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DEATH - AND ITS SHADOViING G CE 
"Have the gates of death been opened unto thee? 

By 

Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
&unday morning, March 27, 1957 

5th of a series of seven lectures on "Problems of Human Life eflected 
in the Bible." 



My Friends: The Books of the Bible are singularl free 

from any pre-occupation with the subject of death . Th re is a 

remarkable sanity he ce as in so matters in t~e approach to this 

subject which in some other religions occupies such a position 

of pre-eminence as to crowd every other subject into the background. 

It subordinates life itself to death. The thought of death , the 

fear of death, punishment after death, how to escape such 

punishment are the every present themes in the great religions 

of mankind . 

Not so in the Old Testament - in the Bible. The Bibles does not 

build man's faith or his ethical aspirations on the fact of death -

rather on the nature of life. God is worshiped because he is the 

God of life. He is the will, the intelligence, the purpose of 

life everlasting and men should aspire to lead the ethical life bee use 

it is the ethical life which realizes the highest potentialities of 

his being , gives him the largest measure of hap?iness and brings him 

in harmony with the God who is the source of all ethics and of all 

morality. 

The faith of the writers of the Bible is not predica ted upon 

the idea of ressurection from death or u on the belief in the 

immortality of the soul . The early writers of the books of the 

Bible know nothing about these concepts of ressurection or of 

immortality. Those who wrote after the First Exile , when the 

political life of then tion became disrupted and beset with 

much suffering and also largely because of foreign influences 

. articularly, ~ took a characteristic position on this 

subject, and refused to accept these ideas. It is only as we 
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approach the closing years of the Bible that t he. e ide·s 

become important ideas in the beliefs of these men, not · s the sina 

qua non, but as the hopes, the treasured, cherished hopes of the 

individual. 

Generally s eaking, m friends, death is accepted bJ the 

writers of the Bible as an inevitable natural f act, even as life 

itself. To them it is part of the law of universal existence. 

Both life and death are phases of one r Palit . There can be 

no birth unless t ·1ere is death. There cannot be lo re and 

reproduction in the human species unless the old make way 

for the young. The earth would soon become become so replete, so 

over-crowded with living beings so as to be unable to sustain 

them. Men and women cannot at the same t· e be p~ rents and have 

offs 0ringand be immo t al. This, ) OU ma recall, is the recondite 

and t he ~rophetic meaning of the story of the aradise hich is 

found in the Book of Genesis of the Bible . As long as dam 

and ~ve were content to live alone in the Garden of l!.den, they 

could be immortal. But as soon as they ate of the Tree of 

1\no ·ledge, which of course means the tree of sexu~l knowledge, 

they became mortal men and women - they and their ' escendents. 

And immediately follows tha t phrase : "Dust thou art · to dust 

must thou return. And so forever after, we are told in the 

Book of Genesis, th re is a flaming c-word of irrevocable destiny 

which guards the way t o the Tree of Immortal L•p 
l.~ e . 

This being the case - death being an inesca able phase 

of life - the writers of the Bible tried to impress u on eople 
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to look upon death as one of the orimary data of human exoerience, 

without undue alarm, without fear and without too much pre-occupation 

with the subject and to plan his life accordingly. That fact that 

there is a definite terminus to human existence, the f act that 

every human life has a definite human ending here upon earth gi ves 

noint ctnd urgency t ) human effort to human striving, because 
life were immortal 

if/there would be no particular point to striving. They would have 

a whole eternity. Life has a definite period of t ermination. 

"The day is short and the work is great." Therefore the human being 

must learn how to economize his days. e must l P rn the urgency 

of living. "We count our days s 0 that we will be able to 

accomplish even a small share, a small part of the work which 

is to be done." 

Among the earlier writers of the Bible, the dead ere 

looked upon, descending into the netherworld - when men died, they 

descended into a netherworld where they carried on a ghostlike 

wraith-like existence, silent, without memory, without hope. 

That realm of the netherworld was in their eyes as it was in 

the eyes of most of the neople of antiquity beyond the sovereignty 

of God -•ruled over by the King of Sheol. 

As the religious c ncepts of the oeoole ripened and 

matured, as their God-idea developed, they came to realize that 

God is a universal data and that his realm exists not only over 

the orld above but over the world below. So gradually, 

the thought developed among the eople that the God of life nd the 

God might is also the God of the dead and the God of the netherworld. 

And so we read in that magnificent Psalm 159: 
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Whither shall I go from Thy spi it? 
Or whither shall fee from Thy presence? 
If I ascend up into heaven, 

hou are there; 
If I ma~e m bed in the netherworld, 

behold, Thou art there. 
If I take the wings of the morning, 
And dwell in the uttermost parts 

of the sea; 
ven there would 'l'hy hand lead me . 

And Th r i ght hand would hold me. 
And if I say: 11Surely the darkness 

shall e11Velop me , 
And the light about me shall be 

night'; 
1ven the darkness is not too dark 

for Thee, 
But the night shineth as the day; 
The darkness is even as the light. 

"If man maketh his bed in the Shoel - God is there." And so 
in 

those wh o dwell in darkness andTthe shadow of death also dwell in God 

for God is everywhere and the dead as well as the living are in 

his keeping . "Lord, Tho hast been in our dwelling place in all 

generations." 

Does man survive death? Is the soul of man immortal? 

Does man have a personal conscious existence after the death of 

his body? This question resented itself very l ate to the .riters 

of the Bible-when c~lamities began to bef al l our nation and much 

evil and suffering came upon them and the individual could no longer 

mer ge his >ersonal destiny with that of nation, when he could no 

longer reconcile his ovn ersonal destiny with the nestin of the 

race. That is when the problem of the herafter came into the 

minds of the thinkers of ancient Israel and it wa then tha t then 

began to ask the auestion: "If a man dies , shall he live arain? 
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And in the Bible we find both answers, the negative and 

the oositive. In the Book of Job, that amazing text of so much 

that is profound in human life, we find the doctrine of immortality 

negated. In his day the idea of immortality h d not yet gained 

acceptance among the people. So Job expresses the thought that 

if he could believe that after death, all wrong w~uld be righted, 

that the fullest amends would be made for they ars of his 

suffering and privat i on on earth, then the whole problem would 

be simple for him - for the earth is only a brief spell of 

life after al l. But he says: 

For there is hope of a tree, 
If it e cut down, th ti will 

sprout again, 
And th t the tender branch th r eof 

will not cease. 
Though the root thereof wax old 

in the earth, 
And the s tock thereof die in the 

ground; 
Yet through the scent of ":ater it 

will bud, 
And put forth boughs like a ~lant. 
But man dieth, and lieth low; 
Yea, man perisheth, and ihere is he? 
As the wate s fail from the sea, 
And the river is drained dry; 
· o man lieth down and riseth not; 
Till the h~avens be no more, they 

shall not awake, 
Nor be r oused out of their sleep. 
If a man die, ma he live again? 
All the da s of m service wAuld I 

wait, 
TilJ.. my relief should come 

And again in the Book of Job, in the eventh chapter he 

pours forth the bitterness of his soul: 

0 remember that my life is a re~th; 
11ine eye shall no more see g od. 
The eye of him th t seeth me shall 
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behold me no more; 
' hile Thine e es are uoon me, 
I am gone. 

As the cloud is con urned and 
vanisheth awa:,, 

So he that goeth dov•n to the ea ve 
shall come up no more . 

He shall return no mo e to his house, 
Neither shall his olace know him 

any more. 

And so, also, in the Book of Ecclesiastes, to which I fre ,u~ntly 

referred, we have a vehement neg tion of the idea of immortality. 

an is doomed to total oblivion. And ·et in the Bible, too, we 

have this positive affirmation - in the Book of Kohelleth, 

evidently put the e by later editors : "And the dust r turneth 

to the Parth as it was and the spirit returneth unto God who 

gave it." 

You have a different concept in man books of the Bible. In the 

Book of Proverbs we have th t amazing theme : "The soul of man is 
eternal 

of the light of God, that inextinguishable/light of God, nd just as 

th tis eternal, so is the soul of man eternal . We have the same 

idea reflected in earlier chapters of Genesis . "God took o the dust d 

the earth and fashioned him and put breath into him, the s~irit of 
in 

life and that made hiil'the ima e of God'" • In the Book of Isaiah 

we find this magnificent passage : 

He will swallo up death forever; 
Anr the Lord God ill wipe away 

tears off all faces . 

In the Book of Daniel we read : "And many o them th t sleep in the dust 

of the earth shall a1 ake , some to everlasting life ... "But go thou thy 

wa till the end be, and thou shalt re t, and shalt stand up to thy 
lot, at the end of the days . " 
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And so, my Friends, increasingly as we come closer and 

closer to the fuller development of Judaism - always t he subject of 

immortality remains wrapped up in mystery. Always it remains a subject 

of faith. ~e do not know. We believe. And always we are admonished, 

believing or unbelieving in im.mortalit~, to put our supreme faith 

in God, with the God of the living and of the dead. "Th ugh I walk 

through the valley of the shadow of death, I will have no fear for 

Thou art with me, m r rod and my staff." 

My Friends, the e are some very wise things said in the 

Bible t o:.iching r:, t ' c- attitude t o the subject of de .th - how to 

regard it .:Lnd how to face it. In the ir t. place , we a ..... e admonished 

not to grieve to much over the death of departed ones , dear as they 

are to us. And this is beautifully illustrated in one of the most 

touching stories in the Bible . King David had a b9y, a lad whom 

he loved v:i th every fiber of his being . He 1;;as a l eauti ful lad 

and David loved him oveTI;helmingly. And the child fell sick and died. 

hen the child was ill, the King besought God to save the c~ild and he 

fasted and remained all night upon the cold ground and he would not 

be comforted and on the ~eventh da~ the child died. And he erv ts 

of the king were afraid to tell him because theJ feared he might 

do himself some hard. The kind read he truth on the faces of 

his serv---nts and he &sked one of them: "Is the child deed?" The 

an wer came: "The child is dead ." The king arose and washed himself 

and an ointed himself vii th oil, ch nged his apparel went into the 

House of God and orshiped, returned home and requested that bread 

be put eforehim. And he ate . His servant 11were amazed and t ey 
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auer.tioned him . The c'-1ild w et alive and o . ·sted and refu ed 

to be comforted and nov tht the child is dead yo 1 V'eep not . And 

the kin answf-red . WWhile he child v. .. s still alive , I fa f'ted and 

prayed , houinf that oer aps the Lord ·ould hnv mere' on me . 

Now he is dead . 11h efore hould I ast . Can he e brought ack 

I shall go to him . He will never come back to me . 

"One vho grieves too much: saJ the r bbis 'bhalleng the 

justice of God Almighty and calls his 1 ?, into au st4 on . n 

And there is &noth~r beautiful thought sug ected in the 

Bible , e peci lly for tho~e who hc...ve fel de£th . You knot the 

phr~ce U;ed in the Bi le fording i~ a m·~ni ice phr '"'e . They 

seldo spe f d • 'l'he· -pe .k of J b . 11 h at o ing . , - ~ man ei g gn ~re o 

his people" . A man dor not die :1lone . A ma.n does no c•tep out 

of life, to a vorld removed , alone . He joins that erdlecs Cbr van 

of time . 

That beautiful poem , "Th n top is", f .. ➔ mil i.. r to all of Jou , 

c&ptures this sens , 1hich is suggested b' the Biblical v-ri r : 

"Yet not to thine eternc..l resting-place 
halt thou re ire alone, nor couldct thou wish 

Couch more magnifice t . Thou fhl,lt lie down 
•• th atriarchs of the in t.n v.orld - with king-'· , 

The ooverful of the e rth -- the wi(:e , the good , 
Fair forms, nd ho,r~ seer Jf ages a st , 
All in one might sepulcher ." 

Do not be fraid i 

And ~till another thought i su e ed in the Bible h·t 

when Jou have lived •our life , be sati f"ed . Don 't be a. glutton of 

life . You have had our fill at the t ble in life 's br auet h 11 . 

Be ti fied ! Make room for others . Li ten to thi e tence in 
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the Bible ·hie descries hov t man dies . f8in - tbo tour 

~ th r P.br8ham: And Abrrh m expired nd died in c1 good old r 
l 

an old m n, and full of ~r a.rs and w s "'th red to r is people . II , 

No t rs, no regret~, no larr.en t • t.: ons - auietly )OU lit our 

moorin sand you il a •ay . o mo e fir s of comb'lt n h .. ,te 

and crowding and hQ;:rtaches and thorns . At 1 st, pe ce, rest, 

eternit)' - "Gathered in to his ~eo le." 

Then , fri e d s , v·e are admonished the de! th i the final 

meetine olace of 11 . One cannot bribe . o one c n bu) himfelf 

an exemption from death . In de th , ID) friends, all re eoual -

the small and the great are the ·e alike . -<:in s ,.nd debtors 

like face the bitter democrac , if ~ou ill , o ·eath . Th re 

is no snobbi hnecs in he gra e , no pride, no honor . The maC'ter 

e, 

and the servant , he tyrant and hif humble t c- ervc-nt , the we:.• 1 thi ec: t 

and the poorest go down into the r rave to share a corr.man grcive . 

"h y , hen , should mart 1 man act upon e rth as ifthese dittinc io s , 

these honors for rhich he gives his life-blood - these prejudice , 

!)Omp at re nothing else than self-delu io , :1al tr self-dece:>tion . 

ober up , man ! nd see all JOUr h nkersing and am ~tionc ~nd 

r~vings apains hat d rk damp grave Vthich is your ultim· e end . 

Be 'ourself l So e re told in the Book of i'rov rbs : "i is be er 

to go to the house of mourning than to o the house of fe tin; 

For th ti the end of all men and the living hould la it to his he rt ." 

And finall , e re advi ed not to build for our elve~ coctl 

mon ents and not hope t o bu ourselves into the reffiembrances of osterity 
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into the affections of future generations b) providing for ourselves costly 

caskets and mausoleums. That is not how men are given to immortality . 

Mos es died somewhere among the moun .ains and no one knows 

here is his burial place unto this day . The Bible says : "Womewhere 

among the unknown hills Moses found his unknor,n supulchre . " No costly 

tomb , no vast mausoleum built by the hands of man enshrined his 

immorta l remains . God , we are told , imprinted a kiss upon his lips and 

he died . And yet loses has remained the most known , the most reverred, 

the most profound friends of mankind , through hundreds of thousands ~f 

years . 

How does one build for himself immortality? Through 

service, sacrifice, suffering or others, living f or others, through 

social enterprises , social effort - tha t is ho e build for ourselves 

a remembrance among those who survive us . We mus t leave a name which 

remains sweet upon the lips of those ~ho survive . 

Because I have loved life , I shall have no sorrow to die . 
I have sent up my gladness on wings , to be lost in the blue 

of the sky . 
I have run and l eaped with the rain, I have taken the irrl 

to my breast . 
My cheek like a drowsy child to the f ace of the earth I have 

pressed . 
Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die . 
I have kissed young Love on the lips, I have heard his song 

to the end . 
I have struck my hand like a seal in the loyal hand of a 

friend . 
I have known the peace of heaven , the comfort of work 

done well . 
I have longed for death in the darkness and risen alive out 

of hell . 
Because I have loved life , I shall have no sorro to die . 
I xkd give a share of my soul to the worla where my course 

is run . 
I know that another shall finish the task I must leave undone . 
I know that no flower, no flint was in vain on the path I trod . 

As onelooks on a face througha window, through life I have 
looked on God . 

Because I have loved life , I shall have no sorrow to die . 
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A ONG OF LIVING 

Because I h~ e loved life, I shall have no sorrow ta die. 

I have sent up my gladnes on wings, to be lost in the blue 
of the sky. 

I have run and leaped with the rain, 1 have taken the wind 

to my breast. 

My cheek like a drowsy child to the face of the earth I have 
pressed . 

Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorro to die. 

I have kissed young Love on the lips, I have heard his song 
to the end. 

I have struck my hand like a seal in the loyal hand of a 
friend. 

I have knom the peace of heaven, the comfort of work 

done Vlell . 

I have longed for death in the darkness and risen alive out of 
hell. 

Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die. 

I give a share of my soul to the world where my course is 

run. 

I kno that another shall finish the task I must leave undone. 

I know that no flower, no flint w~s in vain on the path I trod. 

As one looks on a face through a window, through life I have 
looked on God. 

Because I have loved life, I sha 1 have no sorrow to die. 

Amelia Josephine Burr - 1878 



Yet not to thine eternal resting-place 

Shalt thou retire alone, nor couldst thou wish 

Couch more m gnificent . Thou shalt lie down 

'ith oatri rchs of the infant ,orld - with kings , 

The powerful of the earth -- the wise, the good, 

Fair forms, and ho ry seers of ages past, 

All in one mighty sepulcher. 

Frnm THANATOPSIS 

Will; am Cullen B ~·ant 



For there is hope of a tree, 
If it be cut down, that it will 

S )rout again, 
And that the tende r branch thereof 

will not cease. 
Though the root thereof wax old 

in the earth, 
And the stock thereof die in the 

ground; 
Yet through the scent of water it 

will bud, 
And put forth boughs like a plant. 
But man dieth, and lieth low; 
Yea, man perisheth, and where is he? 
As the wate rs fail from the sea, 
And the river i s drained dry; 
So man lieth down and riseth not; 
Till the heavens be no more, they 

shall not awake, 
Nor be roused out of their sleep. 
If a man die, may he live again? 
All the days of my s ervice would I 

wait, 
Till m relief should come 

0 remember that my life is a 
breath; 

Mine eye shal l no more see good. 
·The eye of him that seeth me shall 

behold me no more; 
While Thine eyes are upon me, 

I am gone. 
As the cloud is consumed and 

vani sheth away, 
So he that goeth down to the grave 

shall come up no more. 
He shall return no more to his house, 
Neither shall his place know him 

any more. 

JOB - Chapter 14 

0 

Q) 
JOB - Chapter 7 

I SAIAH - Chapter 25 



Whither shall I go from Thy spirit? 
Or whither shall I flee from Thy presence? 
If I ascend up into heaven, 

Thou are there; 
If I make m bed in the netherworld, 

behold, Thou art there. 
If I take the wings of the morning, 
And dwell in the uttermost parts 

of the sea ; 
Even thee rould Thy hand lead 

me . 
And Thy right hand would hold me. 
And if I say: 'Surel~ the darkness 
shall envelop me, 

And the light about me shall be 
night'; 

Even the d~rkness is not too dark 
for Thee, 

But the night shineth as the day; 
The darkne sis even as the light. 

He will swallow up de~th for ever; 
And the Lord God will wipe away 

tears off all faces . 

PSALM 139 

ISAIAH - Chapter 25 

For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; 
even one thing befalleth them; as the one dieth, so dieth the other; 
yea, they have all one bre th; so th~t man hath no pre-eminence 
above a beast; for all is vanity . All go unto one place ; all are 
of the dust , and all return to dust. Viho knoweth the spirit of 
man whether it goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast whether 
it goeth downward to the earth? 

Kohelleth 




