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LEAVING THE WORLD
R ABBI J ONATHAN S LATER

As Reb Simhah Bunim of Przysucha lay dying, he heard his wife weeping. He said to her: “Why do you cry? Have
not all the days of my life only been so that I might teach myself how to die?”1
ith this unit, as we conclude our investigation of the lifecycle, it is worth stopping to reflect on its nature. For any
individual, the experience is of only one revolution of the cycle, from birth through death. While there are streams
within Jewish tradition that believe in transmigration of souls – of souls returning to the earthly plane to perfect
themselves through different life-times – for the most part the tradition has held that we experience earthly life only
once. The classical tradition teaches of bodily resurrection at the end of time. Yet it is not for the purpose of reliving
this lifetime or of eternal embodied life in a mundane plane; rather, it is a necessary component of the transition to the
world-to-come. So, in our own lives, we experience only one turn.

W

But, in the course of a lifetime, we also witness and participate in the turning of the wheel of life in all of its forms. We
all begin as infants and children, and if blessed with life we grow to share in the births of siblings, relatives or friends;
we may marry or partner – as our parents and grandparents did – and then also bring forth children of our own; we
grieve the death of our parents, even as we celebrate the arrival of grandchildren, the emergence of new generations.
Thus, the “lifecycle” is not limited to what happens to us individually, the unique personal events of our lives, but
comprises the experience of the many stages of many others’ lives cycling through ours. The sages of the Talmud
recognized this, expressing it with regard to the rise and fall of wealth in families over time:
It was taught: Rabbi Eleazar Hakappar said: A person should always pray about this [poverty], because even if
that person does not become poor, their child will, and if not their child, then that child’s child, since Scripture
says: “[Give to your needy relation readily and have no regrets when you do so,] for it is because [biglal] of this
that [The Holy One your God will bless you in all your efforts and in all your undertakings].” 2 In relation to this
verse, the School of Rabbi Ishmael taught: “It is a wheel [galgal] that turns in the world.” …. Rabbi Hiyya said to
his wife: When a poor person comes, welcome him with bread, so that others may be quick to offer it to your
children. She said to him: How can you say this? You curse your children! He said to her: Scripture says: “for it
is because [biglal] of this” – regarding which the School of R. Ishmael taught: “It is a wheel [galgal] that turns in
the world.”3
The wheel is always turning. While we may stand at one particular stage on our cycle, the cycles of others intersect with
us, and we sense the rising and falling of the wheel throughout our lives. Even on our way “up” we sense and anticipate
that we will also finally make our way “down.”
Thus we discover that the stages of the life-cycle are relational: we do not experience them by ourselves, nor can we
perform the rituals associated with them alone. The dying die; they alone experience the process of their own death. But
around them are those who care for them, accompanying them on the last stage of their journey, witnessing and taking
in the fact of death, learning what it means to die. Still, it is impossible to know what it means to die except vicariously,
and all that we imagine is just that, our imaginings. We witness the ease of the aged slipping into the calm of death and
imagine that the transition is one of peace and quiet. We accompany those who struggle to breathe, whose path is pain,
and we imagine that the passage is one of terror and suffering. Yet we still do not know what it means to die.
Our Rabbis taught: Were it not for the grinding sound of the sun on its wheel, the tumultuous sound of the
throngs in Rome would be heard: and were it not for the sound of the crowds in Rome, the sound of the
movement of the sun would be heard. Our Rabbis taught: There are three sounds that resonate from one end of
the world to the other: The sound of the wheel of the sun; the sound of the multitudes in Rome, and the sound
of the soul as it leaves the body.... The Sages prayed regarding the sound of the soul as it leaves the body and
silenced it.4

1

Ramatayim Tzofim 1:104
Deuteronomy 15:10
Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 151b
4
Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 20b
2
3
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Raba was seated before Rabbi Nahman and saw him falling asleep [in death]. He said to Raba: Tell him [the Angel
of Death] not to cause me pain. He said to him: But are you not an important man? He replied to him, Who is
esteemed, who is regarded, who is distinguished [before the Angel of Death]? Raba said to him: Please show
yourself to me [after your death]. He did show himself. Raba asked him: Did you suffer pain? He replied: Like
taking a hair out of milk; and were the Holy Blessed One to say to me, “Go back to that world as you were,” I would
not wish to, for the fear [of life and death] is great.5
The awareness of death is represented in the first text as a deafening cry emitted by the soul as it leaves the body. That
sound – were it audible – would drown out all else, leaving us unable to function in our lives. While the sages of
antiquity were able to annul the sound, they were not able to remove the fear that accompanied it, the terror that
death strikes into our hearts. And it is not only when we witness physical death that the fear of death emerges in our
hearts. Every experience of loss is a reminder of death; each frustration, each instance in which we sense our beings
to be ignored, denied, nullified, is a taste of the final annihilation. For some people, that constant reminder of death is
just too terrible. It is, for them, impossible to sustain and still remain compassionate, responsible, caring. Instead, they
attune their lives to self-satisfaction, to doing anything that seems in the moment to deny death. This is the source of
sin. The unwillingness to live fully, consciously and responsibly in the face of death is the root of injustice, cruelty,
sadness and emotional suffering.
Raba son of Rav Ulla expounded: What is meant by, “[I envied the wanton; I saw the wicked at ease.] Death has
no pangs [hartzubot] for them; their body [ulam] is healthy?”6 The Holy Blessed One said: It is not enough for
the wicked that they do not tremble [haredim] and are not grief-stricken [atzevim] before the day of death, but
their hearts are as firm as the Temple building [ulam]. This is similar to what Raba taught: What is meant by,
“[Man can not last long in honor; he is like the beasts that perish.] Such is the fate of those who are foolishly selfconfident [kesel]?”7 The wicked know that they are headed to death, but they have fat on their loins [kislam –
understood to cloud their thought processes]. Further: so that you do not think their wickedness is due to
forgetfulness, Scripture concludes: “they approve their end with their own mouths.” 8/9
There are those who, in the face of death, are unable to abide it, to accept it as it is. They imagine that in witnessing
others dying they, too, are dying in that moment. They cannot imagine living when others die. That was the impulse
that led to the tragic failure of the people following the rebellion of Korah and his fellow leaders.10 After witnessing the
earth swallow Korah and his party, and fire consume those rebels who offered incense, the rest of the people became
confused. They witnessed death and drew an incorrect conclusion: “We perish! We are lost, all of us lost! Everyone
who so much as ventures near the Tabernacle of the Holy One must die. Alas, we are doomed to perish!”11 Crazed with
their fear of death, the people panicked and instigated yet more death and destruction.
But this is not the only possible response to death. It is also possible to stop in the moment of fear to investigate what
is true. That which prompts intimations of death is not death itself. It is only danger, or surprise, or need. The terror
at potential annihilation is only the fear of loss, a sense of invisibility, a slight to the ego. When we stop to investigate
our true situation, we gain the space in time, and in our hearts and minds, to reconsider how to respond. We are able
to calibrate our response according to the truth of our circumstances, and not out of our fear of death. Indeed, this is
the lesson that Moses hoped to have shared with the people at the shore of the Sea:
The Israelites caught sight of the Egyptians advancing upon them...And they said to Moses, “Was it for want of
graves in Egypt that you brought us to die in the wilderness?”...But Moses said to the people, “Have no fear! Hold
still, and see the deliverance that the Holy One will work for you today.”12
5

Babylonian Talmud Mo’ed Katan 28a
Psalms 73:3-4
7
Psalms 49:13-14
8
ibid.
9
Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 31b
10
Numbers 17ff
11
Numbers 17:17-18
12
Exodus 14:10-13
6
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Rabbi Yehudah Meir Alter of Gur asked: how could the people have complained against Moses so soon after
having left Egypt and witnessing all of the miracles? Understand it this way: the people knew that in leaving
Egypt they were also emerging from the deepest depths of impurity, of spiritual confusion and constrained
consciousness, to strive for a life of holiness. When they saw the Egyptians pursuing them, it seemed to them as
if they were still stuck in the mire of impurity as before. It was to that Moses responded: “Hold still, and see the
deliverance that the Holy One will work for you today” – that is, “hold still; realize that the very fact that you can
see and understand the difficulty of your situation is God’s saving power! Before this, you could not see your
situation at all, and could not appreciate how to get out of it.” When one sees one’s true situation one has the
capacity to be relieved, saved.13
The ability to face one’s true situation has other repercussions, too:
Rabbi Hiyya and Rabbi Yonatan were once walking about in a cemetery, and Rabbi Yonatan’s tzitzit dropped to
the ground. Rabbi Hiyya said to him: Lift it up, so that the dead will not say: Tomorrow they are coming here yet
today they insult us! He said to him: How do they know all this? Does not Scripture say: “But the dead know
nothing?”14 He replied to him: Have you not had it explained to you? Scripture says: “For the living know that they
shall die”: these are the righteous, who even in their death are called “living”, as it says: “And Benaiah the son of
Yehoyadah, the son of a living man [ben ish hai].”15... Scripture says: “The son of a living man”: are all other
people then the children of dead men? Rather, “the son of a living man” means that even in his death he was called
“living”.... “But the dead know nothing”: These are the wicked, who even in their lifetime are called “dead,” as it
says... “By the testimony of two witnesses shall the dead be put to death [yumat hamet].”16 But he is still alive!
Rather, it is as if he is dead already.17
An aspect of character that contributes to being “righteous” is the capacity to face the truth of mortality, the inevitability
of death and yet remain engaged in life, balanced, wholehearted, compassionate and just. We must bring constant
attention to our response to the assaults on our sense of self, our ego, our base fears as well as our legitimate needs –
assaults that echo death and annihilation. At risk always of being distracted, we must bring our attention back over and
over to our present experience, so that we do not slip into fantasy and fear. Vulnerable to mental and spiritual fatigue, we
must return over and over to the root of our awareness: this breath of life, moving in and out, reminding us that we are
indeed, despite all fears and fantasies, alive. It takes work not succumb to a premature spiritual death.
This is the true work of teshuvah: repentance, yes, but also “return” – return to the ground of truth, the fundamental
awareness of being alive in the face of death. This process of return is transformative. It raises us up out of despair and
inspires action despite the inevitability of the grave. Never denying death, a life lived in constant return, teshuvah, will
be one that is filled with awareness of each moment lived, attentive to the preciousness of each moment shared with
others, and so attentive to their needs.
Rabbi Eliezer taught: “Repent one day before your death.”18 Rabbi Eliezer’s disciples asked him: Can anyone
know on which day one will die? He replied: Then all the more reason that we engage in teshuvah today lest we
die tomorrow! In that manner, all our days will be transformed.19
Rabbi Ya’akov taught: better is one hour spent in self-transformation [teshuvah] and doing good deeds in this
world than the whole of the world-to-come; better is one hour of ease of spirit in the world-to-come than the
whole of the life of this world.20

13

Hiddushei HaRI”M, Siach Sarfei Kodesh, Beshallah
Ecclesiastes 9:5
15
II Samuel 23:20
16
Deuteronomy 17:6
17
Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 18a – 18b
18
Mishnah Avot 2:10
19
Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 153a
20
Mishnah Avot 4:17
14
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When we come to see ourselves not only riding on the wheel of our own personal “cycle of life” but constantly rising
and falling through the cycles of all life, we are liberated from the limited term of our own mortality, able to taste the
eternity of all existence. In this world, we experience the world-to-come. A life lived in teshuvah will not only lead us
to a life of righteousness, it will free us to live each moment fully, never dying in the midst of living, never giving in to
death until the last moment. A life lived in teshuvah may make it possible that we die unconfused.
The challenge that we face in life is not to die every minute, not to retreat from engagement for fear of loss, not to
abjure love or altruism because we will not attain everything we desire. Indeed, over and over we are forced to pass
through the experiences of loss, of frustration, of fatigue. Yet we can survive them when we live our lives in teshuvah,
realizing that we are constantly returned to wholeness, to inner balance, expanded consciousness and energetic
engagement – until that very last moment. We suffer small deaths over and over, but are returned to life so that we might
be less afraid of, live less in the shadow of, our death. That is what it means to experience our passage through the cycle
of life. That is our true hope for salvation. That is how we might attain true eternal life even in this world.
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LEAVING THE WORLD – TEXT 1
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K OL M EVASER , 1 G ENESIS 1:8
Why does the Torah begin with the letter bet? I suggest that we can understand this according to the teaching of Rabbi
Simhah Bunim of Przysucha. He taught that every Jew should have two pockets, and to use them when needed. That is,
when the yetzer hara reflects back to him his greatness, and how much Torah he has learned, and how devoted he is in
his service of God (trying to provoke him to haughtiness), he should say, “I am but dust and ashes” [Genesis 18:27], and
all of my good deeds amount to nothing in the end. But, when the yetzer hara reflects back her sins and unworthiness,
she must say “For my sake was the world created” [Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5] and therefore I still have hope.
That is why the Torah begins with the letter bet (which signifies the number two): to point to these two things that we
are to remember always, and whereby we will be able to keep the Torah and mitzvot...

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

1

Why do you think Rabbi Simhah Bunim specifically chose the two texts he chose?
How might the awareness of our mortality make us more humble?
How might the awareness of our importance help us to study Torah and keep the mitzvot?
Can you relate each of these texts to the first letter of the Torah? How?

Rabbi Meshullam Rath, 1865-1963
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M IDRASH R ABBAH S HEMOT 48:1
“[A good name is better than fragrant oil,] and the day of death than the day of birth [Ecclesiastes 7:1].” The day on which
a man dies is greater than the day on which he was born. How so? On the day of his birth no one knows what his deeds
will be; but at his death, his good deeds are made known to all. It is for this reason that “better is the day of death than
the day of birth.” Rabbi Levi said: “This can be compared to two ocean-going ships, one leaving the harbor and the other
entering. For the one that was leaving, all were celebrating; for the one entering there were none who rejoiced. A wise
man there, observing, said: ‘Things here appear inverted! For that ship leaving the harbor no one should celebrate, since
they do not know her true condition, what seas she may encounter, and what wind she may have to face. But everybody
ought to rejoice at the ship that is returning into harbor, as they know that she set forth in safety and returned whole from
the sea.’ Similarly, when a man is born, every year brings the day of his death nearer, but when he dies, one begins to
account his days for life. And concerning this, Solomon said: “better is the day of death than the day of birth.”

STUDY QUESTIONS

• How does this passage help to explain the Jewish preference for marking the yahrzeit (anniversary of the death) of a
loved one over celebrating birthdays?
• Can you think of an alternative image to the one of the two ships, that teaches the same lesson?
• How might these teachings affect your relationship with your elders?
• How might these teachings affect how you see yourself and how you view the years left you in your life?
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D EUTERONOMY 4:4
You who hold fast to the Holy One your God are all alive today.
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¤ l£r dxFW
¤ e§ ,cg̈ ¤̀ A§ cg̈ ¤̀ ,'dA miwEa
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¤ e§ cg̈ ¤̀ Ä w¥AC¦©l cg̈ ¤̀¨l
S EFER D EGEL M AHANE E FRAIM 1 : VA -E THANAN
Another secret meaning: it is known that God is a complete unity and Israel is a complete unity, as it says: “And who is
like Your people Israel, one nation in the land? [II Samuel 7:23].” That is why Israel hold fast, cleaving to God: it is proper
for unity to cleave to unity. But when is this fully true? When all the Jews hold fast, cleaving one to another in a complete
unity. Then Israel is truly considered “one”, and God dwells in them, as God is “one” as well. But when their hearts are
confused and they separate one from another, it is impossible for them to cleave together into a unity, and God cannot
dwell in them, and instead (as it were, and heaven forbid) a “strange god” settles on them, as it says: “It is because God
is not in me that these misfortunes have befallen me [Deuteronomy 31:17].” When the heart is confused and cut off from
others can be considered as state of Samael [the Angel of Death].
This, then, is the secret meaning of our verse: “You who hold fast” – when you hold fast to life and to each other, and so
are unified one with the other – then you are certainly connected, cleaving “to the Holy One your God” – a unity tied to a
unity, such that God, the life of all existence, dwells in you. That is the sense of the phrase “are all alive today” – you are
completely alive since you are connected to the source of all life. But, when the opposite holds (heaven forbid), then you
are considered like the dead. But, when you are whole and unified in yourself, then it is proper for unity to cleave to unity,
and the One God will dwell in you. Amen.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•
1

How many different sorts of unity are suggested by this passage?
How do they relate to each other?
Why is it like death when the heart is cut off and confused?
What, according to this author, are the ways in which to be completely alive? Can you think of others which could be
learned from this verse of Torah?

Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Efraimof Sndylkov, d. 1800
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N O ’ AM E LIMELEKH , 1 H AYYEI S ARAH
This is how we should understand our verse: “These were the lives of [vayehiyu chayyei] Sarah” [Genesis 23:1] – the
verb signifies vitality from the divine source, a connection to eternal life. “The years of lives [shnei chayyei] of Sarah”:
the midrash teaches – “they were all equally for the good.” This is meant to teach us that when a righteous person attains
this degree of spiritual awareness, that all becomes equally for the good for her – whether others despise or praise her it
is all one, and equally good.
Toward this end, it is even more important for us to strive to sanctify ourselves when we eat and drink. When we conduct
ourselves in holiness and purity in this regard, we discover sparks of holiness (in what we eat and drink) and thereby merit
eternal life. This is what Abraham intended when he spoke to the visiting angels saying: “[Let a little water be brought;
bathe your feet] and recline under the tree [Genesis 18:4]”. He meant “recline under the Tree of Life”, for that was how
he would then “fetch a morsel of bread [that you may refresh yourselves; then go on] [Genesis 18:5],” – through their
consumption of the food.
We know this from the following: “And the Holy One, God, said, “Now that the man [has become like one of us, knowing
good and bad,] and now, what if he should stretch out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever!
[Genesis 3:22]” Out of great compassion, God desires that human beings transform their lives, returning to a path of
wholeness and life; through teshuvah to repair that which they have spoiled...It is only in this world that it is possible to
bring about repair, and to bring forth holy sparks as explained above.
Now, any righteous person who conducts himself in holiness, in study of Torah as well as in eating and drinking, in all of
his activities, draws down divine love into this world...
STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•
1

What do you understand the “holy sparks” to be?
How do they relate to drawing divine love down into the world?
When you reflect on your life “outside the garden,” do you experience it as exile?
What would be lost or gained by humans returning to Eden?
learned from this verse of Torah?

Rabbi Elimelekh of Lyzhansk, d. 1786
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LEAVING THE WORLD – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY
P SALM 146
Hallelujah!
Praise the Holy One, O my soul!
I will praise the Holy One all my life,
sing hymns to my God while I exist.
Put not your trust in the great,
in mortal man who cannot save.
His breath departs;
he returns to the dust;
on that day his plans come to nothing.
Happy is he who has the God of Jacob for his help,
whose hope is in the Holy One his God,
maker of heaven and earth,
the sea and all that is in them;
who keeps faith forever (alt.: who protects the truth for the world);
who enacts justice for those who are wronged,
gives food to the hungry.
The Holy One sets prisoners free;
The Holy One restores sight to the blind;
The Holy One makes those who are bent stand straight;
The Holy One loves the righteous;
The Holy One protects the stranger;
He gives courage to the orphan and widow,
but makes the path of the wicked tortuous.
The Holy One shall reign forever,
your God, O Zion, for all generations.
Hallelujah!
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A MIDAH

You sustain all life with love, bringing life to the dead with great compassion.
You support those who fall, heal those who are sick and set prisoners free. And you keep faith with those who
sleep in dust.
Who is like You, O Mighty One, and who can be compared to You, O Sovereign who brings both death and life,
blossoming forth salvation?
You can be trusted to bring life to the dead.
Praised are You, God: You bring life to the dead.
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