at some 

early point we shall soon discover) we have the nagging feel

ing that our turn, too, will come. It is to deal with that 

elusive reality 2 that the mind sets up various defenses3 

against those attacks on our immortality. One alternative 
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is to completely deny the possibility of one's own death, 

or the end of one's own existence. 

We often see religion functioning in this role. It 

either assures us that our bodies will be resurrected or 

that our souls are made of immortal stuff. This is the 

thrust given in the Jewish religious continuum by Orthodox 

Judaism and Reform Judaism, Death, in these two forms of 

Judaism, thus means a change from one form of existence into 

another form. We see these views institutionalized in the 

daily prayers of both Orthodoxy and Reform. In the Orthodox 

liturgy we note the M'0ai-yeh benediction of the Amidah. 

This prayer praises God as the one Who revives the dead. 

As Hertz, in his commentary on this prayer, points out: 

''This emphatic statement concer~ing resurrection was directed 

especially against the worldlings who disputed the deathless-

ness of the soul, its return to God, and its continues exis-

tence after its reunion with the Divine Source of being."4 

The theme of physical resurrection was untenable for most 

of early Reform. Thus while the Reform liturgy kept the 

Hebrew of the M'0ai-yeh intact, "many of them ... substituted 

the concept of Immortality in their vernacular translation 

or paraphrase." We, therefore, find in the Union Prayer 

Book: " ... Who is like unto Thee, Almighty God, Author of life 

and death, Source of salvation? Praised be Thou, 0 Lord, who 

hast implanted within us eternal life. 11 6 The Jewish religious 
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continuum resolves the conflict between the psychological 

wish for immortality and the real and present knowledge 

of imminent death by acknowledging that "death is a night 

that lies between two days--the day of life on earth and 

the day of eternal life in the world to come."7 

death as a bar to immortality. 

It denies 

While religion denies the end of one's existence, there 

is another form of denial which seeks to reject the possi-

bility of death itself. This is the case where one does 

not think of death; where it is driven out of one's con-

scioushess. Or so one believes. Thus, a person believes 

that thoughts about death do not concern him and that 

people who do have conscious thoughts about death are mani

festing a death-wish or an abnormal preoccupation with death. 

Yet one study seems to belie those who would say they possess 

a "relative indifference and lack of concern about death."8 

This study showed that in word-tests, the subjects reacted 

much more emotionally to death related words than to similar 

words taken from general language. While we may successfully 

deny death in consciousness, it is not at all evident that 

we do so in our unconsciousness. That this is true is indi-

cated in the thesis of a study which said that the ce~tainty 

of death has a pervasive influence on all of human behavior.9 

Thus our conscious denials are of no avail and we are left 

with the paradox in the unconscious of a belief in self

immortali ty and a knowledge of inevitable and certain death. 
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Just as this form of denial is of no avail, we are finding 

that the answers of religion, in general, and the Jewish 

religious continuum, in particular, are no longer sufficient 

to aid us in our dilemna. For while many people may utter 

the words of the M'Qai-yeh, it is questionable how many truly 

believe the doctrines contained therein. As a belief in a 

personal God declines,10 as life becomes infinitely more 
! 
'· 

desirable than death,11 a belief in resurrection or immor-

tality must surely decline also. 

Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Rossl2 brought the question of how 

we treat our dying and our own attitudes toward death into 

public consciousness. Dr. Kubler-Ross believes that the con-

sequences of our failure in denial is enourmous. She believes 

that "if we cannot deny death we may attempt to master it, 11 13 

And the attempt to master death; to face it and conquer it 

has far reaching societal and individual results, She 

questions whether war is an expression of our need, as a 

society, to face death. By coming out alive we defeat death 

and master it. Thus she quotes a patient dying of leukemia 

who said: "It is impossible for me to die now. It cannot be 

God's will, since He let me survive when I was hit by bullets 

just a few feet away during World War II. 11 14 Can it be that 

in an attempt to master death, our group identity will strike 

out in war to prove our invincibility? 

-7-
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And what does this attempt at mastery mean for the 

individual who seeks to die in peace and dignity. Medical 

science has devised the technology by which machines con-

nected to every and any orifice in the body will keep the 

person "alive." But what is that life the patient now has? 

Doctors, in THEIR inability to face death, must conquer it 

at the expense, perhaps, of the psychological health and 

well being of the patient. 

And what of the children? What ideas do we convey to 

them by our attempts to master death? Do these ideas of 

ours prevent the inevitability of their death? We can quite 

easily communicate our fears to them, as easily as we convey 

our dislikes for certain foods. Even if they do not under-

stand what we are thinking, they will be aware of our feelings, 

If we do not deal honestly with our children they will go 

elsewhere for answers: to their imaginations or those ill-

equipped to handle their questions and fears,15 We need for 

ourselves and our children an understanding of our attitudes 

toward d~ath, else nothing but these poor defenses will 

reoccur to aid us with each passing of a friend or loved one. 

Our attitudes toward death must surely color our atti-

tudes about life and living. Too often we see death as the 

negation, the opposite, of life. We see it as the conclusion 

of a process begun at birth.1 6 Seen as a negation of life 



this view of death must surely be sad. But can we not view 

death in another light so that it can teach us of the value 

of life? Cannot death help us find the meaning of our life? 

Viktor Frankl is a psychiatrist who survived the concen-

tration camps of Nazi Germany. Out of his experience there 

he found what he considered the key to his survival. He 

said: ''Suffering is an ineradicable part of life, even as 

fate and death. Without suffering and death human life 

cannot be complete. 11 17 It is through this confrontation 

with suffering and death that man can find meaning for his 

life. And it is this search for meaning, according to Frankl, 

that is man's primary drive,18 

Death is not something apart from life, It is a part 

of life. And as each moment of life adds meaning to the one 

before it, so can death add meaning to the moments that pre

cede it. 

-9-
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II 

AFTERLIFE IN THE JEWISH RELIGIOUS CONTINUUM 

It is a view of this book that a child can sense, in the 

parent or teacher, an inauthentic belief; that the child, 

sensing an inauthentic belief in regard to death and dying, 

will respond either by doubting the credibility of the parent 

or by developing anxieties about the subject of death. (For 

why wouldn't a parent be honest with their child? There must 

be something to fear!) At the same time a parent can, by 

responding inauthentically, be trying to mask his own anxieties 

about d~ath and dying and thus he communicates his own fears 

to the child. 

For a Jew, an inauthentic belief about death and dying 

is a view which is expressed, not because it is believed to 

be true, but because it is thought to be the true "Jewish" 

beli~f and thus is used to satisfy the momentary demands of 

a crisis situation. An inauthentic belief is one which is 

not consistently believed to be true in all situations. Thus, 

the statement "Grandpa's soul has gone to heaven to stay for-

ever" is inauthentic unless it is understood and believed that 

all souls go to heaven to stay forever. But if it is just to 

retrieve oneself from a difficult situation with one's child, 

it is an inauthentic belief. 

If it is our purpose to help our children develop a 

maturing attitude toward death and dying, we cannot afford 

to take two steps backwards each time we want to move forward 

l -10-
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a step. We must present the child with an authentic belief~ 

This does not mean forcing a theological doctrine on the 

child, but it can mean encouraging the child's spiritual 

. l 
development. This requires us to identify our own beliefs 

in order to promote the child's spiritual development--if 

that is what the parent wishes for his child. 

The purpose, therefore, of this chapter is to identify 

the various concepts of continued existence after death in 

the Jewish religious continuum; to show the origins of these 

concepts and their tlevelopment; and to see how these beliefs 

can be authentic. 

The Body and The Soul 

Before we look at the various notions of continued ex-

istence after death in the Jewish religious continuum, it 

is necessary for us to understand the concept of body and 

soul ~ithin that continuum. For most of the Jewish religious 

continuum, the dominant theme of body and soul was quite un-

like the Greek or Christian notion. The notion in Greek and 

Christian thought is a body-soul dualism. That is, the body 

and the soul are separate and distinct entities. The body 

is the mortal portion of a human being. It is that part which 

is imperfect, irrational, 2 making man liable to sin. It is 

that part which perverts the goodness of the soul. 3 The soul, 

on the other hand, is pure, and perfect,4 resembling the 

-11-



divine, 5 rational,6 and immortal.7 Death is welcomed by 

the philosopher, for in death his soul is released from the 

prison house of the body.8 This Platonic doctrine permeates 

Christian thought,9 to which was added the idea of ressurrec-

tion,10 

The idea of a dichotomy between body and soul is not 

quite so distinct in the Jewish Religious continuum. We 

shall see later how nee-Platonic thought influenced Jewish 

thought for a time. But, basically, the relation between 

body and soul in the Jewish Religious continuum was not one 

of separateness and distinctness.11 The"Jewish" conception 

which antedated Greek and Christian thought conceived of body 

and soul as being made up of two parts so interrelated that 

both parts had to stand together after death as they did 

during life. 12 A midrash by the Rabbis indicates quite 

clearly this notion of interrelatedness: 

In the time to come God will bring the soul 
and say to it, Why didst thou transgress the com-. 
mandments? and it will say, The body transgressed 
the commandments; from the day that I departed from 
it, did I ever sin? Then God turns and says to the 
body, Why didst thou transgress the commandments? 
It replies, The soul sinned; from the time when 
the soul departed from me, did I ever sinJ And 
what does God do? He brings both of them and 
judges them together. It is like a king who had 
a park in which were grapes and figs and pome
granates, first ripe fruits. The king said, If 
I station there a man who can see and walk he 
will eat the first ripe fruit himself. So he 
stationed there two keepers, one lame and the 
other blind, and they sat there and guarded the 
park. They smelled the odor of first ripe fruit. 
The lame man said to the blind man, Fine first 
fruits I see in the park. Come let me ride on 
your shoulders and we will fetch and eat them. 
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So the lame man rode on the back of the blind 
man and they got the fruits and ate them. After 
a while the king came seeking for the first ripe 
fruit and found none. He said to the blind man, 
You ate them. He replied, Have I then any eyes? 
He said to the lame man, You ate them. He re
plied, Have I then any legs? So the king made 
the lame man mount on the back of the blind man 
and judged them together.13 

What further complicates the "Jewish" view of body and 

. soul is the variety of Biblical terms used to describe the 

life giving force of human beings. This life giving force 

is alternately described as soul (Nefesh), and spirit 

(Ruach).14 It was when this life giving force left the body 

that death occurred.15 This life giving force was placed in 

man by God and upon death returned to God.16 Thus, the basic 

conception of the "soul" was one that had "no independent 

existence of its own, [being] a function of the material 

body when quickened by the spirit."17 We shall see how the 

notions of an afterlife are developed in the light of how 

people understood the relationship between body and soul, 

and the nature of the soul itself. 

The basic notion of resurrection of the body, according 

to "Jewish" interpretation, is that upon the death of a person 

his soul departs from the body. The body decomposes into its 

original earth-matter while the soul remains intact. The soul 

then awaits the coming of the Messiah. With the coming of the 

Messiah, the body is revivicated and joined with the soul to 

live an immortal life in the world-to-come (olom haBa). 
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To this bqsic concept we have a variety of interpreta-

tions which expand the notion. Thus we find the following 

interpretations: (a) at some time after death there will be 

an accounti~g of the righteousness (or lack thereof) of the 

person.18 Some hold that only the righteous will be resur

rected while others hold that all will be resurrected.19 

(b) there is a question as to the condition of the soul prior 

to resurrection. Some hold that upon death, the soul is sent 

to usheol" or a store chamber to passively await resurrection,20 

Others hold that immediately following death there is a judge

ment where the soul, of the righteous are separated from the 

sou1,:. of the wicked. The wicked are sent to Gehenna (i.e. 

Hell), while the righteous souls are sent to special store

houses, or the Garden of Eden. 21 In these various places 

all the souls await resurrection where the body and soul are 

joined to appear for final judgment,22 i.e., whether they will 

eternally reside in heaven or hell. (c) Another interpreta-

tion, less widely noted, is the doctrine of ~ilgul, i.e., 

metempsychoses, transmigration of the soul, or in other 

words, reincarnation. According to this notion the souls 

of the wicked are given a chance to make restitution for 

their sinful nature (in a prior body) by being placed into 

a new body, It is in this new body that retribution is taken 

for past sins, Thus, a male soul is punished by entering a 

female body and becoming sterile; or an evil soul will be 

placed in a newborn and the newly born child dies, In this 
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way is atonement made. In these transmigrations the righteous 

may repeat this cycle three times, while the wicked might go 

through as many as one thousand transmigrations. But, in any 

event, the ~nd process of this doctrine is still a resurrec-

tion where the soul splits apart to rejoin the resurrected 

bodies of all the soul's prior houses,23 

Thus) in summary, the doctrine of resurrection means that 

at some point in the world-to-come, the physical body and the 

spiritual soul are reunited to share in the reward or punish-

ment which they together deserve. This view of the existence 

after death was the most prevalent view of Pharasaic Judaism 

and continues to be an essential doctrine of Orthodox Judaism.24 

The Coneepz 06 Immo~tal~zy 06 the Soul 

The Pharasaic/Orthodox Jew ha~ no difficulty in affirming 

a notion of physical resurrection.25 This is obvious, since 

the notion of resurrection required a soul which had continued, 

separate existence prior to the resurrection in the world-to-

i' I 

come. As we noted above in the parable of the king's orchard, 

both body and soul were inextricably tied to one another. 

However, when we refer to the notion of the immortality of 

the soul, we are referring to that doctrine in the Jewish 

religious continuum which unravelled the connection between 

body and soul and which spoke only of the soul, a non-material 

substance,2 6 having continued, eternal existence after death. 

Resurrection of a physical body has no place in the notion of 

immortality of the soul. 
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The notion of the immortality of a soul which survived 

the base, material body is basically a produ-0t of Greek 

thinking. Chronologically the Greek influence on Judaic 

doctrine cime after the solidification of resurrection into 

dogma. It therefore became the task of various Jewish 

philosophers, deeply committed to Platonic ideas, to reconcile 

the ideas of resurrection and immortality of the soul,27 

In this attempt at reconciliation there developed a number 

of interpretations of the meaning of immortality of the 

soul:28 (a) one concept is that it is the nature of composed 

beings to ultimately return to their initial elements upon 

decomposi·tion. The body, being formed from the dust of the 

earth, returns to its elemental form. The soul, which is 

substantially different from body,' (i.e., spiritual substance 

as opposed to material substance)~ and created pure from God, 

returns to the world above of God.29 (b) a second concept is 

that the soul is composed of a rational element and an irration-

al element. It is only the rational element which is pure 

and immortal, It is this part of the soul which death re-

leases towards its reunion with the heavenly hosts,30 (c) 

A third concept rejects the neo-Platonic basis of the pre-

ceding two concepts and replaces it with a neo-Aristotelian 

basis. That is, the soul, as a created element, has the 

potentiality to achieve the highest possible level of perfec-

tion (to become an actual thing) for a soul. The highest 

possible achievement for the soul is to release itself from 
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the restrictions of body and bodily senses, so that it can 

achieve a state of pure thought, which is the ~ontemplation 

of God. By participating in the act of pure thinking the 

soul acquires immortality.31 Immortality here is a state of 

pure and perfect intellectual activity. (d) A fourth concept 

is that immortality of the soul consists of a love for God. 

Such a soul enjoys continued existence by baskirig 

and splendor of the divine presence (Shekinah).32 

in the glory 

There are two other notions which are largely the product 

of Reform Judaism. These two notions speak of the immortality 

of man in terms of (a) the acts of goodness a man performs 

while alive; and (b) the memory of his existence which con-

tinues in the minds of those who knew him.33 Thus a man's 

immortality lay in the legacy he leaves to the living: the 

example of his life. 

The O~igin-0 and Development 06 The-0e Notion-0 in the Jewi-0h 
Religion Continuum 

A belief in some notion of the immortality of man has 

existed in the Jewish religious continuum for some two thous-

and years. 34 We find that the particular notions of continued 

existence have been subject to the various pulls of religious 

and intellectual history. Complicating this fact is that the 

most primary source of the Jewish religious continuum, the 

Bible, presents us with either silence or conflicting testimony 

as to the nature of continued existence after death.35 Thus, 
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one is able to use Biblical sources "to prove" the efficacy 

of resurrection 36 or the immortality of the soul. 3 7 Or as 

one writer said: " ... there can be found [in the Bible] 

all the underlying philosophical patterns necessary for its 

eventual evolution."3 8 We mean to say, therefore, that if 

we look at the Bible without presupposing a favored notion 

we find a position of "this-worldliness"; that death is, in 

fact, the end of existence in man's relation to God,39 if 

not in all of man's relations; that man is rewarded and 

punished by Gbd during his lifetime. Wherever we find con-

flicting data in the Bible, we will see that it represents 

post-Exilic authors who were beginnlng to solidify publi8 

opinion into the doctrine that appears in the period of the 

Apocrypha and later the Talmud. 

The pre-Exilic writings of the Bible were used to state 

the official positions of the infant religion of "Yahwehisrn." 

These writings defined God's powers, the areas He controlled, 

and those with which He was not concerned. This budding 

religion of a semi-nomadic people had to undergo definition 

at some point in order to distinguish it from the other neigh-

boring religions. Thus, we find in the Bible, many parallels 

to other religios beliefs, but we also find these beliefs 

altered in a significant way40 __ dedicated to formalizing the 

religious relationship between man and Yahweh. 
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In the Bible man was made up of three elements: flesh 

(basar), soul (nefesh), and spirit (ruach),41 the latter two 

being at first a single elem~nt4 2 as noted above an ~ag~ 13. 

43 The distinction between body and soul was not quite clear. 

When a person died, his "life blood," i.e., soul/spirit, 

ebbed away.44 The dead had no existence, but rather subsis-

tence.45 What is meant by subsistence is that the soul had 

existence as a concept rather than in fact. This idea is 

necessarily confusing because the Bible itself is unclear 

as to the existence of the soul and/or spirit after death. 

What is clear is that this soul went down and resided 

in Sheol. 4 6 Sheol is similar to the Greek Hades,47 or 

underworld. 48 Probably the concept of Sheol as an underworld 

developed from an original lack of distinction between it 

and the grave.49 It was 11 
••• a place of darkness, dust, 

co:riruption .. c.·a'land of no return 1 ... of silence. 11 50 

The soul that resided in this netherworld continued to 

have some form of existence which we have called subsistence. 

The soul was a mere shadow of its former existence~! This 

existence is contrasted with the idea of death as nothing-

ness; it does not mean the complete annihilation of the 

person.5 2 Yet the personality is extinguished and there 

is no self-consciousness, 5 3 In this "shadowy" existence 

the soul is cut off from the world54 and cut off from God.55 
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In the earlier Biblical writings, Yahweh has no 

dominion or control over Sheol.56 This is consistent with 

the God-concept of these writers. For first Yah~eh was 

only a tribal God,57 Before Yahweh could have any control 

over Sheol, He had to cross national boundaries on earth 

and become a universal God. Once a universalistic concept 

of God was a~cepted the Biblical authors could speak of 

Yahweh as having power over Sheol. Even though this power 

is placed under Yahweh's dominion He does not, generally, 

exercise that power.58 The reason lay in the primacy of 

cilie living as God's concern. Ethics and morality are of 

concern in this world. Failures in morals will require 

punishment in this life, not in a life-after. 59 
Thus, there 

was no intent or need to require Sheol to be a land of 

divine judgment.60 Any retribution carried out during life, 

like differences in social status, were maintained in Sheol, 

But reward and punishment would take place during one's 

lifetime. The ultimate punishment is death.61 There is 

th . b l. t l. 6 2 en a ratio etween mora l y morta ity. The time of 

one's death was under the control of Yahweh.63 

Thus, in summary, the doctrine of belief presented in 

the earlier Biblical writings was that death was inevitable 

and final. It was not to be sought after, for it was a 

form of divine ~unishment. This attitude was expressed 

to direct man's view to the living God whose interest was 
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in life and right living; to the just God who would make 

life more meaningful by making the quality of life consis

tent with the quality of beh~vior,64 

With the Exile into Babylonia, the view that rewards 

and punishments are meted out by a just God in the present 

was brought into question. 6 5 For the individual righteotis 

among Israel, suffering under the Exile, "failed to see a 

just equation of man's doings and his destiny in this life." 66 

While "official Biblical doctrine" gave no support to a 

concept of future rewards and punishments in a life-after, 

the common folk must have been aware of such a doctrine. 

If Ezekiel's vision of the resurrection of the dry bones67 

was to have any meaning as national redemption, the people 

would have to possess an idea of personal resurrection in 

68 order to understand Ezekiel's parable. It is indeed 

possible that the Persian doctrine of resurrection was 

being assimilated by the common people. 69 
Yet the trans-

formation from folk belief to official doctrine was slow. 

But we see this progress toward official acceptance in the 

post-Exilic Biblical and Apocryphal writings. 

It is with the view of maintaining the just and right-

eous God in a personal relationship with man that we ~ee 

the beginnings of a doctrine of future rewards and punishment. 70 

in the book of Daniel. 71 This theme of future reward and 
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punishment is more highly emphasized and delineated in the 

Apocrypha. Here, the souls that reside in Sheol are self-

conscious. In a limited way the soul had a form of per

sonality. 72 Sheol, instead of being a final resting place, 

now becomes an intermediate stage where the souls await 

final judgment. It is a place of preliminary rewards and 

punishments. 7 ~ For the wicked, Sheol can also be the final 

place of rest, thus bearing a similarity to Hell or Gehenna, 

But the righteous find their spirits going to blessed 

immortality~74 Thus, during the time of the Rabbinic 

period (300 B.C.E.--500 C.E.) the concept of future rewards 

and punishments had developed so much that the idea of 

resurrection was ready to sprout forth into full blossom. 

This vi~w of individual immortality was fully consistent 

with the idea of a just God and gave meaning to a sometimes 

unple~sant earthly existence. 75 What was now a very popul~r 

and widespread folk belief was transformed into an offical 

doctrine ennunciated by the Pharisees, 76 Thus did this 

doctrine find its way into the Amidah. But by far the 

strongest statement of the acceptance of the doctrine of 

resurrection was the position of the Mishnah which stated: 

"He who says that the belief in the resurrection of the dead 

is not founded on the Torah (and therefore does not accept 

it) ·shall have no share in the world to come. 11 77 
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From approximately the third century B.C.E,, onwards 

the Greek influence was very strongly felt in "Judaism." 

The Greek emphasis on logical, analytical, metaphysical 

thinking pressed against every Rabbinic doctrine with ~hich 

it came in contact. Once the idea of human immortality was 

recognized by official "Jewish" doctrine, it became easy 

for Greek thought to pierce holes in the particular doctrine 

h ·1 . . . h 1 t f h . t l" 78 w i e ma1nta1n1ng t e arger concep o uman immor a ity. 

The result of this clash of Hellenic and Rabbinic thought 

was the "Jewish" concept of the spiritual immortality of 

the soul. 79 
Yet this doctrine of immortality would have 

had little chance of acceptance if there were not already 

these ideas in the popular folk belief. We find parallel 

to the idea of the soul descending' into Sheol, the idea of 

the soul soaring heavenward like a bird. The soul of man 

having entered him as the breath of life now flys upward 

to meet its Source.BO We have then a source of popular 

belief for the idea of immortality of the soul. It was 

: :: not until Philo, the hellinized Jew of Alexandria, Qpplied 

Platonic doctrines to the Bible that the folk belief of 

immortality of the soul was transformed into an alternative 

to physical resurrection. What was most incomprehensible 

to those who accepted the idea of immortality of the soul 

was the superfluousness of resurrection; for if the soul 

achieved eternal reunion with God, what was the necessity 
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of a material, impure, corrupt body? 81 
But the idea of 

Resurrection was so entrenched by the time of ~he Medieval 

Jewish Philosophers th~t their task became one of recon-

ciling the two doctrines. Even Maimonides was forced into 

the position of saying resurrection had to be accepted on 

faith, whether he believed that doctrine himself, 82 or not. 

But the severest attack on resurrection came with and 

was parallel to modern philosophy's attack on God's justice 

and mercy and His ethical personality, science's attack on 

superriaturalism, and Higher Criticism's attack on the Bible. 

Newton was able to discover the laws of gravity and physical 

motion and he noted the regularity of the processes of 

nature. Schopenhauer looked at the world, found a quagmire 

of evil and corruption, and wonder~d where dwells the ethical 

God of justice and mercy, This then leads the Jewish theo-

logican Kaufman Kohler to write: "However, the belief in 

resurrection of the body ... is in such utter contradiction 

to our entire attitude toward both science and religion, 

that it may be considered obsolete for the modern Jew. 

Orthodoxy, regards it as a miracle which God will perform 

in the future, exactly like the many Biblical miracles which 

defy reason.
1183 

But if man seeks etel'.'nality and resurrection 

is denied him, there still exists the possibi.H:.ty, of 

immortality of the soul. Thus, the Reform movement in its 

Rabbinical conference of 1869 resolved: "The belief in the 
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resurrection of the body has no religious foundation (in 

Judaism), and the doctrine of Immortality refers to the 

after-existence of the Soul only. 1184 
Yet this notion, too, 

depends on the view that the soul is immortal because it 

was breathed into him by God. Thus, if one had a concept 

of God which did not allow for this type of relationship 

with man, the notion of immortality of the soul could not 

be supported. It is for this reason that Reform Judaism 

institutionalized the concept of immortality in terms of 

the memory which the dead leaves in the minds of his loved 

.t ones or in the good deeds he performed, 

What Vo I Believe and Can It Be Authent1Q? 

When we 1ook at beliefs of an after life in the Jewish 

religious continuum, w~ see £our b~sic possibilities: (a) 

no existen,ce after death; (b) physical existence after death; 

(~) spiritual existence after death; and (d) a denial of 

the first three which leaves an existence after death apart 

from the person but present in the memory of the living. 

Each of these beliefs are viable for the individual. No 

judgment can be made about the efficacy of any one of them 
i 11· 

'·' 
'I 
i' j 

''I·· 

for the individual who believes it. The question the indi-
. ·1 .· 

vidual must ask is whether it is efficacious for me or can 

I say "this is what I believe and it is true for me." We 

will leave it for the individual to choose his own evidence 

for ascertaining the truth of his belief. But essential 

to knowing whether a belief is true is understanding what 

the belief means and what it entails. 
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The first belief (a) acknowledge 1 s one's mortality; 

one's finitude, and says nothing about the possibility of 

continued existence after death. It assumes nothing but 

present life, It is authentic if it can be maintained in 

the face of man's psychological need for immortality. 

The second and third beliefs (band c), we noted, 

were entertained because of a God-concept which saw God 

as possessing the attributes of justice, mercy and ethics. 

Because God had these attributes it was inconceivable that 

the righteous man should suffer on earth while the wicked 

man reaped rewards. This God had, somehow, to balance the 
'0 scales. If it was not done on earth, while a man lived, 

it had to be accomplished elsewhere after death. Thus a 

belief in resurrection or immortality of the soul necessi-

tates a particular view of God. If these beliefs in God 

and af~e~ life are consistent and one holds to these beliefs 

consistently, it could certainly be an authentic belief. 

The fourth belief (d) appears to come out of a necessity 

to posse~s immortality (won't die and become nothing), while 

being unable to consent to the validity of the God concepts 

of "b 11 and "c". This belief can also be authentic if one 

understands the psychological motivation 8 5 behind it and 

the direction it is forced to take because of the individual's 

particular God concepts. 

Knowing what you belie~e and understanding the impli-

cations of that belief are essential for honest communication 
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with your child. It does not mean teaching dogma to your 

child. It does mean being able to speak out of conviction, 

with honesty, confidence and lack of fear. Thus will your 

child grow~ and develop a maturing attitude toward death 

and dying. 
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DEATH IN THE HUMAN PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTINUUM 
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In the preceeding chapter we looked at the development 

of views of an afterlife in the Jewish Religious Continuum 

and the authenticity of those views for the individual. In 

this chapter we will look at the psychological development 

of our views and attitudes towards death and dying. 
We will 

point out that as a person progresses in chronological and 

intellectual age, he will also go through many different 

concepts or attitudes about death. 
Thus a four year old 1 s 

concept of death and dying will be as different from a nine 

year old's concept as will the adult's concept. 
Each age, 

then, will have its own psychological attitude or concept of 

death and dying. 
The fuask of an aduit is to not judge a 

child's concept as "foolish" or "silly." 
For from the child's 

viewpoint, his concept or attitude is valid and real, 
While 

a "bogey-man-who-comes-to-eat-you-up" may appear ridiculous 

to you, he may very well be real to the child. 
We must then 

look at the child's point of view as fu€ develops. 
We will 

also look at how we first became aware of death; how we came 

to fear death; how we understand the nature of death and how 

early childhood events can determine or alter the course 

which a developing psychological attitude toward death will 

take. 
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What ,[-0 'Death? 

Before we look at our psychological conceptions of 

death, it will be helpful to return to the analogy made 

between the discussions of sex and death in Chapter I. 

Once it was realized that sex-talk had to be frank and open, 

some of the early proponents of sex education insisted on 

giving children the "whole truth and nothing but the truth." 

They felt that blunt honesty would prevent sex-related prob-

lems later in adult. life.I Yet, it was soon understood that 

although honesty was necessary, the naked truth was at times 

too difficult for the child. We now face a somewhat similar 

problem in discussions with children about death. In 

parents' attempt to be honest with their children, they 

might tell a child that "when you die you are dead, never 

to return or be alive again''; giving them this answer in 

explicit detail. And this response to a child may be fright-

ening or too difficult to understand. First, the child's 

concept of the words "death'f and "dead" are different from 

an adult's concept.2 But, second, what complicates such a 

simple blunt answer is the fact that adults, themselves, 

really do not know what death is,3 

For a moment, let us turn away from the psychological 

level and ask yourself what evidence you would require if 

you were a doctor and you had to determine whether someone 

had died or not? Would you place a mirror before the person's 
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face to see if it clouded with the vapors of his breath? 

Would you listen for his heart-beat or feel for his pulse? 

Fifty years ago, if you were a doctor (or today if you are 

a layman) and found these factors lacking, i.e., no breathing, 

no circulation, you would say that the person was dead. But 

in today's hospitals, we would say~ at worst, that the person 
' 

under consideration was only "clind:cally dead. 11 4 This means 

it is possible for the "clinically dead" person to be resus-

citated by various methods including indirect or direct heart 

massage, and electric stimulation of the heart.5 Or, in other 

wqrds, the evidence we had in the past for certifying that a 

person died is no longer compelling because we find that we 

can cause those vital signs to reoccur (we can make a heart 

beat again after it has stopped). We also find that there 

are other sources of evidence now at our disposal; so that 

in addition to checking the heart beat by means of an 

eleqtrocardiograph, we can also check for brain activity by 

use of the electroencephalograph. 6 
Thus, if we asked a 

doctor today what evidence he would require to say that 

someone was dead, he might require this: no independent 

breathing for sixty minutes; no reflex responses; no heart 

response for sixty minutes; no brain activity for sixty 

minutes; 7 and the concurrence of other colleagues, Another 

medical authority has referred, though, to animal experi-

ments where the brain was severed from the body and the body 

continued to function, unaided, for some time (although "death" 
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did finally occur). This authority would require evidence 

that the brain was separated from the spinal cord and that 

there were sound scientific grounds for believing recovery 

was not possible.a Even though this latter evidence is 

extreme, both requirements of evidence ask for one major 

ingredient: the irreversibility of death.9 It would thus 

appear that we have taken a very long route to show what we 

already know: for death to be death, it must mean that a 

person is never coming back; that death must last forever. 

But, at the same time, it must be recognized that even this 

is an assumption and a convention for today; for there are 

religionists (as we pointed out in Chapter II) who would 

say that death does not last forever, and certainly what was 

thought to be irreversible death fifty years ago is today 

reversible. With the advances in hypothermia (freezing a 

body), what is irreversible today might be reversible tomorrow.lo 

While this sounds a bit like science fiction, it is approp-

riate to point out that a good deal of yesterday's science 

fiction has today lost its fictional quality. 

There are other problems in defining death once we 

accept the biological vagueness of its definition. It is 

entirely possible for a person to be "biologically alive," 

and yet be treated as if he were dead by the people around 
1. 

him. This is the case of "social death. 11 That is, we might ·1. 

act the same way towards a living person as we would with 
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11 a dead perison. It is in these cases that we most often 

heari the phriase, "he is as good as dead." Herie, we shut 

off communication with that perison. It is veriy similar> to 

a child beihg given the "silent trieatment" ori the "cold 

shoulderi. 11 He is 12 trieated as perisona non griata. The 

perison is biologically alive, but he is trieated as if dead. 

Well, then~ is he alive ori dead? 

Ouri attempt at stating a definition fori death sufferis 

friom other> prioblems. We veriy easily make use in our speech 

of the word "I;" "I go to the storie," "I am a girl or a boy." 

But is the "I" of today the same "I" of your childhood or did 

it die when your childhood was over to give birth to a new, 

adult "I1?':' Let us look at the problem another way. We all 

know Bill to be a certain type of ~erson. But for whatever 

reason, Bill goes through a change in personality so that 

you might say about him, "that's not the Bill I knew." You 

get the feeling that this new personality is quite another 

being. He does not act like himself or think like himself. 

If all this is true, did the "old" Bill die? If the person-

ality of a person changes radically from what it once was, 

did that person die? If you are not the same person you 

were, what happened to that person? If he disappeared (went 

into non-axistence) forever, we have fit a possible definition 

of death. 13 
But we resist this idea, because the biological 

person is still the same and alive. 
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It appears that to say "Bill is dead," can mean many 

things. It can mean that Bill's vital organs have stopped 

functioning for a sufficiently long time for a team of 

doctors to ~ay he is dead; it can mean that Bill (the body) 

is alive, but Bill, the person I knew him as (the personality) 

is dead; it can mean that Bill's body is functioning, but 

we treat him as if he were dead by isolating him and cutting 

off communication with him. All these definitions (and 

they do not by any means exhaust the possible definitions) 

do have one thing in common. This common element is that 

a person is defined as alive or dead according to OUR per-

ception of that person. We are then left with the following 

possibilities when WE say about someone else that he is dead: 

either THAT person is dead, or WE, ~ho perceive another 

person, are dead. Both are logical conclusions. Therefore, 

to avoid such confusing logic, one author suggests that 

m 

I e 

i ' 

"death occurred between person A and person B. 11 14 After 

all this, it is quite reasonable for the reader to throw 
I -

up his hands saying "this is not how I use the word death!" 

And there is a great deal of truth to this exclamation. For 

certainly there is, in our language, a common way in which 

we use the word "death." But this should not prevent us 

from understanding that there is a variety of ways in which 

we can honestly understand and use the word. We should 

avoid the notion that because we are not used to thinking 

of a thing in this way, it must be wrong or irrelevant, We 
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will see that "death" as we commonly use it in our language 

is not the meaning that children might attach to the word; 

for it can mean separation, disappearance, and immobility 

for them. Further its meaning can change also for us in 

the future, as already it has in the past. 

P-0yeholog~eal Vevelopment ofi Idea-0 About Veath: Unde'1.. F~ve 

Yea'1..-0 Old 

Even though we have spent many words trying to establish 

the difficulty of precisely defining death, let us assume 

that we do know what it means. What we want to look at now 

is the process which led us to the definitions and under-

standings we presently have. 

To make the statement "I will die" requires the compre-

hension of no less than eight concepts according to one author. 

We have to know that an "I" exists as an individual being; 

that we belong to a group of beings which is mortal; that 

therefore personal death is inevitable; that an individual's 

death can be caused by one or more factors and while I can 

evade some, I cannot evade all; that death will occur in 

the future; but that exact future time is indeterminate; 

that death is final and the cessation of life as it is known 

on earth; and that it is the ultimate separation of the 

individual from the world. 1 5 But to understand each of 

these concepts requires a certain intellectual development . 

Thus, it will be impossible to see the development of our 

own definition of death without also seeing the development 

-34-



*'LI __ _ 

of the intellectual and emotional tools necessary for compre-

16 hending these different concepts. We can note various 

influences on the child under ten 1 7 which will direct the 

development of ideas as they progress towards a concept of 

death. 

We can make certain statements about the child under 

three, From the moment of birth, the infant begins receiving 

impressions through his various senses,18 However, under 

the age of two months, the infant is believed to have no 

memory.1 9 
Each impression, therefore, is separate and dis-

tinct from the ones both before and after it. For instances 

if you see baby's bottle at the 6 P.M. feeding, you will 

make .certain assumptions that allow you to recognize it as 

the same physical bottle used for the 2 P.M. feeding,20 

Yet, from the baby's point of view the bottle at each feed-

ing is a different bottle; a separate and distinct bottle 

from the one before. The baby, having no memory, cannot yet 

ide~tffy the 6 P.M. bottle with the 2 P.M. bottle. It is 

only later that this connection will be made. We can observe 

the establishment of the memory when the baby begins to 

rec&gnize mother with his first smile. The baby, through 

the repeated connection of mother-being-present when his 

needs are being satisfied, begins to establish a bridge 

between the separate (in time) impressions. This bridge 
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lays the foundation for the baby's memory. At the same time, 

the repeated satisfaction of his needs by mother provides 

the baby with a sense of security and protection. 

By two months, with the establishment of the baby's 

memory, he can begin the road toward distinguishing between 

objects outside his own body and within his own body; be

tween imagined objects and real objects. 21 
This is something 

we take quite for granted, yet it is something that does have 

to be learned. For instance, did you ever dream a dream and 

think it to be "as real as life?" Then you wake up with a 

start and still you were not able to distinguish your dream 

from reality until you "got your bearings?" For the baby, 

who has not yet the experience, there is no difference between 

the image formed by reality and the 'image formed from his 

memory. 2 2 It is not until the memory-image-of-mother does 

not provide the same source of satisfaction as the real-image-

of-mother that the baby is able to distinguish between the 

two. At this time also the b~by cannot yet distinguish 

between his body and other bodies. The baby will hold and 

treat his own finger just as he would his mother's or father's 

finger. 23 
The baby has to learn through repeated experiences 

that there are different sensations to be felt when he grasps 

his own finger than when he grasps mother's finger. Again, 

this is something that must be learned by the baby. It is 

not known automatically. To understand what the baby first 

senses, recall a time when your dentist had to give you 
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Novocain to deaden your tooth. After the dental work was 

completed it was likely that your cheek or lip was still 

numb. Did you ever feel the skin that was anesthetized? 

Didn't it feel "rubbery," as if it were not a part of you; 

something separate from you? Yet it is a part of your 

body. Just as you would be unable, with your eyes closed, 

to distinguish between your numbed cheek and a piece of 

rubber, so the baby does not yet differentiate between "me" 

and "not-me" until repeated impressions point out a differ-

ence. But, eventually, through this repetition, the baby 

will distinguish between "me" and "not-me''';' between his 

inner and outer experience. With this discovery, although 

the baby does not have a "concept" of self, he has a feeling, 

an intuition, about his separate and personal existence, 

This then is the first step toward a comprehension of the 

first of the eight concepts mentioned above in order to 

understand the statement "I will die." This feeling of self 

is further strengthened when the baby is able to stand by 

himself and walk. For when the baby does this, he stands 

alone, completely separated from the 24 "not-me." Even the 

feeling of complete separation and independence develops 

slowly. This is apparent with the child who will hold 

tightly onto his own hand or a rattle as he takes his steps 

after having let go of tables and chairs for support. But 

with independent movement the baby is assured of his self 

identity and his independent existence. 
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During his first six to eighteen months, while the baby 

is assured of his own continued existence, he still has to 

learn about the continued existence of "not me," of external 

b . 25 o Jects. For when these objects, including mother and 

father, are removed from his sight, the baby has no evidence 

that these objects continue to exist. Th d . 2 6 ey isappear. 

This point is of great significance when viewed through the 

complete dependence of baby on the parent. Throughout these 

early months, when baby was hungry he would cry and mother 

would come to satisfy his hunger. Through repetition of the 

mother satisfying baby's various wants and needs, he developed 

a complete dependence on mother or father, The baby assumed 

that his mere wish or desire would conjure up mother to 

satisfy his needs, But a crises occurs when the wish is 

made and mother does not appear. Baby's life seems to hang 

in the balance until mother arrives to satisfy the need. 

Now, until the baby has proof that mother exists when she 

is not in sight, the baby will assume that he is unprotected 

and be disturbed over this fact. This anxiety over separa-

tion from the parent/protector has to be overcome.27 This 

is accomplished by learning that even though mother is out 

of sight, she is still near enough to offer protection and 

security. One author believes that the childhood game of 

''peek-a-boo" is very much more than a game in this regard. 

In this game the child learns about continued existence and 

thus gains a mastery over his separation anxiety. When the 
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parent covers the baby's face with a cloth the parent disap-

pears. The baby believing the parent to have gone out of 

existence will become frantic, gasping and thrashing to 

remove the cloth. But when the cloth is removed and the 

baby finally fixes his eyes on the parent, he will smile 

and squeal with delight, What is occurring, we are told, 

is that the child has had a brush with the "death" of a 

parent and he is overjoyed at finding the parent, source 

of security, still there. Thus, through peek-a-boo is the 

baby able to understand the continued existence of "not-me" 

objects; and he is able to deal with the anxiety caused by 

28 separation which is the baby's definition of death. 

Through the early years of childhood, separation will 

' 29 be the definition and prototype of death. Separation or 

departure will elicit ideas of death in later childhood. 30 

The idea of another person's separation can be interpreted 

in this manner by the child; you are absent and therefore 

I am abandoned. This is a complete separation which will 

go on forever. Thus you are dead and I will die for lack 

of protection and security.31 For the child whose concept 

of time is not yet developed, this separation will indeed 

seem limitless and ~bus it would fit even our criteria for 

death, i.e. absence ~of vital signs or the person himself) 

which appears irreversible for an endless future. What is 

being stated here is that prior to the age of five, certainly, 

the separation of a parent from the child is the equivalent 

of the parent being dead in the eyes of the child. 32 Further, 
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that the idea of death is conveyed with each separation. 33 

It will then become a child's task to differentiate between 

separation and death,34 That the idea of separation is 

central to the idea of death was carried to its extreme 

limits by Otto Rank. Rank saw the birth of a baby as a 

traumatic experience, It was a forced separation from the 

mother. Hence, this experience affects the individual's 

entire life by setting two desires in motion: an impulse 

to return to the womb and an impulse toward further separa-

tions from the mother. These are two competing impulses 

which produce anxiety. Thus, each later separation in life 

will set these impulses in motion toward one another with 

't . . t 35 l s accompanying anxie y. While Rank's interpretation 

might appear far-fetched to some, certainly the importance 

of the indentification of death with separation cannot be 

overstated. In trying to determine the origins of the idea 

of death, one can go back to the birth trauma, or at least 

to the notion of that first separation after the development 

of a rudimentary memory. It would be a mistake, however, to 

assume that a fear of death is coterminous with that first 

separation. The origin of an idea of death and the origin 

of a fear of death do not begin at the same point. Certainly 

there are anxious moments for the child as he awaits a return, 

but this cannot yet be called fear. The child still believes 

himself to possess some degree of control over the separation. 

I 
: : 
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We mentioned earlier that when the infant was hungry he 

wished his hunger satisfied and then mother appeared on the 

scene to fulfill that need, For the infant this was cause 

and effect ~nough so that the mere wish would bring the 

desired result. In the various separations that the infant 

undergoes, there is the wish for mother to return (to come 

back into sight) which, in fact, she does. This begins to 

confirm the belief that the separation is reversible. Thus, 

we find that many children under five view death as reversible. 36 

This is confirmed in a child's ability to come alive again 

after being shot dead while playing "cowboys and Indians." 

The game of cowboys and Indians presents to us other child-

hood conceptions of death in addition to the notion of reversi-

bility. Have you ever noticed that the child who "plays 

dead" best is the one who can be perfectly still? For the 

child who has just learned the excitement of mobility, being 

able to walk around by oneself, the idea of death must carry 

with it the opposite notions for life; that of immobility. 37 

The child while lying still may also hold his breath to give 

the appearance of not breathing. This is an attempt to negate 

those functions which the child believes important to life. 38 

Thus, for the child, besides not breathing the dead also 

might not eat, or see, or eliminate waste, all of which are 

prime importance for the young child, What these notions 

39 appear similar to for the child is sleep. Sleep duplicates 

. 11 h . d b d th 4 0 . . . ( f a t ese i eas a out ea : it is a separation ram con-

sciousness and thus the ability to sense); there is immobility; 
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there is no perception of vital life functions; and it is 

reversible. The identification of sleep with death is even 

affirmed by the Orthodox Jew, who gives thanks to God upon 

wakening that this spirit has been restored to life. 41 

While the child under five recognizes death as something 

different he is still unable to formulate definite ideas 

about death, as something distinct from life. 42 Thus death 

is often viewed as an altered state of life. 43 Some of the 

conceptions of this altered state can be the following: 

life and consciousness are attributed to the dead. 44 The 

dead can think and feel and know what is going on in the 

world. 45 Death is inevitable 46 but it is not due to natural 

causes. 47 Death is accidenta1 48 and therefore it is pre-

49 ventable. (this seeming contradiction is resolved with 

the understanding that your death is inevitable but the 

child's death is preventable). The child under five then, 

often characterizes death as reversible, a departure or 

separation, a change of environment or a form of limited 

l "f 50 i e. 

P~yQhologiQal Vevelopment 06 Idea~ about Veath: Five to 

Nivie Y ean~ Old 

Before the child was able to speak we could only make 

assumptions about how he perceived events. But with speech 

fairly well developed by this age, we can understand a great 

51 deal more about a child's perceptions of death. Many of 

the earlier childhood ideas about death are retained in this 
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period. So that death can still be something that happens, 

generally, to others; a remote possibility; associated with 

sleep, immobility and an absence of vital functions; 52 and 

represented by separation. The reversibility of death is 

ft . . d 53 . . 1 h o en maintaine until approximate y t e ages seven to 

. 54 nine. 

A new idea about death may frequently enter at this age 

level. 55 Now the child can see death in a personal form. 

Death is represented either as a separate person or it is 

identified with the dead. 56 Death is, therefore, something 

outside the child which can happen to the child. 57 Death 

will come to a young child and kill him either because "death" 

is bad-hearted or because the child did something wrong or 

was bad himself. 58 
Thus, death can be avoided by sleeping 

with the lights on so "death" cannot get near you (the child 

will see the bogey man before it gets him) or the child will 

repent his bad behavior. Thus, while death is possible, it 

becomes a remote eventuality which aan be avoided. 59 

In order to have come this far in his thinking about 

death a very important development had to take place in 

the, mental development of the child, He had to develop a 

conscience. Whereas the child began to develop a notion 

of right and wrong around the age of two years, at four or 

five he begins seriously to internalize the rules for cate-

60 gorizing right and wrong. If a child spreads corn flakes 

on the floor with which to play, it will now be his conscience, 
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something inside him which says his actions are wrong, not 

his mother, an external force. This internalized force, 

the child's conscience, will now also act as a control 

against the child's aggressive tendencies. And it is here 

that we have a possible origin for the child's fear of death. 61 

But we have skipped over many steps in order to make this 

statement. So let us backtrack for a moment. 

We mentioned earlier that the child came to associate 

his wish for something with the fulfillment of that wish. 

The mere thought was enough to bring on the deed. Therefore, 

is far as the child could tell, he was all-powerful, without 

limitations, omnipotent. As early as fifteen months limita-

tions on his physical activity would bring forth anger on 

62 the child's part. His unlimited nature brings the child 

pleasure, while imposed limits bring forth anger. Therefore, 

as the child gets older, he will look for areas in which to 

63 express his limitless nature, for this will bring him pleasure. 

The ability to destroy, for the child, is a mode of his omni-

potence, and it is often expressed in aggressive actions. A 

child may, without apparent reason, walk over to a stranger 

and kick him. 6 4 What we are viewing here is an attempt by 

the child to prove his omnipotence over the unknown stranger. 

Before the child has developed language his aggressive behavior 

is usually physical rather than verbal; before he has developed 

a conscience his aggressive behavior must be controlled 

through disciplining by a parent rather than through the 
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the self discipline of a . 6 5 conscience. But with the develop-

ment of a conscience, the child can punish himself for 

aggressive behavior on his part. Thus, in the child caught 

between two conflicting tendencies: the desire to do whatever 

he wants--to be limitless; and the drive to check his wants 

--to be limited. 

How many parents have been shocked to hear their five 

or six year old threaten to kill them or say "I wish you 

were dead?" Usually this is a child's response when the 

parent places a limit on the child; when the parent imposes 

his will on the child's will. Thus the parent makes the 

child realize his limited nature. The child then responds 

' 1 . th "I ' h d d " 6 6 aggressive y wi wis you were ea . But very often 

this .exchange takes place on a non-verbal mental level and 

the antagonists become the child and his . 67 conscience. The 

child becomes angry with his parents and he wishes that they 

would die. 68 He then murders them in his mind, for the wish 

you will remember is equivalent to the deed. But his 

conscience rebukes him for his aggressive behavior and 

threatens the child with the same . h 69 punis ment. The con-

science of a child will retaliate in a primitive way by 

seeking "an eye for an eye.u70 Thus, with the wish for the 

parent's death will come a fear of retaliation in kind. The 

child brings about the possibility of his own death.71 Here 

then is where his fear can develop. For he is certain that 

he will be punished for his aggressive behavior (the death 
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wish will bring his own death).
72 

Here, too, is where the 

"bogey-man" will come to kill him for some wrong which he 

. d 73 committe . 

Another frequent characteristic of this period is 

that around the age of seven there is a gradual understanding 

that death is universal, 74 and the total cessation of life. 75 

Insects will die, pets will die, relatives will die. With 

this realization of the universality of death, the second 

concept necessary for an understanding of the statement "I 

will die," the child may then begin to realize the third 

concept: that his own personal death is inevitable. 76 

The child may also develop an interest in the details 

about death. 77 Insects are often killed to see what happens 

to t~em, and parents are asked difficult questions. But 

the child at this stage bounces back and forth between 

logical thought and infantile (primitive) thought. Even 

though the child hears the facts, they are new and not 

fully understood. So his imagination takes over in order 

to fill up gaps in the understanding of the new facts. Thus, 

even though something is explained to the child, he will 

still maintain his own interpretations of the facts. For 

while the child is beginning to think more abstractly, his 

concepts are not well formed. Therefore, when a child is 

told that a grandparent died because he was very old, the 

child might still understand the cause of death as being due 

to Grandpa not eating (a vital function). 
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To summarize, then, this age is often characterized 

by a personification of death. Death is a direct result 

of aggressive behavior or bad conduct. It can be avoided 

at present, but death is inevitable as well as universal. 

Death is now something to be reckoned with for it denies 

a child's limitless nature. It is therefore something to 

be avoided and feared, 

P-OyQhologiQal Vevelopmen~ ofi Idea-0 Abou~ Vea~h: 

and Up 

The child of this age group has travelled a long road 

in a very short time. He has learned that his mere wishing 

for something will not automatically produce the thing it-

self; he has learned that he is a limited being and he has 

transferred the limiting authority from outside himself 

(the parent) to inside himself (conscience); and he has 

developed the intellectual tools which will allow him to 

take all the notions and ideas of these years and begin to 

integrate them into concepts and internalize them. Now 

the child can control his imagination, he can philosophize 

and understand how things work. 78 
Thus, two ideas about 

de~th are now predominant. 

79 The child sees life and death in biological terms. 

A nine year old understands that things, including humans, 

work because of certain processes. A toy might have a spring 

that breaks or a battery that has lost its power. A human 

being dies because the heart stops, because of sickness, or 

because of old age. What is now understood is that death 

is • . • 8 0 a process which happens according to certain natural laws. 
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Thus, when you get old you die, and when the heart stops 

you die. This process acts on all life, including human 

life. He can now also integrate the concepts needed to 

understand and internalize the statement "I will die. 11 

T 
. . . . 81 

herefore the un1ve~sal1ty of death is fully realized. 

Once these biological functions cease the dead can never 

be revived and death is seen as f . 1 82 ina . 

With the continued development of a child's self 

identity he can now integrate the fact of his personal 

existence in a species which has the attribute of dying, 

and the fact of the inevitability of death in the future. 

This leads him to the conclusion that death is final and 

the ultimate separation from the world. The child now 

knows what it means to say "I will die. 1183 Having come to 

this realization we can note two ideas which raise a fear 

of death: one is the fear of non-existence, 8 4 and the other 

lS the fear of "death before fulfillment. 11 85 And now to 

protect these fears, the child resorts again to imaginative 

psychological thinking and like an adult refuses to believe 

in the possibility of his self's non-existence. 

While the different childhood ideas about death are 

different from our own, they are nevertheless real for the 

child. They are real psychological beliefs because each 

idea is dependent on and consistent with a child's mental 

development. Thus, we should keep in mind for the next 
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section that each phase of development generally brings 

with it its own conception of death. And therefore the 

parent must take into account, not his own conception of 

death, but the child's concept of death in each particular 

stage. 

One more notion should be kept in mind. Throughout 

this chapter we spoke of the child. Yet the person of whom 

we were speaking was YOU. YOU were the child who went 

through this development. YOU have developed YOUR own 

ideas and fears of death because of the way YOU reacted 

to the psychological environment outlined in this chapter. 

Now as a parent or teacher it will be your task not to rush 

the child through this development to reach an "adult" 

86 
conc~pt of death, nor to prevent fears of death. A 

child must develop psychologically at his own rate. Further, 

it is impossible for the parent or teacher to prevent these 

and other fears. But what a parent can do is to help their 

child deal with his fears and be a support to the child as 

he comes to realize the inevitability of his own death. 

. ,j ; 
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IV 

TALKING TO YOUR CHILD BEFORE A DEATH OCCURS 

1 • Questions about death will inevit-

ably be asked by any child capable of speaking. Your child 

will hear you mention the word. He will see a dead bug and 

someone will tell him it is dead. Somehow, like all new 

words and ideas, your child will come across it and want 

to know what "deadn means. Since you represent (especially 

for the younger child) the sou~ce of all wisdom, your child 

will naturally come to you with his questions. So don't be 

surprised by your children's questions about death and dying. 

In fact, you should be prepared for these questions. Pre par-

ation means you being comfortable with the subject; knowing 

what questions will really be asked; and having an idea in 

your mind, ahead of time, so you can act and not react. 

That means discovering your own answers before the child 

asks them, rather than running to a child rearing book after 

the questions a~e asked. 

That was the point 

of the first section. In the first chapter we tried to make 

clear that you ARE going to die, Therefore it is to your 

advantage and your child's advantage not to fight off the 

inevitable by denying its reality. Certainly it is not 

human nature to look fo~ward to the time of one's death, 

But human nature does not justify the other exreme. Camus 

once wrote: "'Since men cannot cure death, they have made 
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up their minds not tb think about it. 1 And another author 

added, 1 ••• and they try to stop children thinking about 

. t '111 l • It is this attitude against which we are trying to 

work. 

But let us not fool ourselves by saying that just 

because we do not deny our own death we will not be uncom-

fort able. We ARE uncomfortable thinking about death. But 

we can deal with that. We can look at the sources of our 

uneasiness. That is the purpose of the third chapter. You 

were subject to many psychological and social influences 

which made you think and feel the way you do. We do not 

want you to deny your thought and your feelings. We just 

want you to understand some of the possible ways they could 

deveJ_op. The more you can think about death from a rational 

point of view, the greater will be your understanding. Under-

standing will breed an ability to have control of yourself 

and your emotions. With control you will be able to feel 

more comfortable about death-talk than you do presently. 

Another source of our feeling of uneasiness is that 

precisely because we are not comfortable, do we resort to 

religious beliefs which are untenable for us. We find it 

strange to mouth ideas which we would not believe during 

less anxious moments. Thus, the second chapter was included 

to help you sort out the religious beliefs, if any, you 

COULD authentically affirm. 
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Therefo~e, when we say that you must be comfortable, 

first, we mean that you have to face the realities of the 

universe; that by knowing the sources of your uneasiness 

you can have more control over your feelings and thus be 

more comfortable; and that by knowing what your ~eligious 

beliefs about death and dying are, you can be confident 

about what you will' be able to honestly tell your child. 

3. How you talk about d~ath i~ impontant. In fact, it 

is just as important, if not more so, than WHAT you tell 

your child about death. Remember that you communicate 

many things non-verbally to your child. For instance, you 

might always tell your child how bad it is to smoke cigarettes. 

But if you, yourself, smoke it is likely that your child 

will also. Telling your child that you wish you could 

quit will neve~ convince him of smoking's evils. Only 

the action of "quitting" will be convincing, The language 

of your actions, then, will set the tone for what you say. 

It will colo~ what you say with either truthfulness o~ 

falseness. How you say it will also communicate your 

positive and negative feelings. If you are anxious, you 

will give cause for anxiety; if you speak with fear in 

your voice, fear will be heard and adopted; if you are cold 

and clinical, your child will associate those feelings with 

death. But if you are loving, your child will be reassured. 

If you are warm and gentle your child will adopt those 

feelings and bring them forth when he faces later death-
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situations. So when you talk to your child about death 

touch him. Hold him in your arms and communicate your 

feelings--the feelings of love and warmth you have for 

your child. 

4 . You cannot pnevent fiean. No matter how protective 

you try to be by insulating your child from what you con-

sider unpleasant experiences, he will somehow come to have 

"fears.tt You cannot protect your child from all fears--

possibly by your over-protectiveness you can cause some 

fears. But no matter how hard you try, your child will 

be exposed to influences besides yourself. Therefore will 

he develop different fears. Thus, if you think that you 

will protect your child from a fear of death (or even death 

itse~f) by preventing him from coming into contact with 

death-situations or death-talk, you will be mistaken. For, 

at the very least, your avoidance of the subject will be 

interpreted by the child as "death is something that even 

my parents are afraid of, so I must be afraid too." 

But why should we even want to prevent our children 

from fearing? If anything, fear is healthy. It acts as 

a warning system which tells us that there is a situation 

with which we are not yet capable of handling. Thus it 

needs our attention to be overcome. Could you imagine 

functioning if you were not able to feel pain? You could 

burn yourself or walk on a broken ankle and not even know 

it. You would aggravate the injury. But the body warns 



you with pain, to protect you from further injury, So 

the mind will use fear. A child may fear the violence he 

sees in a movie. But later the child somehow "knows" he 

must overcome this fear. Thus do we see the child's sudden 

interest in "horror" movies. Our job, then, is not to 

prevent fears, but to help our children deal with and have 

control over the fears they will necessarily have. 

5. Even though you 

cannot eliminate it completely, you can lessen a child's 

fear of death. What the child fears is that which he 

cannot come to know or understand. Daily, the growing child 

will discover the "knowables" of life. But death is enwrapped 

in mystery. Children are aware of many things even if they 

cannot comprehend them. This awareness plus a lack of 

understanding sets an unknowable before the child. And 

what is unknown is to be feared. Thus, it becomes a prime 

responsibility to make what is unknown into something know-

able, In this way will fear be lessened. 

6. This is just re-

peating what we have already said in another way. But we 

say it again to emphasize it. By talking openly about death 

and dying, you can give your child information which will 

reduce the mystery of death. With a reduction of the 

mystery element cart come a reduction of your child's fears 

about death and dying. 
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If you do not give your child authentic information and 

feelings about death and dying, he will have to rely on 

his own imagination to fill in the gaps. A child will 

sense changes in attitude and will catch bits of information. 

If these are not organized for the child his imagination 

will organize these bits and pieces for him. The result 

can be a body of inauthentic, incorrect knowledge. For 

instance, parPnts may discuss a subject thinking their child 

to be asleep. The child hears the conversation uttered in 

whispered tones. When the child overhears the parents dis-

cussing which one of them should go out of town to attend 

the funeral of a relative, he might interpret the secrecy 

and evasiveness of the parent to mean that one of them is 

going away to die. Adult behavior and conversation is often 

confusing for the child. It behooves us then to set straight 

the confusion when it is presented to us--either through 

direct questions from the child or severe changes in his 

behavior. Mis-information should be set right as soon as· 

possible; not only with the correct information but with 

tenderness and love. 

8. As we 

mentioned in the first section, for the child under five, 

separation can be equated with death. When the mother 

leaves the infant, he does not yet know that she still exists 

even though he cannot see her. And he has no evidence to 
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know that she will return. Therefore she went out of 

existence forever, or she died, This separation (or death) 

of the mother represents a loss to the child. The child 

in this separation has lost a love-object, for the parent 

is very much a recipient of the child's love. But a mother 

or father is not the only thing a child loves. A child may 

also love a particular toy, or a blanket, or a pet. And 

the loss of any one of these favorites--these love-objects-

can create the same kind of feeling as the loss of (i.e., 

separation) a parent, The difference between the two losses 

of a love-object is not a difference in kind, but rather a 

difference of degree. Notice some time how your child 

reacts to the sudden loss of a very favorite blanket (the 

imag~ of Linus' security blanket comes to mind). Your child 

will cry over its loss, appear disoriented for a time, and 

substitutes will not suffice. With this loss comes the 

feelings which accompany separation and death. 

9. Young Qh~ld~en a~e ~UQept~ble to the &eel~ng~ 06 lo~~. 

The favorite objects of childhood are many. For this reason 

the opportunity to be subjected to feelings of loss will be 

great, But this should not lead you to think that the young 

child is going through constant periods of severe anxiety 

with the loss of every love-object. While the feelings are 

similar to the loss of a parent, let us say, they are not 

nearly as intense. For this reason, the loss of various 

love-objects can be used as experiences through which a 
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child can learn how to handle, as an adult, the loss of a 

person. You can aid your child by allowing him to follow 

his inclination and "grieve" over the loss of a favorite 

toy or a pet. The point is that these minor losses can be 

the training blocks for building an ability to cope with a 

death later in life. 

to. Talk about death with youh Qhild be6ohe thehe i-0 an 

emotional involvement. The time to talk about death with 

your child is not during the period of death of a relative 

close to the child. There are too many impediments at that 

point for you to be as helpful to your child as you can 

before such occurrences. First, the child will be under-

going an emotional shock and will not be prepared to under-

stand the events taking place. He will be disoriented; he 

will want to know why daddy abandoned him; he will be in a 

state of shock. Second, you may not be emotionally ready 

to help handle your child's difficult behavior and questions. 

You, yourself, will be searching for answers to your own 

difficult questions. How will you be able ·to answer your 

child's questions without the pat, un-thought through responses 

we are seeking to discourage? 

pared for such eventualities. 

Your child deserves to be pre

It is to everyone's advantage 

to communicate in this area while it is not inhibited by 

emotional upheavals. 

11. Thehe a.he many non- emotional ev ent-0 whiQh Qa.n be u-0 ed 

to talk about death. Your child will see a dead or dyjng 
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flower. He may see an insect no longer moving. These are 

events which can be used as starting points for discussions 

about death and dying. Point out the differences between a 

live flower and a dead one. Talk about the natural process 

of birth-life-death of a flower, or a bird. Do it gently. 

Do it while holding your child. Do it with love. But do it. 

Do not avoid talking to spare the child an "ugly" experience 

for a few more years. You do not protect your child this 

way. Help him to deal with the inevitable. 

12. TalR about death when the ehild want-0 to talR about it. 

Just because you pass a dead flower does not mean that you 

should think: "Now is the time to talk to my child about 

death." Your child will see dead things--flowers, insects, 

birds--and when he is ready he will ask you questions about 

them. He will be ready sooner than you think. The questions 

will come. You will not have to worry on that score. Our 

point is that these opportunities will arise through your 

child. So use them. Answer your child's questions, Don't 

avoid the subject; for your child will want to understand 

why you are avoiding his perfectly reasonable questions. 

If a child brings a dead bug to you, don't react in horror 

(as much as you would like to). Your child will not under-

stand it. Even worse, he will connect your horror for a 

dead insect with a horror of death. Show your child that 

the bug cannot be revived. Show him it is dead. But try 

to do this naturally, as a matter of course. 
i. 

'' )! 
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13. Tny not to give youn ~hild a whole le~tune about death 

You should only give as much of an 

·answer as the child needs at the moment. If a child brings 

a dead bug to you and asks 11 why doesn't it move," just say 

"it is dead, it is not alive anymore." If your child requires 

or seeks more information at that time he will ask another 

question as long as you are not 11 put--offish" in your tone. 

Let your child's questions be your guide. It may not be 

helpful to go too fast either. Give your child a chance to 

digest the information and the notions you have given him. 

And please don't $ell religious beliefs through these dis-

cussions, Let your religious beliefs become evident to your 

child in the way you live and in the way you act. Let your 

beliefs come to your child that way, not through discussions 

on death. There is enough for the young child in understand-

ing death itself, let alone integrating religious concepts 

with it. When questions or incidents about death and dying 

arise, answer your child's needs, not your own. 

14. When you an~wen, an~wen the night que~tion. If a child 

brings a dead insect to you and asks why it is not moving 

like the other insects, the child is asking a direct question 

and a direct answer is appropriate. But when a child asks 

"When are you going to die, Mommy?" he might be asking for 

an entirely different kind of answer. If you answer, "I 

won't die," you are lying in addition to not answering the 

question. If you answer only "not for a long time" you must 

,; .II i' 
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realize that "a long time" for a child can mean next week. 

What the young child is then asking for is reassurance that 

you will not separate from him--abandon him. At the age of 

language ability you might say "I love you very much and 

you and I will be together for a long time. You will be 

very old and I will still be with you." This type of response 11 

reassures your child of your love and continued presence. 

You will be speaking in terms he can understand and you 

will be responding honestly. But also remember that how 

you say it is just as important as what you say. So for 

both the pre-verbal and verbal child, hold him ,while you 

speak and let your feelings communicate reassurance. 

15. Hone~ty and t~uth a~e not the ~ame thing~. We frequently 

resort to the idea of "telling the truth" to a child once 

the doors have been opened to either discussions about sex 

or death. We speak of TRUTH as if it were some gigantic 

monolith, which once explained to the child will satisfy 

all curiosity and dilemnas. Yet, nothing is further from 

the truth. First I would ask, "whose truth?" Is a view 

of immortality truth? Is a view of complete annihilation 

of being truth? Is "I don't know" truth? Truth is for the 

individual. And an individual will arrive at his own truths, 

as will your child. And even granting (which we do not) 

that these are truths, are any of them helpful to your child 

in coping with and understanding death? We would contend 

that these, that truth, is not what a child needs. (Nor 

-60-
I' I 
,1, ' 

; t ! j' 
I' 1

1 

·' , 1rif -



are half-truths, or "little white lies, 11 what the child 

needs. They are the equivalent of falsehoods. As you may 

have already discovered, children have built in lie-detectors. 

Your child will sense the difference between an honest re-

sponse and a false response or an inauthentic response; 

between what a parent says and how he acts. The discl'.'epancy 

will cause the child confusion. To a child who is told to 

"always tell the truth," half truths will be difficult to 

explain). What the child does need is honesty. Honesty 

is an authentic expression of belief and feeling. Honesty 

is not an opinion but an approach which will allow the child 

to find his own way toward dealing with death. An honest 

answer to a child might begin "no one knows yet. 11 It leaves 

room for you~ child's free expression. It encourages him 

to find his own answers to life and death. Honesty reassures 

him of your credibility, your sensitivity and your sincerity. 

Honesty insures a search together with your child. 

Remember that neither you nor 

your child are philosophers or theologians. Philosophy is 

complicated enough for philosophers, let alone we layman who 

use non-technical language which can be understood in a variety 

of ways. Do you know what you mean precisely by terms like 

"ultimate reality,'"'the source of existence," or the "exist-

ential reality?" While it is possible that you might have a 

grasp of these terms, it is a certainty that your child will 

'1,, 1 
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have no comprehension of them at all. Even simple language 

is liable to be misunderstood by a child, For instance, a 

child was told that a neighbor had died in an accident. 

For several nights the child dreaded going to sleep. He 

would howl and protest to the point of hysteria. Upon 

examination it was found that the child was afraid of 

having "an accident" while he was asleep. And that, there-

fore, he would also die. The child's understanding of the 

t.erm "accident" as bed-wetting created a deep fear in the 

child. So speaking in the more "high-class" language of 

philosophy or theology will be meaningless, at best, to 

the child. Using terminology and ideas he does not under-

stand can only cause confusions and fear, When a child is 

ready for more philosophical or theological answers, he 

will transmit that readiness in his questions. Meanwhile, 

speak on the child's level, not your own. 

17, What mo~t Qh~ldnen want and need ane ~tna~ght, ~~mple 

With very young, verbal children, a parent might 

try to point out the differences between living and dead 

things. Or a parent might speak about physical facts. 

For instance, a dead bird does not breathe; it does not 

move, it does not eat; while a live bird does all these 

things. But remember, even these ideas should be given in 

short, simple bits of information. For a child is still 

likely to understand, even these notions, in his own terms, 

For older children, speak of death in terms of a natural 
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priocess. Talk simply about aging ori ideas like bodily 

changes. Tell your child about leaves of a tree dying 

which give way to new leaves later on. 

We may have given the impression 

~hus far> that all discussions between parents and children 

involve only a question or two by an inquisitive child 

followed by a short, direct statement by the parent, This, 

then concludes the matter until the next situation. While 

a discussion may very well be of this kind, remember that 

it is a DISCUSSION. That means giving your child the oppor-

tunity first to express his own theoriies about death and 

dying. While a child ~s expounding his own ideas, listen 

to him carefully. Try not to ridicule him or make him feel 

silly or foolish. Show your child 'that you respect his 

opinion. Having done this ask your child if he would now 

like you to explain your ideas. Then tactfully correct 

your child's ideas, giving him the information you possess. 

But remember to keep it simple and direct. Then why not 

ask your child if he has any more questions. Go over, 

patiently, points he would like repeated. But let your 

child and his questions be your guide on how far to continue. 

But above all, do not let yourself dominate the discussion. 

Let your child express himself. 

What was just said 

above in regard to your child's ideas applies equally well 

to your child's fears. Even though they might seem ill-

founded, even silly, to you, your child's fears are real to 

him. Treat his fears with respect, Let him express them 
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and then deal with them. If your child is afraid to sleep 

without a light or with his door closed because the bogey 

man will get him, then let him sleep with a small light on 

or with the door open. He will grow out of these needs if 

attention is not drawn to them. He will be comforted by 

your concern and sleep more easily, At this point, you 

are not being an over-indulgent parent. Rather you are 

showing your child respect. But at the same time, give 

him your reassurances. It is this that will replace-the 

light and the open door later. 

20. The death 06 a Arnall pet on animal can be made into a 

po~itive expenience. If your child's pet dies, do not try 

to dispose of it before he notices and substitute a new one 

for it. All you will have accompllshed is to put off the 

inevitable. At some time, your child will have to come 

face-to-face with the death of something or someone he loves. 

Don't tell your child that his pet has "gone to sleep" or 

been "put to sleep." It is not helpful for your child to 

equate sleep with death, Your child will fight you to the 

last inch to avoid bedtime if he thinks that by doing so he 

will die like his pet. There is nothing wrong with telling 

your child that his pet has died. If the pet was old you 

can again help your child understand the natural processes 

involved. Let your child grieve for his pet. He loved it 

and it deserves to be cried over if your child does so. Don't 

make him bottle up his emotions. Let them come out and share 

them with your child. 
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p e.:t. Don't let it get out of hand or morbid. But if the 

child is old enough allow him to have this opportunity to 

work out his feelings. By having this chance to "practice," 

your child will begin to master a death-situation and be 

more competent to deal with such situations again in the 

future. 
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TALKING TO YOUR CHILD AFTER A DEATH OCCURS 1 

22. Whe~e much love i~ inve~ted, the lo~~ i~ even g~eate~. 

While we s~id before that the difference between the loss 

of a favored toy and a parent is one of degree only, it is 

a very great difference in degree. For the young child 

his parents a~e his first love, his true love, He is com-

pletely dependent on his parents. Not yet separated, the 

child is truly a part of his parents. When one of the parents 

dies a child can feel rejected, abandoned, unwanted and 

unloved, The child will be disturbed and alarmed. He 

will be afraid. And all these emotions and feelings will 

be heightened by the upheaval in the family. The child 

will not understand the sadness and grief expressed by the 

other parent. Tensions will be built up in the child. He 

is not yet capable of finding a way to relieve these tensions 

and fears. It is at this time, more than any other, that 

the child cannot be put off with simple reassurances and 

evasive answers. These will only confuse him more and not 

relieve his tensions or anxieties, They will only be bottled 

up for a later day. 

23. Let the child take pa~t. If yours is a family that 

shares all kinds of happy moments, from the riding in a 

new car to a Bar Mitzvah celebration, then all your family 

members should share the sad moments as well. To exclude 

the child during this period of great emotional strain will 

only add to his distresses. His exclusion from the family 

circle will reinforce his feelings of loss of love; of 

! 
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abandonment. He will feel less secure and safe. These 

will then be the feelings he will associate with all deaths 

and they will come back to plague him later. 

24. Why -Oend the Qhild away to a nelative? If you need 

help in managing, have a relative come to stay with you if 

at all possible. You will not be sparing the child sadness 

by sending him away. Give the child warmth and love during 

this crisis. Let him act as a part of the family. If you 

are sitting "Shiva" or receiving callers, let your child 

help by answering the door, by taking care of the coats or 

by helping with the food. He might be in the way, but he 

will be with his family during a time of need. 

Let your child speak. 

He will have many questions, some of which we will discuss 

later, Your child will want to express himself to work his 

way out of this puzzlement. Though your grief and shock 

will be inten~e, even more than you can bear, at least YOU 

will have the mental and emotional facilities for coping 

with the crisis. The child does not yet have that capacity. 

He needs you to help him. You will have your chance to 

grieve. Help the child have his chance also. 

Let the child 

talk it out. This is especially important if the child was 

a witness to the death. Only by reliving the experience, 

by going over it repeatedly with the support of his family, 

can the child begin to manage some control over his feelings. 

Needless to say that while we want a child to express his 
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felt feelings of grief, we do not want to force the child 

into an outward expression of grief that is either unwarrented 

or incapable of being expressed by the child. Forcing an 

outward expression of grief will only serve to confuse the 

child. Nor will it add to his mental or emotional health. 

27. Chlldnen do expne~~ and wonk ou.t .theln gnlefi .thnough 

.theln behavloJt.. This will especially be the case before 

the child has a decent language ability. Thus, the child 

may not tell you of his grief nor necessarily manifest it 

in easy to understand actions. The grief can be acted out 

·in a number of ways. 

28, A Qhlld may gnleve .thnough angen. Because of the loss 

of a very precious love-object, the child will be stunned. 

And .in his disbelief, the child may act angrily and aggres-

sively. Not wanting to turn his anger inward, toward 

himself, the child might smash a toy. (It is also possible 

that because of guilt feelings, i.e., the law of Talion or 

retaliation mentioned in the first section, the child may 

identify himself with the toy. Therefore in smashing the 

toy, he is really punishing himself for his feelings of 

guilt.) It would be entirely inappropriate, therefore, 

for someone to punish the child for his outburst of aggressive 

behavior. Remember that in such traumatic times people, in 

general, do not behave "normally." Why should we then expect 

"normal" behavior from a child. So, before you think of 

punishing him, look at the circumstances and see if the 
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out-of-the-ordinary behavior is not connected with the 

out-of-the-ordinary events. 

29. Ll.:t.:tle. c.h1ld4e.11. a..:t .:t1me..6 "play de.ad." This can 

usually involve elaborate games in which the grieving child 

acts as if he is dead. This is in no way a mocking of the 

parent's death. The child is role-playing, trying to master "'(1'i' 
.. I 

ii' 1
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the situation. Don't stop your child from this and make him 

feel ashamed. Again, this will only tend to confuse him 

and bottle up his feelings. Let him express them in his 

own way. 

30. A c.h1ld m1gh.:t c.l1ng .:to .:the. l1v1ng pa.ne.n.:t. Since the 

child feels abandoned and unloved because of the death of 

a parent, he will cling to the other living parent. He 

is attempting to reassure himself that he is still secure 

and still loved. So if your child hangs on to you don't 

tell him to "stop hanging on me!" You will only reinforce 

his feelings of abandonment. Let him know that you will 

be around. Reassure him of your continued presence with 

him. 

This clinging can also be expressed in the child pes-

tering you to read him a story or play with him. Your child 

·needs the reassurance of your love. Don't deny it to him 

at the time of his greatest need. You will have your time 

alone later. Give him your full attention now. 

31. A c.h1ld m1gh.:t e.xpne..6.6 a.then 6e.e.l1ng.6 mo4e. ea.61ly handled. 

Thus your child might laugh at things that are not funny to 
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you. Or he might play, or act cruelly. The key to under-

standing strange behavior is to remember the strange 

circumstances. 

It is 

emotionally healthy for all persons to grieve at the death 

of a parent. It is a natural way to relieve tensions, 

anxieties and feelings, So it is also natural for the 

child. But grief that is expressed for an unusually long 

period of time is a sign that the child is having a greater 

difficulty than he can manage. At this point he might need 

more help than you can give him. But this is not your fault. 

It is a time of stress for you also. But be on the lookout 

for signs of unhealthy behavior. And go to a person who 

can help your child. Do this, ju~t as you would take your 

child to a doctor if you saw that he had signs of the flu. 

33. You CAN eny in 6nont 06 youn ehild. You are a human 

being too. You have as much of a need to express your grief 

as your child does, So if you feel a need to cry--GO AHEAD. 

Crying is a safety valve for your emotions. Don't bottle 

them up or they will burst out of you. And don't be afraid 

of letting your child see you crying. When he does, explain 

that you are crying because of the sadness or hurt that you 

feel. Tell him it is normal or all right for a person to 

cry when they are sad; just as a person laughs when he is 

happy. 

34. Let'~ not be a6naid to let youn tean~ eau~e youn ehild 

to eny. Cry together. Hold each other tightly. Your child 
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needs you and you just might need him. Both of you will 

endure the pain better, together. 

35. Why pnevent a ehild 6nom enying? Don't force the 

child to cry ~ither. But by no means should you stop the 

child from crying if he wants to cry. Don't tell him to 

11
act like a man." He is not a man, but a little child. 

His shoulders are not yet broad enough to stoically bear 

a "man 1 s '·' burdens. Besides we should rid ourselves of the 

notion that me~ cannot openly weep out of real emotions. 
,, '! 

A man express~s his hurt and his sorrow. So let yourself 

cry and let your child cry. Share the experience together. 

36. A ehild ean neaet to the death 06 a panent in a vaniety 

06 wayJ.i. Crying is just one of the ways a child can react. 

Rabbi Earl Grollman listed ten ways a child could react. 

A. Venial. The child will refuse to believe that the 

parent died. He will pretend it did not happen. 

He might go right on playing. A parent might feel 

relieved that the child going back to play immed-

iately "took it so well." But in reality the child 

may just be denying the death. 

The child, or you for that 

matter, may feel a tightness of the throat or 

other physical problems. For instance, an in-

ability to eat, sleep, or do work. 

'Ii: 
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If the child felt abandoned, he will feel unloved 

by the dead person. He will be angry at that 

parerit for not caring enough to say goodbye, or 

just for the act of abandonment. 

V . Gu-ll:t. The child may have at some point either 

wish~d the parent dead or believed that some bad 

behavi9r on his part was the cause of the death. 

Therefore, the child will feel guilty. Here you 

can reassure the child that he had nothing to do 

with causing the death of his parent. Since the 

child will believe himself the cause, a mere 

denial of this will not work. You have to supply 

him with anothe~ more reasonable explanation. 

We mentioned 

this before when we said that the child will turn 

his anger and aggression to objects and people 

outside of himself. Don't punish him for this 

because it may already be an act of self-punish-

ment (See #2 8). 

A child may look to others to 

replace the loss he is feeling. He may ask another 

relative if he loves him. What the child is saying 

is "I need to be convinced of people's love for me, 

will you please do that." A wise aunt or uncle will 

hold that child and tell him "YES!" 
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G. Mlmlc.lng. The child might also take on the manner-

isms and characteristics of the dead parent. He 

might put on daddy's slippers and read the news-

paper. Again, he is role playing and trying to 

gain control over the situation. 

The child will idealize 

the parent. By covering up any imperfections the 

child may be attempting to relieve his guilt 

feelings over things for which he hated the parent. 

I. Anxli:ty. The child begins to fear his own death 

and may even adopt the symptoms he believed his 

parent to have had. 

J. Pa.rile., This is a state of confusion in which the 

child does not see a possibility for a way in which 

his life can be reorganized or go on without the 

dead parent. Everything appears disoriented without 

hope of normalcy. 

Your child may experience none 

of these or any combination, But what he needs most is the 

reassurance of your love and continued presence. 

38. Should the c.hlld attend the fiune~al? No child should 

ever be forced to go when he does not want to attend. But 

certainly, any child from age seven should be allowed to 

attend. A younger child may not be able to sit still long 

enough. Further, the funeral setting may provide opportuni-

ties for questions, the answers for which will neither aid ,I I' ,, 
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nor comfort the younger child, The younger child can be 

given the feeling of taking part, however, in the business 

of the family by being given duties at home. For instance, 

he can help prepare the food at the house of mourning, But 

the older child should be allowed to participate fully. 

He is old enough to sit through the service. Questions 

will be raised by observing the funeral. He is now ready 

to understand some of the answers. Why not prepare the 

child before he goes, so he will not be shocked by what 

he sees'? Have him go with a close relative if you do not 

feel capable. Tell him that you will answer any questions 

he will have when you get back home. All this will ailow 

the older child to mourn with his family. He will be able 

to derive great comfort from his inclusion. 

So let us try to anticipate 

some of them and look at some of the possible answers. 

A. Wha~ i~ dea~h? Death is the end of life. It is 

natural and all people will die. Will you die? 

Yes, but not before both of us have lived for a 

long time together, A time long enough for us to 

do many things together; things we love to do. Or, 

biologically: death is when a person stops breath-

ing and eating and moving. Don't they get hungry? 

No, dead people don't get hungry. They are dead 

so they don't need to eat qnymore. 
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B. What make-0 people die? Dying is a part of life. 

After a long time, people get old. And when they 

are very old they can die. You are old, will you 

die soon? I love you very much and we will have 

time to do all the things we want. 

C. What happen-0 to people when they die? Whene do 

they go? Where do you think they go? I think 

they go to heaven, that's what Bobby said. Do you 

want to know what I think? OK. No one knows yet 

if there is a heaven. But we take the person and 

bury him in the ground. Why? Because a dead 

person doesn't need their body anymore. So when 

it is put in the ground it can become part of the 

earth again. 

V. Voe-0 it hunt when people ane dead? No. Once you 

are dead you cannot feel anything anymore. 

(In the 

house of mourning.) It is an old Jewish custom. 

What does it mean? Well, it is hard and it helps 

me to sit up and think about Mommy and how much we 

loved her. Would you like to sit on the bench with 

me and we can talk about Mommy? 

These were some attempts to not 

answer specific questions as much as to indicate approaches 

I in answering. Do add your own words and your own feelings. 

There is no benefit in using other peoples answers in your 

mouth unless they really express you. You are an individual 
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and so is your child. You know your child best. So remember 

to be yourself and be honest. Your child will understand 

that. Why tell your child things you will have to repudiate 

later? That is lying and your child will not understand 

that. Don't make God into the "fall guy." Let's not say 

it was God's will or that Daddy is dead because God loved him. 

Even if you do ~elieve these things your child will want to 

know why God doesn't love him. And if God does love him, 

does that mean he, too, will die? Do share both your joys 

and your grief with your child. Both of you need to share 

your feelings and each other. 

/ 
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CHAPTER IV 
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CHAPTER V 

1
rn this chapter we will be referring specifically to 

the death of a parent or a very close grandparent. Although 
the principles involved can very well be applied to helping 
your child with any death that touches him. 
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