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Coping With Death - A Rabbi's Perspective 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 
October 6, 1976 

What I would like to tonight is to take a kind of historical overview of the 
I 

Jewish approach to death and funerals, dying. In any religious tradition the beginnings 
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• a corpse. There are very different terms for a person who is alive and a body that 

is dead. They tended to use words like a living soul, a soul which is not living or a soul 

which is dead. They call this the world and that the world to come. There is a sense 

of continuity, a sense that you can move back and forth between these two worlds. And 

the point I'd like to begin with is the point that the Jewish tradition represents the 

first tradition in the history of literate civilization1J,that is history that we can trace, 

in which a very sharp and pronounced distinction is made between life and death, be

tween our world and whatever world may lie beyond and erects in a sense an impassable 

barrier between these two worlds and I would like to deal with that idea philosophically 

and then in terms of its ritual and religious consequences. 

First, philosophically. Let me begin with the Biblical text. It's from the 

book of D ut ronomy from chapter 18: That no one be found among you who consults 

hosts or fam·liar spirits or inquires of the dead. Now that sounds as though it's ad

dress d to 19th c ntury English ladies who are prone to go to seances where they 

m . t th ir ist rs who hav gone before, to use the old euphemism. But it's very clear 

h any p opl still beli ve that the dead are restless. After all, Alfred Hitchcock 

couldn't h v mad million if we w ren 't still in a sense given to that shiver that 

h r ay b ho ts. But he re the Bible, three thousand or more year• ago, says 

on' con lt th m. It do an 't say that the H brews are not a auperatitioua people, 

if th y r totally without superstition they would not have had the rule, but it does 

y h t th i to b a barrier b tw n thi world and whatever li • beyond and this 

b is not to b cross d And, a m tt r of f ct, th Blblic 1 text again and 

ain f s to that fact In th book of Job w r d: A• the cloud die ipatea and 
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he 
vanishe s so that goes down to the grave never again come up. He shall no more return 

to his home. His place shall know him no more. Once you're dead, that's it as far as 

life is concerned. And on level then the dead are dead and a funeral does not have to 

be what m ost ancient funerals were, a way of insuring that the dead would stay dead, 

that they wouldn't walk among the living, that they wouldn't rap on windows and scare 

the bejabb e rs after us, they wouldn't come back and haunt us with guilt, whatever it 

may be. 

One of the reasons that ancient funerals were so formal, so filled with incan-

tations, magica l rites - read the Egyptian book of the dead and you'll come across whole 

long paragraphs which tell the priest that he is to take four steps forward and wave 

the incense th r ee times back and forth towards the east and towards the west, precisely 

how that incense i s to b e made and he's to recite a precise formula to a specific number 

of gods; they used t o take four steps back and repeat the performance different ways 

and two steps to the sid e and then perform certain sacrifices and on and on. Now, the 

Biblical tradition knew no sacrifices associated with a funeral or with death. It knew 

no incantations, no charm s, no magical formulae, no funeral formulae which were to 

b r cited to k ep the d e ad dead. Some of you may know that a lot of the tomb stones 

·n En land hav RIP, Re st In Peace, on them and we tend to think that's a rather sweet 

hop th t th y should res t quietly, though it waietJlx in a sense in an imperative mode -

r t Ln p ac , r st the r e , don't you dare get up and come back and haunt us, And one 

o th r asons w have tom b stones is because it's a atone, it's a weight, to keep the 

body, the ghost, down the r e . There are all kinds of laws in moat cultures that pro

ibi th r moval of ston e s, - you know, tombstone• are taboo, you're not allowed to 

mov it b caus if you do suddenly something may happen. So, in one sense this idea 

th t you' r not to have seance s, you' re not to consult the dead, is a tribute to a culture, 
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not that the culture freed itself on the folk level from superstition, but a culture which 

had created a barrier between the land of the living and the land of the dead. That 

barrier was not to be crossed either way, that is, the dead were not to come back to the 

land of the living to haunt us and the living, and the things of the living, were not to go 

down the land of the dead. That sounds equally simple until we begin to look at it. 

Those who do archeology know that their greatest finds come when they can 

find a tomb, a tomb which hasn't been robbed over the centuries by someone because 

the ancients, for the most part, put into the tomb all of the implements of life - jewels, 

pots and pans, mirrors, armour, swords, food. Among very primitive people they 

would even slaughter the wives and the servants and animals, the favorite horse of the 

noble - all because they assumed that the land of the dead was a negative image, if 

you will, the negative of which our life is the positive. It was almost identical to our 

life but a little bit different. And one took down from the land of the living to the land 

of the d ad all the things which one had in this world. Now the pomp and circumstance 

of Egypt, Syria and Babylon tombs is well known. But it was prevalent throughout 

the anci nt Middl East. One of the fascinating things that archeology has told us is 

that you can almost predict when you've come across an Israelite tomb as opposed 

to a Canaanit tomb b caus th things that you find there were much fewer, rarer 

nd i pl r. And it's not to say that the Hebrews from the very beginning did away 

i h 11 of this, but it is to say that it was clear in their minds that the land of the 

d d a diff r nt than this land, and what you '11 find in 9th or 8th or 7th century 

omb in I a 1 ar littl clay lamp , maybe a pot or two, perhapa a very aimple 

i c of j w lry and th cloth in which the peraon wa buri db c uae the per on 

l y bu i d dr 88 d, but th t' it. And it' v ry cl r th t from the beginning th 



5 

funeral was not looked upon as a way to prepare the corpse for the journey into the 

land of the dead and for their life in that land. You don't have as you have in Chinese 

tombs the carriage and the horse; you don't have as you have in Egyptian tombs the 

great river boat to carry you down the Nile; you don't have as you have in the Syrian 

tombs the great war chariot to carry you into the heavens. What you have are the bones 

and one of the things that we discover about Israelite burials, about Israelite traditions, 

is that the funeral becomes for the first time almost modern in the sense that it is not 

for the dead either to protect them in the next life or to protect us'from them in this 

life, but it is for the mourners, for those who survive. "Naked came I from my mother's 

womb and naked shall I return there, the Lord gives, the Lord takes away, blessed be 

the m.ame of the Lo rd. " 

The land of the dead, shaol, , a word which is Biblical, it was Canaanite 

originally, it's sort of a nether world or literally an underworld. Biblical man lived 

in a tim when science told him that the world was flat like a piece of toast floating on 

a reat sea that floated in a bowl and over this all was the firmament, and around it 

th heavens, there were little doors in the heavens and that's how the rain came down; 

th un and th moon sort of hung down from here, the gods were in thrones up here, 

th s w r th mountains, the pillars that held up the earth and under here was a 

kind of shadow world. You went literally down into ahaol, but the Bible makes very 

li l attempt to describe shaol, it assumes it, it was part of its world and what it 

do i to say, once you've crossed you shall not come back again. 

Now, one of the fascinating things again, if you look at Egyptian culture you 

ind a ood bit of lit rature that has come down to ua is literature which has to do with 

un rals, th organization of funerals, embalming, the methods of embalming, the 

ys of k ping th dead dead and o on. The Book of the Dead, that'• one of the great 
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texts of Egyptian literature. The same thing was true of all the Mesap otamian cultures. 

If you look at the Bible, the Bible is full of law, torot. Not , ,a single law in the Bible 

tells us how t o organize a funeral, what we must do, how long we should mourn, what 

mourning cons ists of, not a single rule governs which is to say that the Hebrews were 

not concerned w ith the sacral nature of this whole process. They didn't have to perform 

magic, either for the sake of the dead or for the sake of the living around the funeral. 

What they did, in a s ense, conformed to human need. Now that's not to say we don't 

know very much about how they went about burying their dead. We do know, but it's 

sort of inter alia, it comes to us by tales they tell of their own lives, more than in 

terms of rules and r egulations . And the Jewish burial customs and funeral customs and 

mourning customs ha ve changed over the generations and been flexible over the genera

tions and they ar changin g now. There's nothing strange about that because from the 

very beginnin they confo r med to need, our need, the n eed of the living. God has 

taken back to his own one w ho i s of his own, we trust that God will be as gracious to 

them in d ath as in lif and whate ve r happens at the funeral happens for us, 

Now how did the a ncient Israe lites bury their dead? First of all, they buried 

h a th y found th m, that is, without a coffin, simply put them in the ground, or 

th y ould put th rn into the a ntecham ber of a burial cave, Usually a clan had a 

buria cav , i had an ant chamb e r whe r e the new bodies were kept and then some 

b c r a with nich s. Arter th e fl e sh had decompoa d, the dust had returned to 

h du t, th y would coll ct the bon es a nd they would put them each in ita own niche 

nd that' th way things would be k pt and the cave would b ae led by a atone or 

0 pp opriat s al and th re might or might not b tone tele, a matzevah, 

h ibl calls it, still us th ord matz v b for tomb ton , but it bad no 

in c ipti n and no writing and non m on it. It w lmply the lgn th t this waa a 
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fune ral cave and, therefore, taboo, a place that you stayed out of. They made no 

attempt to use coffins, they were interested in letting the body decompose. Indeed, 

coffins come into Jewish life very late, throughout the medieval European experience, 

where th e y were forced often by the law of the land to use coffins. What they would do, 

they would ha ve a coffin and just before they put the coffin in the grave they would loosen 

the bottom board because the coffin was simply essentially a cover and the body could 

then simply de compose to the earth. And if they would see our modern steel coffins, 

metal coffin s s e t inside lead sealed boxes they would be aghast because this is a concern 

with the keep in g of the body sort of intact as it was in life and as I said from the be

ginning they we r e ve ry clear about the fact that the next life was very different from 

this one. They d id not embalm, they tended to pour some rose water or some incense 

over a corpse b e caus e corpses do smell - it was simply a matter of airwick in the 

kitchen, but they d id not embalm, they made no attempt to prettyfy, they made no at

tempt to keep t h e body as it had been before, not that that art wasn't known, it's one 

of the most ancient of t h e arts of man as we know from the Egyptians who were very 

skilled at this. T h e r e was no attempt made to have priests or ecclesiastics deal with 

h d ad In Egypt and in Syria only the priests could deal with the dead. You had 

a p of s ional class b e cause i t was a matter of honor. In Israel, per contra, in the 

r v rs , a pri st cou ld not defile himself with the dead. To this day in orthodox tra

ition a kohan will not ent r a graveyard. The body was putrefying, therefore, it 

a ourc of contagion, t he refore, those who were holy stayed from it rather than 

b in involved with it. The r e was no attempt to do anything for the body except to 

lo i o d compos and to allow i.t to d compo e a■ quickly a ■ it could. It was 
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placed in the ground, usually by the eldest son. He did nothing for it except to see 

that it was modestly clothed and then he was responsible at the end of the year or 

some period of time to come to collect the bones and to keep them together. 

The rites were simple and they centered around two phenomenon: the first 

is kenan or lamentation; and the second was libayah or a procession. There was no 

funeral service as we now have it. What there was essentially a thronging of people 

and usually there was a professional class of people who wailed, who recited laments. 

Now a lament becomes a technical term, it's a term for a funeral dirge and some of 

them are quite beautiful. We have one famous one in the Bible which is a dirge that 

David is supposed to have sung over Saul and Jonathan when they were killed in the 

battle of the Philistines. 

0 prince of Israel, laid low in death! 
How are the men of war fallen! 

Tell it not in Gath, 
proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon, 
lest the Philistine women rejoice, 
lest the daughters of the uncircumcised exult. 

Hills of Gilboa, let no dew or rain fall on you, 
no showers on the uplands! 
For th r the shields of the warriors lie tarnished, 
and the shi ld of Saul, no longer bright with oil. 
Th bow of Jonathan never held back 
from the breast of the foreman, from the blood of the slain; 
th sword of Saul never returned 
empty to the scabbard. 

D lightful and dearly loved were Saul and Jonathan; 
in lif , ind ath, they were not parted. 
They were swifter than eagles, 
stranger than lions. 

W p for Saul, 0 daughters of Iara 11 
who cloth d you in scarlet and rich mbrolderle1, 
who spangled your dreas with jewel• of gold. 
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How are the men of war fallen, fallen on the field! 
0 Jonathan, laid low in death! 
I grieve for you, Jonathan my brother; 
dear and delightful you were to me; 
your love for me was wonderful, 
surpassing the love of women. 

F allen, fallen are the men of war; 
a nd their armour left on the field. 

Now these lamentations were sung largely by choruses of women or by a single woman, 

often to the a ccompaniment of a flute and they stimulated in some way the release of 

grief. The early rabbis tell us that the simple people tended to wail in a sound that 

reminded them of the call of the jackal or the shrill piercing call of an ostrich. I 

don't know wha t an ostrich sounds like, but I can imagine the wail of a jackal. And they 

tried to stimulate the expression of emotions, not to hold them back, but to let them 

loose and let them go. And the essence of the funeral was not anything done for the 

dead or any acts of tha t kind, but a procession in which the community, the family, 

accompanied the dea d t o the grave site or to the cave or to wherever it would be. And 

it was a sens of community, it was a sense of being together, and to this day in tra

ditional circl s as in Europe they used to take off and hold the hat over their heart as 

a i n of resp ct for the dead, the way Jews did when the procession made a circuitous 

way through the small st r eets of the city, so would pass as many people as it could, 

h n v r it came by where you were you were to take four steps going along the same 

y th proc ssion as a sign that you were symbolically joining the community of 

h mou n rs. It's the sense that grief is the loneliest of emotion• and what we need 

durin i f i the r info r cement of family, the reinforcement of friendship, the re-

n ore m nt of community. And the leviyah, th ff brew word for a funeral, mean• 

o hin mor than that, community, proce ion, being p rt of. 
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Now again, when we look at the Bible the Bible tells us how these things 

were done, but gives us no law governing the funeral or mourning save what we are 

not to do, int e restingly. It says that we are not to shave our heads; we are not to 

jab at our b e ards; we are not to mutilate our flesh or to cut our flesh; that's the only 

law in the Bib le which governs grief and mourning. And what it says essentially is do 

not mourn to exc e ss. The Jews took the sense that you often see in a person whose 

emotional and hurt and grief and that is that they begin to tear at themselves and pull 

at their hair and the y took this and they made a prohibition against anything which 

it 
would in any wa y da m age you and turned it into the tradition which we call kariah -

the word means to cut and v irtually they would cut the garment on the left side near 

th heart if it were a parent ; on the right side if it were some other near relative; 

and this was a surroga te for self-mutilation. It was a limit to the cutting that you were 

allowed to do and almos t eve rything a funeral announces let it loose, but at the same 

time within limits. There' s a time limit to all that we do as Jews around grief and 

mournin . We're to let ours e l ves go but within limits - seven days, deep grief -

30 day , a 1 ss r period of g r ief - 11 months or a year to the yahrzeit and then back 

0 ythin . Gri f and mou rning have stages. There are definite limits to what 

hould allow ours lves . We should do it, but within certain controls. Per-

n n • f i not h J wish way, the way that you see in the Arab world, in the 

Indi n orld, h r wh n a woman's husband died she put herself in widow's clothes 

h ay d that way for th r est of her life, ah announced life was over. For the 

J lif wa n't ov r, man or w om an. Grief wa aimply part of life and meant to carry 

0 . 

ow it mad th Bib lic 1 v i w of ri f 

in 11 bu on r p ct and th t on r p ct 1 o I ro 

m r ther mod rn, and they were, 

oat of oar theology, oat of oar 
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doctrine of the covenant. You know that the basis of our tradition is that man has ac-

cepted a covenant with God, God has stipulated He will protect us and He will protect 

the people of Israel, encourage us and be with us provided we obey His law and at 

Sinai that compact presumably was sealed and acclaimed. Now the implication of 

this i.s that i.f we obey the law all wi.11 be with us. If we fail the law we will be punished. 

If you are willing and obed i.ent you shall eat the good of the land. If you are unwilling 

and sinful you shall be driven from the land. And what grew out of that was the idea 

that all the misfortunes of life come on us because of our sins and we saw the excess 

of this to a certain degree during the years of the Holocaust when there were still 

becaus~ of 
Jews, pious Jews in Europe, who could believe that somehow thetr sins or the sins 

of their anc stors God was still punishing them in this way with galut and Hitler and 

ev rything else. But the depth of this idea meant that the person who was ill, or the 

person who had died, had somehow sinned and the dead person was somehow declared 

to be guilty. H was under reproach, to use the Talmudic phrase. That's an unfortunate 

id a b caus it simply incr ases th s nse of desertion. I've often heard someone 

0 

d 

. 
l 

C 

ay, ho could h do this to me, as though anyone willingly died to desert their wife 

OU 

. 
l 

ho v r l it was, and it gave the sense that one had to do som hinge for the 

b C u th y hadn't had a chance to repent and undo them themselves. And there 

th t old di val superstition that one ought to say kaddish because kaddish 

imply p ay r which magnifies and glorifies God, but because it is an inter-

y ay 

p d th 

0 l 

to God on behalf of our dead, and if w ay kaddish often enough you 

into th h avenly gates. And why do w ay kaddish for eleven months 

onth ? B c u non of u want to y, according to the old up ratition, 
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that our beloved needed us to have to say kaddish the full twelve months in order to 

get them to heaven. They couldn't have been that bad. 

Now, unfortunately, this sense that death is somehow a product of sin, of 

guilt, of failure, on the one hand is simply the statement there is no man so righteous 

on earth that he sins not. It's at the basis of Job's argument with God, really. Job 

says I can't be so guilty that I deserve this, and no one is obviously so guilty, really, 

that they deserve death. And so the question is, how do we handle this? Now, the 

Jewish tradition handled this by, I'm afraid to say it, I have to say it, it's true, by 

simply affirming it. They made all sort of nice little stories about it. The angel of 

death could not int rude upon a person as long as that person was studying, doing a 

mitzvah, as long as that person was giving charity, as long as somebody was studying 

for that person; that's why you have the old superstition if somebody's deathly ill you 

get a few people around to say tehillah and to say the psalm or some other holy book 

and the an el of death can't pass through that curtain of righteous acts to take the soul. 

And ther 's on lovely story in the Talmud , an old, old sage lived a full life and was 

desp rately ill and full of pain was dying on his death bed, and his pupils, his disciples, 

loved him so much they didn't want him to go and there he was gasping in pain, semi-

con ciou , but th y w r r citing from the Talmud and the angel of death couldn't 

t in. So an old r tainer in the house, an old woman, went up on the roof. She took 

r at bi pot and sh thr w it off the roof on to the ground and it made a big explosion 

and 11 th discipl s ran to th window to see what had happened, and in that instant 

n 1 of d ath go in and took th soul. Now, those make nice stories, but, un-

fo t nat ly, his id a that death is somehow related to sin is one that works against us 
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when we try to counsel, particularly within the traditional community. I remember 

years ago a child died and I couldn't convince one of the grandmothers that the parents 

hadn't somehow sinned. She had had a long-standing battle with her daughter-in-law 

and she knew it was because of that the child had died. That's a murderous kind of idea. 

I understand how it begins and what it means, but in that way the traditional Jewish 

approach to grief and death is an unfortunate one. 

of 
So our tradition in the first instance crel:es this awareness, the distinction 

between life and death in a much more clear and sharper way than ever before. It 

insists that the two worlds are separate. It insists that God takes care of this world. 

This is part of the things we're not to worry too much about, worry about life, and it 

also puts us under the problem of guilt. It changes the funeral into something which 

exists for the living rather than for the dead. And I think you can see how these things 

work themselves out in the modern position, if you have specific questions I'll try and 

answer th m later. But let me try and say now a few things about the larger philosophic 

ideas and th re are really four. 

The first, I say, is this,life to the Israelite was preferable than death. The 

econd i don't speculate about death too much. The third is death is not pain, but the 

nd of pain; and, finally, whatever lies in the world beyond is up to God and not up to us. 

Thos four ideas beg in to emerge in Biblical times and become baa ic in the J ewiah 

cultural unconscious. Life is preferable to death. Moat religious traditions have denied 

ha . Th y'v reversed it, death is preferable to life. Thia is a via de la roaa, a way 

oft ars, a way to the next world. Thia life is brief, it'• brui■ ing, it'• difficult, it'• 

ill d with d ath and illne • and cata troph and dla ter. You know, we can look forward 

o n 80-90 year lif span, th y could look forw rd to 25-30 ye r life ■pan, thr e 

au of th ir five childr n w r going to di b for th I of ■ix, it' under■tandable 
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how the a n cient man looked on this life as miserable and assumed that death was pref

erable to life. Not the Biblical man, to him life was preferable to death. Better a live 

dog than a dead lion, it's an old line from the book of Proverbs. There was no cult of 

martyrdom developed by our people. It's no great virtue to die for your faith, the 

test is to live for your faith, if you have to die, die only because there's no other alter

native. The tyrant says if you don't murder someone I'm going to kill you, but don't 

die because you' r e looking for a martyr's death. There's no particular virtue in that. 

King Hezekiah was d eathly sick and the Bible puts this prayer in his mouth: "O Lord, 

restore me to health, l e t me live, Shaol cannot thank you, death cannot praise you, 

the living, the living, only He can thank you as I do this day. " The emphasis on the 

possibilities of life , that life i s preferable to death. 

Secondly, do not spend too much speculating about what lies beyond the range 

of mortal vision. It's on e thing to organize a p rogram such as this where we're going 

to deal with what w go through when someone we love dies, but what happens to that 

someone when he or sh dies w e simply don't know. We may have a concept by faith, 

by hop , but we don't know. And the rabbis said to their people, look at the second 

L t r of th alphabet which is the first letter of the Bible, boreshete, it's got a line 

on op and a lin in back and a line b e low. Don't speculate too much on what happens 

b o you w r born, what happens after you die, the going up, or whether you '11 go 

do n, don't orry about tho e thing too much, worry about what lies ahead or you, 

. 
l lf, hat' th thing on which you ought to concentrate. There ia no myatery, 

o nosis, in th J wi h r dition. W h d no p ci 1 knowledge about immortality, 

11 . In mediev 1 time we b d rabbi■ bou hat h av n look lik b th 11 loo 
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and poet s who, like Dante, described heaven and hell, it was simply part of the medieval 

world. Biblical man had no specific vision of what Shao! was like; rabbinic man had one, 

or began t o develop one, and modern man I think has lost it, but to the Jew it really 

doesn't m a tte r that much. Those are speculative. The real test is what you do with life 

and please, the Bible in a sense tells us, don't worry yourself too much trying to know 

what lies b e yon d. Nobody knows. Whatever you want to believe, okay, but remember, 

it's a matter of faith. 

And, f inally, that death is not pain but the cessation of pain. There's nothing 

to be afraid of in d eath. Pain is a fearsome thing. The dead are at peace. The Biblical 

phrase is they sleep w ith their fathers, a nice verb, they are at peace, their pain is over. 

When Job complains about his fate the Bible puts these words into his mouth: "Now 

should I have lain still and quiet, I would have slept and I would have had rest. " Sleep, 

rest, calm, quiet. Death i s not to be feared Life is sometimes to be feared, but 

never death, and Jews from the beginning have tried to understand that fact and to 

liv without the f ar of dea t h . And I can tell you that time and again I'm in the hospital, 

a rticula rly with th lderly p eople, and they say to me, you know, I have no fear, 

I'm r ady, o ven I wish it would come. And it's their children and their grandchildren 

ho p ayin , no, no, no, and sometimes the no only means I want more pain, more 

n ui h, mo indi nity, lack of dignity rather, for my parents. We've learned as a 

opl rom lon histo ry not to be afraid of death. 

ow, iv n those fi r t three concept , we'v had a ■ort of vari d history 

ou h last on , th que t ion that I get ak d I think more often than any other rabbi, 

h J ws b li v about li r thi on . I 

allop a h r h n h h d don , h ld, 

inter ■ted th other night when 

tudy of r li1ioua attitud • in 
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America and the two questions he asked were do you believe in God and what do you 

believe about a life after death, as though you can't be religious and not feel that there 

may be only this life. Well, Jews have been this way. Biblical man believed that there 

was a kind of shadow world, different from this one, the dead lived there pretty much 

in the family groups they'd lived in now, but what life consisted of they weren't quite 

sure and they didn't very much define it, didn't spend very much time thinking about it. 

They had no belief in resurrection. They had no belief in the immortality of the soul 

because there was that clear division between these two worlds. What they were certain 

of was God would not abandon them there any more than he would abandon them here. 

1n 
Late in Biblical times, around the second century, we begin hearing Zachariah 

in the book of Daniel the doctrine of resurrection. Some will be restored to life and 

it IS 
some will suffer for their sins. It's a physical resurrection of body and soul; the idea 

that the human being comes back in some way which is relatively the way in which he 

has lived, that resurrection will take place in the Holy Land, therefore, the old medieval 

cone pt of burying a little bit of the Holy Land and soil with the dead as a kind of 

tok n of wher th y will be reborn, but they will be reborn very much as they had been 

in this life, th r for , the prohibition against cremation, it destroys the bones and 

w b gin to s around th second and first century a much greater attention made to 

k pin th hon s tog th r Up to that time all the bones had to be collected, everybody 

had to b buri d, that was only appropriate, it was only proper, but now everybody's 

hon h d to b k pt s parat and you begin to get what they call ossuaries, these little 

ho , u ually ston or metal, in which a particular person's bones we re kept because 

y nt d to k p th hon s s pa rate, that my big toe and yours shouldn't get mixed 

p h n t orld. And soon you begin to see they are putting names on these boxes, 

1 t th n 1 of d ath or the angel of rebirth mixes up the two of us and gives me the 



17 

wrong name when I come back. Now this concept of resurrecti~n becomes the dominant 

one in rabbinic Judaism. Life to the dead - you can have your own ways of looking at it 

but Jews by and large did not accept the Greek born category which separated body and 

soul and, therefore, though many came to this idea later, they tended to believe more 

in the resurrection of the entire person than they did in what we call the immortality 

of the soul, that is, that the physical is somehow evil, flesh is bad, it should stay dead, 

that only the spirit part of you should come back to life again. 

In the 19th century reform Judaism looked upon the concept of resurrection 

as kind of medieval and so they made a virtue in the Pittsburgh platform of the concept 

of the immortality of the soul. In the 20th century, in our newest prayer book which 

has just come out, it's fascinating because you know there are these little paragraphs 

before the kaddish which talk about life and death and about the leaves falling from the 

tree and so on; they have five different paragraphs in there, each one now expressing 

a different view. One talks about resurrection; one talks about the immortality of the 

soul; on says we live on in our good deeds; one says we don't live on, all we have is 

h re and now; which is to say we've gone back, really, to the Biblical position that 

w hav this lif and w know a good bit about it and we have great faith in God. And 

just as I can't r m mb r any kind of pain in those eons of time that existed before 1928 

wh n I was born, so I'm sur I'm not going to have eons of pain after whatever year 

i is h n I • ill b gath r d to my fathers, to use the Biblical phrase. 

And th r you hav , really, the broad perspective in which the Jewish tra

dition d v lop d and framed its ideas about life, death, the funeral. Let me review 

h m Th orld of th livin and the dead are separate and distinguished. The dead 

ill not com back to us, th living, and nothing we can do for the dead will make 

th m y mor comfortabl where they are, which I translate to mean a funeral should 
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take place and fit the needs of the individuals who are still alive, which I translate to 

mean that we don't have to provide the most expensive this, that and the other thing 

to speed our dead into the world beyond, which I also translate to mean that there is 

j:ust as I care d appropriately for all those whom I love in this life I will not simply 

turn my back to them before they are in some way put into the ground, laid to rest. 

I'm not going to believe in ghosts and I'm not going to believe in all kinds of necromancy 

and so on. I a m not going to be concerned that I say the kaddish nor to speed my 

parents or m y lo ved ones into heaven, God will take that to His own, and I will say 

the kaddish and I will perform the rites that I need to perform because they serve me, 

because I need ways of acting out and living through my grief, and these rites and rituals 

are useful to me in that respect. 

Secondly , that I am going to abandon completely the whole concept that 

somehow death is ass oc iated with guilt, sin. Dea th is natural. I'm going to accept the 

other Biblical view of d e a t h - Dust thou art and to dust thou shalt return - and not the 

covenant view of dea th. I am going to try and train the next generation to understand 

that, that death has noth ing to do with the quality of one's life except that sometimes we 

can abus our bodies in a way that speeds death, but that essentially the fact of death, 

th gross fact, is on of th o s e natural things which we must learn simply to expect 

and to us th term of this course, to cope with. 

And, finally, th e r e 's nothing to be afraid of in death, and that those who have 

on b for to death are at peace It's we who are lonely and we who are still troubled 

and we who n ed courses l ike this, we who need to think about it and to read about it 

nd work our minds around to deal with it. And that's why we have the course and 

h t' a ood bit of my time i s spent the way it ia. I think that's enough for a starter. 

I'd v ry much like to have your questions, your reactions, we'll begin. 
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Questions 

The question is, what does modern Judaism believe about the donation of 

organs, transplants, and so on. The answer is this. Traditional Judaism, I like to 

begin in th e past and - tape turned over - continues: or an informer's ear would be 

cut off and it became symbolic, in the unconscious it became a mark of respect, of 

honor, for someone you love to see that the entire body intact was buried. The Bible 

says that even a criminal was to be cut down from the jibit and to be given an appropriate 

burial. So there i s in the tradition, given its time and its place, a reserve about issues 

of this kind. On top of it they grew up in a time when medicine was a black art, you 

know, if you went to a doctor it was because you had given up all hope and he might 

speed you into death more than he was going to keep you alive. Now, the tradition, 

therefore, does n ot g ive you much good advice on how to deal with this. My own feeling 

is that whatever we can do that helps another should be done. I think a lot of people 

today have a kind of r om antic idea of how useful the o rgans of their body are going to 

be to other people. You'd be surprised how hard it is to donate a body to science, and 

I think also, I make one other point, that after you have made this decision in your 

o ·n mind and you can live with it, you better make sure that your heirs can live with 

it, that thos who r ally lo ve you can because you' re not going to have to live with the 

d ci ion, l t's put it that way, you' re going to be dead, and they're going to have to 

liv with th ns of loss, the s ense of abandonment, not having done the right thing, 

hat v it is. So, two things , thinking along these lines, make sure that you get 

o th appropriat a ncies and g e t the appropriate card• and get them filled out ap

ropriately, so somebody know• about it and Z) make 1ure that tho1e who are closest 

to you ill a r with you in thia. If they don't vigorou ly they can atop it in any case 

b caus you los l al o n r h ip of your body once you dl , it pa■ to your heir■. 

And condly, mor importantly, motlon lly nd p ycbolo1lc lly, they hould 
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understand. It's interesting, but more than once in the last few years, on this issue 

and on the issue of autopsy I know very clearly that people have said to me I believe 

in autopsy, I believe in the iris transplant or whatever it is, and the children have 

been the ones who have been shocked by the suggestion and have put their foot down, 

and you have very little time to counsel or to work with between the time of death and 

the time the transplant needs to take place and the time of the funeral. So it's more 

than simply your deciding that you want to do this. It's a question of bringing the 

whole family into it and getting agreement. 

One of the nice things about Judaims to me is that I look on it as a kind of 

evolution, as a growing tradition, and the beginnings are important because they 

brought a transformation of religious values to the world. We're growing, we're 

evolving, we're like a great river, we're not back at the beginning. We're not Biblical 

people. Whatever we do about our dead we're not going to bury them as Biblical man. 

He's dead When my father died I didn't take his body and put it out in the back yard 

for a year and then collect the bones and put them in a cave some place, but that's 

exactly what my obligation would have been if I had been the eldest son of a father 

say in the year 450 B. C. 

The question is what is the reason for the orthodox tradition for prayers to 

b aid all night, or at least until the body is buried, A great number of the tra

ditions go back to all kinds of superstition, There was a tradition, for instance, that 

imm diately after the death you opened the window and closed it quickly so that the 

oul could g t out and leave the house and then close it ao that the ghosts couldn't 

t back in. There was a tradition that you'd overturn the furniture in the house, 

Thi wa th id a that you didn't want to leave th house too comfortable for the ghost 

o g t back in. You cloa d the eye of the d ad which 10 • b ck to n old Biblical 
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Roman idea that the soul actually is in the eye and when the soul has gone the door 

should be closed so the ghost can't get back in. Again, the saying of psalms around 

the body is one of these protective devices to protect the house from the spirit of the 

dead or the dead from the evil spirits that are about. There are a lot of these -

the turning of the mirror to the wall, again, originally it was to keep the spirits that 

dwell in the mirror out of the house. They used to pour out all the standing water in 

a house in Europe when somebody died because there was an old tradition that the 

spirit couldn't cross water, essentially, you were creating a moat between yourselves 

and them. The washing of the hands when you come back from a cemetery, though 

most Jews believe it now to be a hygenic reason which goes back to the fact tbat 

most people died of contagion and the cemetery was a place of contagion had that in 

it, but it also had this idea that water separates the spirit world from the real world 

and all of these practices, in a sense, go back in that way. And they've all been re

interpreted many times over the ages. 

Th qu stion is that if the Jews didn't believe in wandering souls where did 

all the dibbuk stori s come from? Well, the answer is that Judaism didn't believe in 

and rin souls, but J ws did That's an important distinction. We Jews have picked 

up ll h i ha ash of the communities in which we've lived. W often think of 

OU iv havin pick d up th best of culture from all around the world, we did 

h , oo. 0 v ry ingl superstition that you can poaaibly find we picked up. And 

hi • d a of th wand ring spirit is exactly that and you can find it in every culture. 

h om n and th orci t b come cla aic, American ■torie ■ and we ■ee their 

n c d nts in w st rn and a tern Europ an mythology, we're drawing out our own, 

o ofto ay, h y, w r th r , too, one • Wb n I tried to give th J ewi■h view 

a ivin h high road, b r th 

Mo t o ha I s as a rabbi i 

r ligion r 

in n 

lly w , not wbe r people really 

ap r tition of th p at, the cake of 
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custom and it changes as attitudes change. The change isn't necessarily for the best. 

One of th e thin gs that troubles me most, for instance, in our modern world is the 

attempt t o b e cool with death, to treat it cavalierly, as if we can go on without, as if 

nothing has happened, and every once in awhile someone will die and there will be 

no service a nd you see the person a few days later and they'll say to me, you know, 

I don't believe in all that nonsense, why do I need a funeral, why do I need all that 

ritual, and they go on. And usually, about two years later, I'll see them in my office 

and they'll have problems of one kind or another, not always, but others are going 

to talk about it and I will in the last session about the deep emotions that are involved 

here and the ways in which we handle them. But the answer is that you can find every 

superstition, I ca n enume rate many more. Why does a mourner sit on a low stool 

and not wear leather shoe s? Anybody know? What do you think? The usual explanation 

is you sit on a low stool be cause the Bible says you s hould sit on the floor on sack cloth 

and ashes at the time of grief. The Talmud is trying to rationalize it. It says you 

shouldn't wear shoes becaus e when you carry the coffin in the procession to the graveyard 

you might trip ov r your shoelace s. What's really happening is the feeling that shoes 

you wor on mundan occasions and you were then barefoot when you went to the mosque, 

h n you w nt to th Temple in J e rusalem, Moses is told when he approaches the 

urning Bush, take off your s hoe s for this is holy ground, that there was something 

holy or taboo about th place w he r e the corpse wae and had been and the corp■ e had 

di d at horn , ther had been no hoepitale, and you were in the eame room becauee 

h r was only on room and eseentially that room wa ■till in a etate where you wanted 

to prot ct yours lf and to affirm it taboo, ita nctity, it'• that almple, really, 

b ic lly. ow th r thou and othe r pl tlon for it, but that' what I think 

i o s back to. Th toop i anoth r on , th t we p in hygienic but goe• back 

• 
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and the turning of the mirror to the wall which was explained simply that you shouldn't 

p rimp, you shouldn't be concerned as to how you look in a house, which is a good idea, 

it's a valid truth, but it is not what it was originally. I don't see that many rituals 

in practice any more. 

The bringing in of a meal - you know why a meal is brought in and families 

sit down - the first bite is getting back to life, but it actually goes back to Biblical days 

when ha ving gone into a cemetery made you impure for 24 hours. You, therefore, 

couldn ' t cook your own meal because you couldn't eat food that has been touched by 

somebody who was impure and so somebody had to bring in to you the meal of consolation 

because tha t was the only pure meal that could be brought to you, so the neighbor had 

to bring the mea l because you couldn't prepare it for yourself. It goes back to these 

kinds of arbitra ry rule s of purity and impurity and in over three thousand years it's 

been rationalized , ramified and changed and it' s a ve r y lovely ceremony now, practiced, 

I'm not arguing aga inst it but its beginnings are in a concept of purity which have nothing 

to do with its origin t oday. 

Ori inally, th e r e was no casket and the traditional way was to bury the 

body cloth d. Som t radit ions put a towel or something over the face, others didn't. 

Th id a of op ning a cask t when caskets came in never occurred to Jews 'til modern 

im wh n h y mov d in t o the Catholic world particularly where this is very common 

d h r th y mov d into America where embalming ia often required by state law, 

nd h h funeral unde rtake rs wanted to show two things: 1) they had done the work 

hich h y w paid for a nd Z) that they did the work well. It waa a way of advertising 

th i kill . It is an unnec e a ary and unfortunate practice because it violates that 

n of th diff r nc b tw nth two world th t I trled tot 1k bout from the beginning. 

Wh n om on is d ad th y a r no long r llv nd I don't c re wh t a mummy look• 
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like, it's a mummy, it's a corpse, and the beginning of renewal, of healing, is when 

you can accept death. And when you hear somebody say I just came back from the 

funeral home and he looked so well, he looked so wonderful - you know, it's complete 

denial, it's the reversal, you're undoing everything that the funeral is trying to do for 
\ 

you, force you to rub your nose into a fact you don't want to admit. I've often defined 

the funeral as a deliberate cruelty, it's designed to make us see the coffin or see the 

corpse in the sense of being there and to go through a ritual which puts the corpse into 

the ground and says, completion, our dear one is not away on a trip and won't come 

back, there 1s that barrier, but somehow, opening the casket undoes a little bit of this. 

Now there are occasions, very rarely, when it's probably a good thing. I remember a 

man was killed in an automobile accident some years ago in Michigan and the widow 

wouldn't believe it. She literally wouldn't believe it and he often had been away for 

three or four days at a time and she just wouldn't believe and until we could take her 

to the mortuary and show her her husband, the corpse, she wouldn't believe it. In 

that case it was very necessary, but in most cases not and I very very much discourage 

it. 



David's rule at Hebron 2 SAMUEL 1 

you know that Saul and Jonathan are dead?' The man answered, 'It 80 6 

happened that I was on Mount Gilboa and saw Saul leaning on his pear 
with the chariots and horsemen closing in upon him. He turned round and, 7 
eeing me, called to me. I said, "What is it, sir?" He a cd who I w , and a 

I aid, "An Amalekite." Then he said to me, "Come and stand over me 9 

and dispatch me. I still live, but the throes of death have seized me." So I 10 

t d over him and gave him the death-blow; for I kn w that, bro en 
he wa , he could not live. Then I took th crown from his head and the 
armlet from his arm, and I have brought them h re to you, sir.' At that 11 

David caught at his clothes and rent th m, and 80 did all the men with him. 
They beat their breasts and wept, because Saul and Jonathan hi n and 12 

the people of the LORD, the house of Israel, had fallen in battle; and they 
fa ted till evening. David said to the young man who brought then , 13 
'Where do you come from?', and he an w red, 'I am the n of an alien, 
n Amalekite.' 'How i it', said David, 'that you were not raid to your 14 

hand to lay the LoRD' anointed?' And he ummoned one of his own 15 
y ung men and ordered him to fall upon th man. the young man ltrl~Clt 
him d wn and killed him; and David said, 'Your blood be on your own 16 

h d • £ r out of your own mouth you condemn yo1un1CU b you • , 
I 11 d th LoRD' anointed." ' 

avid mad thi lament ov r aul and Jonathan his ; and he ord 17 1 

th t thi dirge over them hould be IJlht to the people of J . It 
ritt n d wn and may be found in th of J bar: a 

0 prince of I racJ d I in d 19 
H w re th m n of war fall . 

"t • 20 

• ttrc~sofA 
t -~ 
t th un • 

ill owenmm~m ~~~. ~ 
ony , 21 

Jomatblm; 2 . 
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2 SAMUEL 1, 2 David's rule at Hebron 

How are the men of war fallen, fallen on the field! 
0 Jonathan, laid low in death! 

I grieve for you, Jonathan my brother; 
dear and delightful you wer to me; 

your lov for me wa wonderful, 
urpa ing the love of women. 

11 n, fallen are the men of war; 
and their armour left on th fi Id. 

• • • quir d of th LORD, ' hall I go up into one of th 
ORD an w r d, 'Go. David a k d, 'To which city?', 

o Hebron.' o David went to H bron with hi 

0 

bigail widow of abal of Cann l. 
j in d him with th ir famili , and 

m n of Judah cam and th r they 

had • aul 
au k pt 
0 • 

r 
, 

t n 
and 
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