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Death Is But a Dream

Martin S. Cohen
  

The custom of mourners rising in synagogue to recite the Kaddish 
prayer for their lost loved ones exerts a hold on the popular Jewish 
imagination that is almost without parallel.1 Indeed, any rabbi like 
myself who works in the congregational world will be familiar with 
the experience of people who are fairly negligent with respect to the 
exigencies of Jewish ritual in many other ways nevertheless feeling 
eager and willing to come to synagogue to recite Kaddish after 
suffering a keenly felt loss—and to do so daily for many months. In 
a sense, it is not that difficult a phenomenon to explain: most aspects 
of religious observance involve some combination of obligation, 
restriction, and self-denial, but embedded in the concept of reciting 
a prayer “for” someone who has passed away is the siren notion, all 
the more powerful for being left formally unstated, that the decedent 
in question is not quite gone from the world, that the individual 
for whom Kaddish is being said is still somewhere in the accessible 
universe, still somehow in need of the succor (if that is the right 
word) that comes from being the object of another’s prayers.
 In turn, that notion—that death is a threshold over which all 
must eventually pass on their way to the next phase of their existence, 
rather than an end that none may avoid but beyond which lies 
nothing at all—becomes a great source of comfort for many. Indeed, 
what draws people to synagogue to recite Kaddish is precisely the 
much-wished-for solace that inheres in that specific complex of 
theories about death.
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 There are two related, but also distinct, notions that serve as the 
ideational foundation of that complex: first, that the dead live on 
somewhere, somehow, in some mostly inaccessible but still fully real 
realm of being; and second, that the living, acting unilaterally and 
possessed solely of the spiritual force of their personal desire to pierce 
the veil that separates this world from the next, can create some sort 
of link to the realm of posthumous existence that the dead inhabit 
in order to exert some sort of salutary effect on its inhabitants. The 
recitation of Kaddish thus fosters the idea that the dead are absent in 
the world but not truly gone from it. Indeed, saying Kaddish implies 
that the dead are only absent from the world in the gross, physical 
sense…but nevertheless continue to exist in some discernible and 
meaningful way.

Death as a Journey

I would like to present a legend that speaks directly to the second notion 
mentioned above, but I would like to make some brief points about 
the first as well. The notion that death is a “journey toward” as much 
as a “journey from” is ancient. There are those who argue that humans 
as early as Neanderthal times believed that life somehow continued 
beyond the grave.2 The Egyptians imagined the souls of the deceased 
living on in the Fields of Aaru.3 The Greeks imagined Hades, as did 
the Romans.4 The Teutons imagined Hel.5 The ancient Hebrews 
imagined Sheol, the biblical conception of a dank netherworld to 
which human souls descend at death, that was eventually replaced 
in rabbinic times by Gehenna.6 In their own category are the stories 
in the Talmud about the spirits of the dead flitting back to earth 
mei-aḥorei ha-pargod (literally, “from behind the curtain”—that is, 
the great drape that separates the abode of the disembodied souls of 
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the dead from the world they departed) and sharing some detail or 
another with those they left behind in the land of the living.7 
 The idea, therefore, that death is a gate rather than a wall—and 
the corollary notion that life, therefore, is a journey that continues 
beyond the grave—is so much part and parcel of human culture 
that it would be difficult to come up with the name of a culture or 
a religious tradition that totally denies the possibility of life after 
death.8 Nor is this purely a religious phenomenon in our day: even 
so-called secularists seem caught up in the possibility of posthumous 
existence, as convincingly witness the proliferation of books brought 
out by non-religious publishers in recent years about so-called “near-
death experiences,” works that almost invariably feature the stories of 
people who purportedly died, took a good look at what lies beyond, 
and then returned to earth to write, usually breathlessly, all about it.9

 It is, however, the second notion—the one that posits not solely 
that the realm of the “living dead” exists, but that the still-living 
can affect the fate of their dear ones who have moved on to life 
mei-aḥorei ha-pargod by reciting prayers for them—that draws me 
more powerfully. Perhaps I should add that I speak from personal 
experience in this regard: my father outlived my mother by almost 
twenty years, but my personal experience saying Kaddish for them 
was not that different. (I myself was quite different at forty-six 
than I was at twenty-six. But it was the longing embedded in the 
experience that I recall now as having been quite similar: there was 
greater consolation for me in reciting Kaddish—and in so doing 
simultaneously to be embracing the core concept that the lot of the 
dead can be ameliorated through the efforts of the living, which 
only makes sense if the departed live on in at least some sense—
there was more comfort for me personally in that than in any of the 
other requisite rituals of formal bereavement. Tearing my shirt in the 
chapel before the service felt like shutting a door; saying Kaddish felt 
more like opening one…at least little, a crack.)
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An Ancient Story

Floating through the corpus of ancient and medieval Jewish literature 
is a story that is widely told, but never with all the same details. 
When read in the context of one of the books in which it appears, 
it feels like a legend cast as a kind of a quasi-historical account. But 
when followed through all the books in which it appears, it takes on 
a dream-like aura as details shift and the storyline moves forward in 
fits and starts toward essentially the same destination but not at all 
along the same path. Some of the sources even go so far as to present 
the story as having originated within a dream—and, indeed, as the 
tale travels from antiquity through medieval halakhic and kabbalistic 
sources into the modern books that retell it, one absolutely does get 
the sense that one is following a recurring dream from night to night 
as it morphs forward into various iterations without any discernible 
pattern. And yet, for all the dissimilarity, the texts at hand clearly are 
all telling the same story.
 The versions of our story fall largely into three basic groups: two 
featured in ancient rabbinic sources and one that derives from the 
kabbalistic milieu that produced the Zohar and its ancillary works. 
The history of these various versions—and even the question of 
whether they are all derived from a single original source—is 
extremely complex and has been the subject of several thoughtful 
scholarly essays.10 My purpose here is neither to evaluate those 
efforts nor even to express a formal opinion of my own, but simply to 
present the tale to my own readers in a spiritual and literary (rather 
than historical) way, as a way of stimulating the thoughtful evaluation 
of its details without becoming overwhelmed by the intricacies of its 
transmission through the generations.
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The First Group

The first group features overlays of a story that appears first in the 
ancient rabbinic work called Kallah Rabbati. (When the book was 
written and by whom is not known, but it clearly contains material 
from many different sources.) And there, in the second section of the 
eighth chapter, we find the earliest version of the tale I want to tell.11 
 The passage begins by asking if children can atone for their 
parents’ sins. (What a good question!) And then, using the talmudic 
turn of phrase “come and hear” to introduce a passage that does not 
actually appear in any ancient rabbinic source, our story begins. I 
translate loosely, adding here and there words I hear suggested, if left 
unsaid, in the original:

 Rabbi Akiva was once on his way walking somewhere when 
he came across a man carrying a burden on his shoulders so 
large that he could barely manage to walk at all. Nor was he 
bearing his burden silently but, instead, was groaning and 
moaning as he struggled to carry it successfully. Rabbi Akiva, 
sensing that there was more here than met the eye, asked the 
man to tell him his story, whereupon the man obliged. “There 
is no prohibition in the world that I did not transgress,” he 
said, “and now I have these heavenly guards assigned to me 
who refuse to allow me even a moment’s rest.”
 Rabbi Akiva, suddenly realizing he was chatting with a 
dead man, asked if the man by any chance had left behind 
a son. “I swear that you mustn’t hold me up with questions,” 
the man retorted, “because I am terrified that the angel 
assigned to me will come and beat me with lashes made of 
fire while asking why I’m not worker faster.”12 Undaunted, 
Rabbi Akiva asked the man who it was that he had left 
behind in the world, and the man answered that he had left 
behind a pregnant wife.
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 Hearing this, Rabbi Akiva immediately went to that man’s 
city and asked for the whereabouts of the man’s wife. The 
response was unkind: “May that man’s name be uprooted from 
society,” the citizens answered, “and may his bones be ground 
up.” Rabbi Akiva asked why they felt so strongly, whereupon 
they replied: “The man was a thief. And a cannibal. And he 
caused nothing but misery to everybody around here. And 
not only that, but he once violated a betrothed woman on 
Yom Kippur.”
 Having heard enough, Rabbi Akiva then went to the 
man's home and found his wife pregnant. Doing nothing 
precipitous, he merely waited for her give birth, then 
personally undertook to circumcise the child. And when the 
child grew up, he personally took him to the synagogue so 
that he could say his blessings in public. That did the trick—
the next time Rabbi Akiva passed by that place in which he 
first met the boy’s father, he saw him again. “You can set your 
mind to rest,” the man said, “for you have surely set mine at 
rest for me.”13 

It is, by all accounts, a remarkable story and one surprisingly well told.
 Other versions of the tale both sharpen and weaken the focus. The 
version that appears in the great Or Zarua of Rabbi Isaac of Vienna 
(c. 1200–c. 1270), for example, adds the details that the skin of the 
man Rabbi Akiva came across was so singed that it appeared as black 
as coal, and that he was totally naked. And that text also adds that 
he was not just racing around when Rabbi Akiva first spied him, but 
was running as fast as a horse.14 (There is no way to know if these are 
new details that Rabbi Isaac added to his story to enhance its texture 
and bring color to the tableau he was presenting to his readers, or 
if he simply was copying from a different text than the one that we 
find in our editions of Kallah Rabbati today.) And Rabbi Isaac’s 
version also features a different set of sins—indicting the dead man 
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of having once been a crooked tax collector who unfairly favored 
the rich and treated the poor wretchedly, rather than of cannibalism. 
Other details in this version fill in the picture even more deftly. The 
sinner here is required daily to gather the wood for daily immolation 
on his self-made pyre. And his name too is revealed: the sinner here  
is—oddly, but also deeply suggestively—Akiva, just the same as his 
savior. (Aren’t we all destined in the end to save ourselves, or not to?) 
His wife’s name is Shishkhiya. Their town is Ludkiya.
 Most important of all is the section of Rabbi Isaac’s version that 
reveals the only avenue of escape from the fires of hell. In the Kallah 
Rabbati version, Rabbi Akiva somehow intuitively knows what must 
be done. But in the Or Zarua, the story reads entirely differently as, 
after sinner-Akiva tells savior-Akiva not to hold him up, he adds 
something that he heard his tormentors mention (presumably when 
chatting among themselves) something that he himself qualifies as 
unbelievable: that if a tormented soul were to have left behind in 
the land of the living a son who were to lead the synagogue service 
by reciting the Bar’khu16 or the Yitgaddal,17 then that lad’s father 
would instantly be released from the torments of hell. It is hard to 
say whether the reference to Kaddish is a kind of commentary on 
what the earlier text meant by someone coming to synagogue to say, 
or perhaps to elicit, the blessing of God in public, or if Rabbi Isaac 
simply had a different text before him. But the bottom line is that 
it was through Rabbi Isaac’s book that the legend was passed on to 
future generations.18

The Second Group

A similar progression of ideas informs the second version of the 
story, which first appears in the obscure midrashic work called, the 
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Tanna D’vei Eliyahu.19 Here the protagonist is not Rabbi Akiva but 
Rabbi Yoḥanan ben Zakkai, an even earlier figure who lived in the 
first century C.E.20 He too is out for a walk and comes upon a man, 
but this one is not carrying a huge burden on his shoulders but rather 
is gathering sticks. Yoḥanan ben Zakkai approaches him, but the man 
remains silent at first and only after a while speaks up. “Rabbi,” he 
says, “I am a dead man, not a living one.” And now we can listen to 
Rabbi Yoḥanan narrate his own tale:

So I said to him, “If you are dead, what do you need with all 
that wood?” He responded, “Rabbi, listen carefully to what I 
am about to tell you. When I was still alive, my friend and I 
committed the sin in my villa and when we came to this place, 
they delivered against us the verdict of immolation. And this 
is how it works: first I gather the wood and they burn my 
friend, then he gathers the wood and they burn me.” Aghast, 
I asked, “How long does this sentence last?” And he said to 
me, “When I came here, I left behind a pregnant wife and I 
know for a fact she is going to have a boy. Therefore, I implore 
you, watch over that lad from the moment of his birth until 
he is five years old, then take him personally and enroll him 
in elementary school because as soon as he learns to say [the 
Bar’khu] my term in hell will be ended.”21 

So many questions to ask from one short text. Did five-year-olds lead 
the prayer service in the author’s day? Or is the idea for the boy to start 
school at age five so that he will be capable of leading the prayer service 
when he turns thirteen and can first be counted in the quorum?22 
And what exactly was the sin that this unfortunate and his fellow 
committed?23 The word translated as “villa” above is palt’rin, which 
usually designates a palace of some kind. Is our prisoner a former king 
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of his own country? Odd, then, not to mention that…but also odd to 
include the palt’rin reference if the intent was to obfuscate. And who 
exactly is the they who sentenced our unfortunate to hell? To none of 
these questions do any ready answers present themselves.
 But it is the later, medieval iterations of this version of the story—
clearly cousins of the Kallah Rabbati story, if not quite siblings—
that are of interest to me, because they follow the same pattern I 
noted above of taking a story that is originally about the Barkhu 
and making it also about the Kaddish.24 And, indeed, the medieval 
versions of the story do just that. Just as the Kallah Rabbati stories 
are all about a man attempting to carry an insupportable burden 
on his back, these Tanna D’vei Eliyahu stories are all about a man 
gathering sticks.25 The Kol Bo, for example, is a mysterious work in its 
own right, clearly the work of a medieval rabbi, and its version of the 
story clearly matches the story’s source, albeit not precisely.26 Here, 
for example, the dead man is gathering brambles, not wood.27 But far 
more important is the solution to the man’s problem: in the Kol Bo, 
the way to escape from the fiery torments to which he in the interim 
must submit is to have a son either say Kaddish or come to synagogue 
to recite a haftarah.28 And this remedy is repeated throughout the 
literature, noticeably in the Orḥot Ḥayyim of Rabbi Aaron ben Jacob 
Hakohen of Lunel (fl. 14th century),29 in a responsum on the topic by 
Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet (1326–1408, known by his acronym as the 
Rivash),30 and in the famous Beit Yosef commentary of Rabbi Joseph 
Karo (1488–1575) on the Arba·ah Turim of Rabbi Jacob ben Asher. 31 
And so we see a pattern emerging: as the Kaddish established itself 
as the prayer par excellence for the dead, the legend was reworked 
just slightly to incorporate in its ancient detail the thought that 
reciting Kaddish can save the dead from their postmortem agonies.
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The Third Group

In their own category are the versions of the story that appears in the 
larger Zoharic literary corpus. An introduction to the Zohar and to 
modern-day scholarship regarding the Zohar would be impossible 
to undertake even cursorily in an essay such as this,32 but it should 
suffice here to note that the Zohar is more of an anthology than a 
single work and that scholars are not at all in agreement about the 
relationship of its many parts.33 Part of the discussion regarding the 
relationship of these constituent elements has to do with material 
that appears in several of them, but not in precisely the same format 
or text. And that is just what we have with the kabbalistic version of 
the tale under discussion: both appear in the Zoharic tome called the 
Zohar Ḥadash, one in a section labelled Sitrei Torah (literally, “Secrets 
of the Torah”) and the other under the vague title Midrash Ruth.34  
Both are clearly versions of the same story. But they differ as well, and 
in interesting, meaningful ways.
 The passage from Midrash Ruth features most of the same details 
we have already seen. A rabbi (in this passage, an otherwise unknown 
Rabbi Zemira) is out on a walk, just as were the others.35 He arrives 
in a place called Ḥakal Oni, where he notes flames shooting out of 
the ground. Intrigued, he puts his ear to the ground and hears—to his 
surprise—voices, whereupon a local Arab appears and invites him to 
a different section of terrain, where he sees even more flames shooting 
up from the ground and even louder voices of people moaning and 
groaning. Realizing he must have come across one of the “air vents” of 
hell—in this version of the tale, Gehenna, like its biblical predecessor 
Sheol, is an underground city of the dead—Rabbi Zemira turns to 
thank his guide for showing him such a remarkable sight, but the 
Arab has vanished and Rabbi Zemira is totally alone.
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 And now the story begins in earnest. While present in that place, 
Rabbi Zemira comes across a man—clearly one above ground—who 
is groaning and wailing. But as Rabbi Zemira watches from afar, 
“they” suddenly arrive and drag the man back underground so that he 
can no longer be seen. Suddenly exhausted, Rabbi Zemira lies down 
and instantly falls asleep, then begins to dream. In his dream, he sees 
that very man whom “they” had pulled back to Gehenna. He asks 
him, “Who are you?” The man responds, “A Jew…but a wicked one, 
for I did not leave one evil deed of sin in the world undone.” Within 
his dream, Rabbi Zemira pursues his questioning: “But what is your 
name?” he asks. “I have no idea,” the man replies openly, “for one of 
the punishments of the wicked in hell is that they cannot remember 
their own names.”36 “Well, then,” Rabbi Zemira continues, “where 
are you from?” That question, the man could answer easily: “In life, 
I was a butcher in the Upper Galilee,” he says, “but now, because of 
my wickedness, I am judged three times every day and three times 
each night as well.”37 Finally, Rabbi Zemira asks if the dead man left 
behind any sons and the man responds that he did.
 Upon awakening, the rabbi departs immediately for the Upper 
Galilee. But where to find the child? Fortunately, he stumbles across 
a child almost as soon as he arrives who greets him with a verse from 
Proverbs regarding the search for wisdom: “If you seek her like silver 
and search for her as though for hidden treasures, then shall you 
understand what it means to fear the Eternal…” (Proverbs 2:4–5). 
Taking the verse to mean that he should seek the dead man’s child 
in a school, he proceeds to a local study hall where he finds another 
precocious child with a verse to assist him in his search: “Seek justice 
and cultivate humility, and perhaps as a result shall you be hidden on 
the day of the Eternal’s wrath” (Zephaniah 2:3). Taking this second 
verse as a suggestion that he would do better humbly just to ask for 
the boy, he stops a third child and asks where the man had lived in 
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life. The child does not respond kindly, however. “Damn that man,” 
he says, “for he did not leave even one wicked act or sin undone, and 
the same goes for the wet nurse that once suckled him at her breast.” 
Ignoring the vituperation, Rabbi Zemira now asks one final question, 
inquiring if the man left behind a son. “Yes, he did,” the boy responds, 
“and he’s as bad as his father and just spends his days hanging around 
his father’s old butcher shop.”
 Rabbi Zemira has heard enough. He goes and finds the boy, 
undertakes personally to serve as his teacher, and does not desist 
until the boy knows some Bible and can say his prayers and recite 
the Shema. And then the lad’s education begins in earnest as Rabbi 
Zemira undertakes to teach him Mishnah, Talmud, and various other 
Jewish texts. Eventually, the butcher’s boy becomes wise and attains 
rabbinic ordination. Now the boy’s name was Naḥum, but as a man 
he became known as Rabbi Naḥum Ha-pakuli, this latter sobriquet 
being derived from a wordplay on Isaiah 28:7 and taken to imply 
that he managed through his pious efforts to free his father from the 
torment of hell. And the name stuck, we learn, and future generations 
were called by that name as well in honor of the son’s success in 
alleviating his father’s posthumous suffering.
 Later on, the dead man came again to Rabbi Zemira in a dream 
and said to him, “May God grant you the comfort you have brought 
to me, for with each incremental step he took forward in his learning, 
my son brought me closer and closer to freedom from the misery of 
Gehenna.” And then the text wraps up the whole story by enthusing 
about how happy one who leaves behind a child in the world who 
studies Torah should be and then, as a closing comment, by also 
recalling that a similar incident once happened to Rabbi Akiba!38 

 The other Zoharic source tells a similar story. A man is walking 
in the mythical mountains of Kardunia, but in this version of the 
story he is not alone and has two traveling companions. Like in the 
other story, they come across a field of fissures in the ground from 
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which are shooting flames and billowing smoke and, as in the other 
version, once they hear subterranean groaning they realize that they 
are walking on the roof of hell. The man falls asleep—perhaps they 
all do—and in his dream he sees the man we have been reading 
about. The dead man has a huge bundle of brambles on his back and, 
as our traveler looks on, two angelic overseers ignite the brambles 
and immolate the man bearing them. He screams, but the overseers 
are unimpressed and merely pause to remind the man that he is the 
author of his own misfortune. Of course, being dead, he can’t die. 
And so we begin to understand what it means to burn in hell—being 
unable to die, you simply face execution every single day…and by the 
most terrifying and painful means possible.
 As above, our traveler asks the man who he is and he gets the 
same answer, except that the man reports that he faces torture not 
six times a day but only five: three times by day and twice by night. 
The text then embarks on a complicated excursus about the human 
soul, then returns to the topic at hand. The traveler wakes up from 
his sleep and heads off for the Upper Galilee. He meets one of the 
wonder children, hears him recite a helpful verse, then uses it as a clue 
to locate the boy he is seeking at his father’s butcher shop where he is 
at play with some other boys. He takes the boy away, dresses him in 
decent clothing, and hands him off to a local rabbi who undertakes 
to teach him to read. Eventually, the boy becomes learned enough to 
read a haftarah in the synagogue, then continues on to learn how to 
lead the prayer service. Eventually, he becomes a rabbi. His name is 
not revealed, but eventually his father comes to visit his son’s savior 
in a dream. The dead man blesses the living one with God’s comfort, 
then explains how this actually works:

When my son read the haftarah in synagogue, I was relieved 
from the [torments associated with my] judgment. When 
he led the prayer service and recited Kaddish, the judgment 
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itself was retracted. When he grew truly wise, I was awarded 
my place in paradise—and that place in Eden is precisely 
the “portion” referenced in the expression “a portion of the 
World to Come,” i.e., the portion awarded personally to 
every righteous individual—and brought up to be seated in 
the company of the righteous.39 

The passage then wraps up much as did the other.
 Most of the differences between the versions of the tale are 
negligible; some are interesting. But what interests me the most 
has to do with the way that children can save their parents from 
the torments of hell: in the first Zoharic story what counted was 
Torah study alone; as the boy learned first to read, then to say the 
Shema, then was ordained and deemed a master of rabbinics, his 
father was freed from each successive torment. But in the second 
story, reminiscent of one subset of the texts cited above, the key to 
relief lies in the child reading the haftarah and saying Kaddish.

Conclusion

And so the idea that Kaddish alleviates the misery of the dead as 
they suffer through the punishment for their earthly sins on their 
way to personal redemption in paradise percolates its way through 
the sources, as one basic legend takes on a dozen different guises and 
eventually leads to the sense so many have today—including many 
who would balk mightily at explaining themselves with reference to 
belief in an actual hell or a physically real heaven—that the Kaddish 
is capable not merely of soothing the bereaved, but actually of having 
an salutary effect on the dead.
 To what extent can moderns embrace the concept that lies beneath 
the ritual recitation of Kaddish for the dead? The notion itself of 
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reciting a prayer “for” a deceased individual, after all, inescapably 
implies the reality of some sort of posthumous existence. (What else 
could it possibly mean to recite a prayer “for” an individual who no 
longer exists? How could a prayer help such a non-person?) And 
there are books out there—many of them—that recommend the 
Kaddish for that specific reason, and that do so unabashedly and 
without complicated argumentation. One author, who lived about 
a century ago, wrote that what we learn from all these texts is that 
“the Kaddish and the Bar’khu that someone recites for a parent have 
a greatly beneficent effect on the soul of the deceased individual in 
question.”40 Another author, Zev Aryeh Rabiner, seeks to anchor in 
Scripture the theory that the living can exert a salutary effect on 
the dead through the medium of daily prayer, including the daily 
recitation of Kaddish. He finds a reference to the Kaddish both in 
Balaam’s reference to his wish to die the death of the righteous (the 
word for “righteous” in this verse, y’sharim, is taken as an acronym 
for the public response during Kaddish that begins with the words 
y’hei shmeih rabba m’varakh), but also, and far more impressively, in 
the Torah’s promise that parents shall not be responsible for their 
children’s deeds (Deuteronomy 24:16). “This,” Rabbi Rabbiner 
writes candidly, “implies that the souls of parents will not die if they 
are rescued [i.e., from oblivion] by their children…and it is herein 
that lies the power of the Kaddish.”41 

 A third author I’d like to mention, Aaron Mendel Cohen (1866–
1927), devotes a full chapter in his Sefer Ha-n’shamah V ’ha-kaddish 
to exploring the effect that Kaddish can have on the souls of the 
departed. It is a magical chapter, one I have now read many times 
in the course of just a few months. To my readers who can read 
Hebrew, I recommend the entire book—and particularly the closing 
chapter—as an example of spiritually uplifting writing at its finest. I 
will close here merely by citing a single passage of this work. Playing 
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on the talmudic turn of phrase bara m’zakkei abba (“a son can grant 
merit to a father”), Cohen writes: “Our sages of blessed memory 
wrote that a son can grant merit to a father, and, indeed, all Jewish 
people believe that a son can indeed grant merit to his father to the 
extent actually of freeing his father from the torments of hell through 
the recitation of the Kaddish and elevating his father’s soul to its 
celestial source.”42 

 There are many more books that say the same, albeit most of them 
far less elegantly than Cohen does. Whether Jews today can embrace 
this aspect of the Kaddish and what it implies about the nature of 
death—that is the question to ponder, the one tacitly posed by each 
individual who comes to synagogue to say Kaddish for a parent or 
for some other late relation or friend. The question is admittedly a 
bit overwhelming even to ask out loud. But that the Jewish people—
including many who would describe themselves as fully rational—
have answered not with words but by voting with their feet as they 
make their way to synagogue to pray for the souls of those whom they 
have lost—that should be a source of comfort and solace for Jews 
everywhere, both those who have known bereavement personally and 
those lucky few who know death only from a distance.
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NOTES
 
1 The oldest reference to Kaddish being a prayer connected with mourning is a 
passage in the extra-talmudic tractate Sofrim that instructs the ḥazzan to leave 
the pulpit and “find” mourners and their families gathered outside the synagogue 
so that he might offer them consolation by reciting a special blessing called 
Birkat Aveilim (literally “the mourners’ blessing”) and Kaddish on their behalf. 
See Sofrim 19:9, ed. Michael Higger (New York: Hotzaat D’vei Rabbanan, 
1937), p. 336; in some editions, this text appears as 19:12. Another ancient book 
of uncertain provenance, the Otiyyot D’rabbi Akiva, imagines that the great 
resurrection of the dead that will be part of the (Jewishly-conceived) eschaton 
will be heralded by Zerubbabel, the ancient governor of Judah in the fifth 
century B.C.E., rising up before God in heaven and pronouncing the Kaddish, 
whereupon the gates of Gehenna, all 40,000 of them, will open and those 
imprisoned there will be free to re-enter the world. (There is no authoritative 
edition of the text, but readers may consult the version presented by J. D. 
Eisenstein in his Otzar Midrashim [New York: Eisenstein, 1915], p. 84.) But it 
was only later on, in the medieval period, that the custom is first mentioned that 
the mourners themselves should recite the Kaddish for their own dead.
2 For the latest thinking on Neanderthal life and culture, see Dimitra Papagianni 
and Michael A. Morse, The Neanderthals Rediscovered: How Modern Science 
Is Rewriting Their Story (London: Thames and Hudson, 2013).
3 See, e.g., Allesandro della Seta, Religion and Art: A Study in the Evolution of 
Sculpture, Painting, and Architecture, trans. Marion C. Harrison (New York: 
Scribner’s, 1914), pp. 90–91.
4 See, e.g., Franz Cumont, After Life in Roman Paganism (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1922), pp. 70–90.
5 See, e.g., P. D. Chantepie de la Saussaye, The Religion of the Teutons, trans. 
Bert J. Vos (Boston and London: Ginn & Co., 1902), pp. 291–292.
6 See, e.g., Laurentino Jose Afonso and Batya Kedar’s essay, “Netherworld,” 
in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed. 
(Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), vol. 15, pp. 110–112. Gehenna is 
the anglicization of the Hebrew geihinnom, a regular designation for hell in 
rabbinic literature.
7 These stories are gathered together in the Babylonian Talmud at B. Berakhot 
18b, and cf. the parallel usage of the term mei-aḥarei ha-pargod at B. Yoma 
77a, Ḥagigah 15a, Sotah 49a, Bava Metzia 59a, and Sanhedrin 89b.
8 In this regard, see Alan F. Segal’s book, Life After Death: A History of the 
Afterlife in Western Religion (New York, London, Toronto, Sydney, and 
Auckland: Doubleday, 2010).
9 See, e.g., Dr. Eben Alexander III’s bestselling book, Proof of Heaven: A 
Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
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2012) or Todd Burpo’s Heaven Is for Real: A Little Boy’s Astounding Story 
of His Trip to Heaven and Back, published by Thomas Nelson in 2010, which 
at the time I am writing this has been on the New York Times’ paperback non-
fiction bestseller list for an astounding 194 weeks, 101 weeks longer than Eben 
Alexander’s book.
10 I do not know of any serious studies of the tale in English, but Hebrew readers 
will profit from reading Miron Bialik Lerner’s very detailed essay, “Ma·aseh 
Ha-tanna V’ha-meit: Gilgulav Ha-sifrutiyim V’ha-hilkhatiyim, published in 
the Israeli journal Asufot 2 (5748 [1987/1988]), pp. 29–70, as well as Yehudit 
Weiss’s article, “Sh’tei Girsa·ot Ha-zohar L’aggadat ‘Ha-tanna V’ha-meit,’” 
published in Tarbiz 78 (5769 [2008/2009]), pp. 521–554. And cf. also the 
comments of Relah Kushelevski in the Entziklopeida shel Ha-sippur Ha-ivri, 
eds. Yoav Elshtein, Avidav Lipsker, and Relah Kushelevski (Ramat Gan: Bar 
Ilan University Press, 5765 [2004/2005]), pp. 281–296.
11 Victor Aptowitzer tentatively suggested an origin in the rabbinic academy at 
Sura in mid-eighth-century C.E. Iraq; see his “Le traité de ‘Kallah,’” Revue des 
Etudes Juives 57 (1909), pp. 239–244. Other scholars imagine it to be a much 
older work; cf., e.g., David Brodsky, A Bride Without a Blessing (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2006), pp. 34–40.
12 The term pulsa d’nura literally means “rings of fire” and probably denotes 
a kind of lash that had rings made of heated metal at the end of each lash. 
See the comment of Marcus Jastrow in his A Dictionary of the Targumim, the 
Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (1903; rpt. New 
York: Judaica Press, 1996), p. 1142, s.v. pulsa.
13 Kallah Rabbati 2:9 as printed in Massekhtot Kallah, ed. Michael Higger, 
pp. 202–203, and cf. the editor’s own comments on pp. 68–72, to which may 
be compared the remarks of Louis Ginzberg in the first volume of his Ginzei 
Schechter (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 5688 [1927/1928]), pp. 
235–237, regarding the very early version of the story that survived in the Cairo 
Genizah. Ginzberg himself imagines that the original version of the story (of 
which the other extant versions are mere iterations) is in the book Ḥibbur Yafeh 
Mei-ha-y’shu·ah of Rav Nissim ben Yaakov Gaon (990–1062), more correctly 
called by its full name Sefer Ma·asiyyot Ha-ḥakhamim v’hu Ḥibbur Yafeh 
Mei-ha-y’shu·ah, a collection of sixty or so talmudic tales intended to provide 
solace and comfort to its readers. The Ḥibbur Yafeh version can be found in 
the Warsaw 5646 [1885/1886] edition of that book, pp. 84–85, or in William 
M. Brinner’s fine translation, An Elegant Composition Regarding Relief After 
Adversity (New Haven: Yale Judaica Series, 1977). For an interesting glimpse 
into medieval Christian sources relating to the possibility of a sinful decedent 
gaining release from a place of posthumous punishment through the medium 
of a living relation’s prayers, see Jacques Le Goff’s magisterial The Birth of 
Purgatory, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
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1984), pp. 293–294 and 350–352.
14 Isaac of Vienna, Sefer Or Zarua (ed. Zhitomir, 1862), part 2, p. 11b. And cf. 
also the version that appears in the Maḥzor Vitry, a compendium of halakhic 
decisions published by Rabbi Simḥah of Vitry (d. 1105), ed. S. Hurwitz 
(Nuremberg, 1923), pp. 112–113.
15 The text of the Or Zarua says that he “killed the poor,” presumably taking the 
reference to cannibalism in Kallah Rabbati metaphorically.                                                                
16 That is, the call to prayer, recited in both the morning and evening services, 
that invites the assembled to bless God and elicits the response “Blessed be 
blessed God for all time.”
17 That is, the Kaddish, which elicits the response, “May the great name of God 
be blessed from this time on and forever.”
18 There are long-standing scholarly debates about the precise meaning of these 
terms, mostly centering around the question of whether the yitgaddal line—
which moderns know solely from the Kaddish—was possibly in earlier times 
also used as a response to the Bar’khu. See in this regard Israel Ta-Shma’s essay, 
“K’tzat Inyanei Kaddish Yatom U-minhagav,” Tarbiz 53(5744 [1983/1984]), 
pp. 557–568, or his book Minhag Ashk’naz Ha-kadum (Jerusalem: Magnes 
Press, 1992), pp. 299–310, and also the essay of Avraham Naftali Tzvi Roth, 
“Azkarah V’haftarah V’kaddish Yatom,” Talpiyyot 7 (5761 [1960/1961]), pp. 
369–381.
19 Scholars have not fixed an agreed-upon date for the Tanna D’vei Eliyahu, 
which is almost definitely not the work of that name mentioned several times 
in the Talmud. See Jacob Elbaum’s comments in his article on the book in the 
Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 19, p. 508.
20 Tanna D’vei Eliyahu 17:18 (ed. Jerusalem, 1994), p. 498.
21 Ibid.
22 The question of how old the son in the story was and the halakhic implications 
of that detail are presented at length by Miron Lerner in his essay referenced 
above in note 10, pp. 63–64.
23 Louis Ginzberg, writing in Ginzei Schechter, vol. 1, p. 236, suggests that they 
were involved in homosexual intercourse, a conclusion he derives by taking 
the words denoting the specific sin for which they were being punished as a 
corruption of the Hebrew version of the Greek paiderastia, which he takes 
not to have the same meaning as its latter-day English version but rather to 
refer to sexual relations among adult men, a conclusion that was rejected by 
Saul Lieberman in his essay “Eser Millin,” published in Eshkolot 3 (5719 
[1958/1959]), p. 86. Michael Higger’s suggestion in his introduction to Kallah 
Rabbati, p. 71, that the men were secret worshippers of Jesus, has also been 
firmly rejected (cf. Miron Lerner’s comments in the essay referenced above in 
note 10, p. 37). For his part, Lerner emends the text to yield the conclusion that 
the men were armed robbers.



86        Martin S. Cohen

24 See Avraham Naftali Tzvi Roth’s essay referenced above in note 18 for a 
longer discussion of this idea of how the tale developed.
25 See Miron Lerner’s comments in his essay referenced above in note 10, p. 33.
26 Rabbi Joseph Karo took it to be an abridgement of the much longer Sefer 
Orḥot Ḥayyim of Rabbi Aaron ben Jacob Hakohen of Lunel, but there are many 
other theories and opinions afloat. Cf. the comments of Cyrus Adler and Max 
Seligsohn in their essay on the book in the Jewish Encyclopedia (New York: 
Funk and Wagnalls, 1906), vol. 7, pp. 538–539, and also the comments of 
Moshe Schlesinger in his introduction to his critical edition of Rabbi Aaron’s 
book published in Berlin in 1902, pp. xxiv–xxviii.
27 The Hebrew kotzim (“brambles”) could be dismissed simply as a misreading of 
the original eitzim (“wood”), but I do not believe that is the correct explanation. 
See below.
28 The term haftarah is used in the lectionary cycle of the synagogue to denote 
the lesson from the Prophets chanted immediately after the Torah is read aloud.
29 Aaron ben Jacob Hakohen of Lunel, Sefer Orḥot Ḥayyim, pt. 2, ed. Moshe 
Elyakim Schlesinger (Berlin: Tzvi Hirsch Itzkowsky, 1902), p. 601.
30 She’eilot U-t’shuvot Riva”sh (ed. Jerusalem, 1975), responsum no. 115, p. 46.
31 Rabbi Joseph Karo, Beit Yosef to the Arba·ah Turim, Yoreh Dei·ah 376, s.v. 
katav ha-kolbo.
32 Of introductions to the Zohar the world has also produced no end. Readers 
new to the work can get off to a good start with Arthur Green’s A Guide to the 
Zohar (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), Nathan Wolski’s A Journey 
into the Zohar (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010), and Melila 
Hellner-Eshed’s A River Flows from Eden: The Language of Mystic Experience 
in the Zohar, trans. Nathan Wolski (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009).
33 A list of those parts may conveniently be found in the encyclopedia entry 
“Zohar” by Gershom Scholem and Melila Hellner-Eshed in the Encyclopaedia 
Judaica, vol. 21, pp. 648–650. 
34 The larger questions connected to the specific place of this story in the larger 
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above in note 10.
35 Rabbis out for walks is a recurrent motif throughout the Zohar and its 
ancillary works. See in this regard most recently David Greenstein’s remarkable 
Roads to Utopia: The Walking Stories of the Zohar (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2014).
36 Is this what it meant in the other story when the dead man told Rabbi Akiva 
that his name too was Akiva, that he was just offering the first name that came 
to mind as his own since he could not actually recall his own name?
37 Zohar Ḥadash, ed. Reuven Margoliot ( Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1978), 
p. 84c.
38 Ibid. This is a loose translation that departs from literality in some places for 
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39 Zohar Ḥadash, ed. cit., p. 49a–b, my emphasis.
40 Aaron Mendel Cohen, Ha-kaddish: M’koro V ’to∙alto V ’nusḥa·otav, Dinav, 
U-minhagav (Cairo: Reuven Moscovitch, 1919), p. 46. Cohen was the head of 
the rabbinic court and rabbi of the Ashkenazic community of Jews in Cairo in 
the first decades of the twentieth century.
41 Zev Aryeh Rabbiner, Raza D’ḥayyei (Tel Aviv: Privately Printed with the 
assistance of Mossad Harav Kook, 1953), p. 165.
42 Aaron Mendel Cohen, Sefer Ha-n’shamah V ’ha-kaddish ( Jerusalem: D’fus 
Levi, 1921), p. 60a. The expression bara m’zakkei abba appears in the Talmud at 
B. Sanhedrin 104a in a discussion regarding the relative merits of the kings of 
ancient Judah.



Sound and Silence in Response to Grief

Martin S. Cohen and Dalia Marx

What is the ideal response to death? Should mourners be encouraged 
to remain silent as a way of signaling their understanding that the 
great questions of life and death are beyond human comprehension 
and thus best accepted without attempts at rationalization? Or 
should they be encouraged to proclaim their acceptance of the 
tragedy that has befallen them aloud in and in public, thus finding in 
speech—both of the formal and extemporaneous varieties—the path 
to healing in the wake of loss? In different contexts, Jewish tradition 
endorses both approaches…yet the latter became the hallmark of 
the traditional mourning experience, eclipsing the former and almost 
entirely obscuring it in all but the most traditional communities. In 
this essay, we will explore the interplay between these two ancient 
approaches to mourning and show how the tension between them 
has an unexpected latter-day echo in the secular kibbutz movement.

Silence in Lieu of Speech in the Bible

We begin by considering some biblical narrative passages about 
silence. In theory, of course, silence as a state of being doesn’t exist at 
all and is merely the name for a state characterized by the absence of 
some other thing—in this case, of sound. Yet, when the Bible takes 
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formal note of someone’s silence, the point is never that the individual 
being described merely chose not to speak. Instead, the silence is always 
an important part of the story and hints at something more significant 
than simply the absence of sound or speech. Indeed, there are many 
passages that suggest that some emotions simply cannot adequately be 
encapsulated in language, particularly when an individual is overcome 
with awe vis-à-vis the Almighty or with grief in the face of death.
 Abraham’s servant, for example, is described at Genesis 24:21 
as being struck speechless by the possibility that God had actually 
granted him success in his mission of finding a wife for Isaac. 
(The Hebrew term is maḥarish, an active verb that suggests doing 
something by remaining silent, not merely not doing something.) It 
seems that the narrative is not simply noting that he chose not to 
speak at this juncture in the story, but rather is inviting readers to 
consider that silence for what it might have been: a combination of 
awe-struck wonder, at the possibility of success; humility, rooted in 
the thought that God had watched over him and brought Rebecca to 
him almost immediately; and deep gratitude, of the variety that exists 
outside the sphere of spoken language.
 There are many other examples of personalities who are depicted within 
the scriptural narrative as remaining silent at key moments in their own 
stories: Jacob remains silent about how to respond to the events concerning 
his daughter Dinah and Shekhem ben Ḥamor until his sons return from 
the fields (Genesis 34:5); Naomi decides not to respond verbally to Ruth’s 
determination to remain by Naomi’s side (Ruth 1:18); Saul, immediately 
following his identification by Samuel as Israel’s future king, chooses to 
say nothing at all in the face of the taunting by the rabble who saw no 
hope of safety or security in a land over which Saul might reign (1 Samuel 
10:27); Absalom grimly refuses to say a word to Amnon—his silence 
clearly suffused with rage and barely-controlled violence—in response to 
the latter’s rape of Absalom’s sister Tamar (2 Samuel 13:22); the people 
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cower in silence in the face of Elijah’s uncompromising challenge that they 
choose once and for all between the God of Israel and the Baal (1 Kings 
18:21); and the nobles of Jerusalem could only find in silence a reasonable 
response to Nehemiah’s enraged chastisement (Nehemiah 5:7).  But the 
example of biblical silence that is the most crucial, at least for the purposes 
of this essay, is the one that the Bible sums up at Leviticus 10:3 in two 
words: va-yiddom aharon (“And Aaron was silent”), using an unusual verb 
that is specifically not used in any of the above-mentioned passages.

Aaron’s Silence in the Bible

The story itself is told briefly, if powerfully. Moses’ brother Aaron, 
patriarch of the priestly line, has four sons: Nadav, Avihu, Eleazar, 
and Itamar. As the narrative in Leviticus 10 begins, we see Nadav 
and Avihu filling censers with incense and setting them ablaze in 
the Tabernacle, thus offering the incense up in a way that did not 
conform to any specific instructions they had previously received; 
Scripture thus characterizes their offering as eish zarah, an “alien fire 
[offering].”2 And for this indiscretion they both pay with their lives, 
as fire comes forth from “before the Eternal” and wholly immolates 
them, leaving behind only their charred remains. Moses notes that 
this rapid and decisive divine response to even the slightest ritual 
innovation in the newly inaugurated Tabernacle must be what 
God meant by “I shall sanctify Myself through those closest to Me 
and in so doing gain honor before the whole people.”3 And it is at 
that specific point in the narrative that Scripture adds the laconic 
comment, va-yiddom aharon (“and Aaron fell silent”).
 What exactly is the point here? The simplest explanation would 
be that Aaron was so breathtakingly stunned by his brother’s callous 
insensitivity to the loss of his two sons that he simply could not 
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think of any rational response, and so he said nothing at all. This 
would mirror the psalmist’s use at Psalm 65:2 of a nominal form 
derived from the same three-letter root that also generates the verb 
used to reference Aaron’s silence to remark that, when it comes to the 
praise of God, l ’kha dumiyyah t’hillah (“to You silence is praise”). The 
psalmist seems to be suggesting that the notion that human language 
could ever reasonably suggest the fullness of the kind of praise due 
to the Almighty is patent absurd, and the only “real” way to praise 
God with anything approaching acceptable accuracy is to say nothing 
at all.4 So here too would Scripture be asking us to understand that 
Moses’ comment was so harsh and unsympathetic that Aaron could 
only respond to it reasonably by declining to respond at all.
 Of course, there are other avenues of interpretation open to 
us as well: Aaron’s silence could plausibly also denote defiance, or 
perhaps even anger so intense that it simply could not be expressed 
adequately—or perhaps even not at all—in words. But Scripture 
itself offers no clue at all regarding the reasons for Aaron’s silence, 
and merely reports that such was Aaron’s response to his brother’s 
comment.

Rabbinic Responses to Aaron’s Silence

However, that is not at all how Jewish tradition interprets Aaron’s 
silence. Our ancient sources do take various stabs at interpreting 
Aaron’s silence, but none is rooted in the notion that Aaron was 
stunned by Moses’ insensitivity. Perhaps the least satisfying—or, at 
least, the least convincing—is the following midrash5  that preserves a 
sermon once delivered by Rabbi Isaac (probably Rabbi Isaac Nappaḥa, 
late third century), who began his discourse by citing Jeremiah’s 
slightly obscure remark that he “ate” God’s words and found them 
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a source of joy and lightheartedness ( Jeremiah 15:16). Rabbi Isaac  
then cites a different sermon, one delivered on some earlier occasion 
by Rabbi Samuel bar Naḥmani, a slightly younger contemporary, 
that featured that rabbi’s take on the very remark of Moses to which 
Aaron responded with silence.
 In this earlier sermon/midrash, it is imagined that the words of 
God quoted by Moses to Aaron (“I shall sanctify Myself through 
those closest to Me and in so doing gain honor before the whole 
people”) had been previously revealed by God to Moses at Sinai but 
not recorded at that time, precisely because Moses did not know 
what to make of them at the time. And so he now speaks to Aaron 
and says just that—that he had imagined that when God spoke of 
“sanctifying” the sanctuary, apparently with the death of a righteous 
soul, he (Moses) had imagined that God was referring either to 
himself or to Aaron—but now sees clearly that the intention was to do 
so with the deaths of Aaron’s two sons, whom Moses characterizes as 
being g’dolim mimmenni u-mim’kha (“greater than me or you”). In this 
scenario, Aaron—delighted with this excellent, albeit posthumous, 
appraisal of his sons’ worthiness but aware how vulgar it would be for 
him to express his pleasure openly even before his sons’ bodies were 
properly buried—chooses simply to say nothing at all. And, the text 
continues, not only was this the correct decision, but one that God 
ultimately rewarded Aaron for making by elevating him personally 
to the rank of prophet and speaking, at least occasionally, to him 
directly. Thus, regardless of what moderns will make of the idea that 
the Tabernacle ultimately needed to be sanctified as a worship space 
with the death of at least one righteous soul, Aaron’s silence here is 
specifically not understood as an expression of grief at all. Instead, the 
midrash understands his silence to reflect his pride in his sons and 
his joy that they died, as Moses specifically says in the text, bi-sh’vil 
k’dushat sh’mo shel ha-kadosh barukh hu (“for the sanctification of the 
name of the blessed Holy One”).
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 This seems to have been a widely accepted interpretation of Aaron’s 
silence in antiquity. This midrashic compilation, Vayikra Rabbah, is 
widely understood to have had its origins in Roman Palestine, but a 
passage preserved in the Babylonian Talmud suggests that the Jews 
of ancient Persia had a similar interpretation of Aaron’s silence.  There 
we read that Moses meant to imply something along the lines of: “My 
brother Aaron, your sons died only to sanctify the name of the blessed 
Holy One.” Nor are we left in the dark about Aaron’s response; the 
text relates that “once Aaron understood that [their deaths proved 
that] his sons were intimates of the Omnipresent (y’du·ei makom), 
he fell silent and for that eventually received a [divine] reward.”7 The 
reason for Aaron’s silence, at any rate, feels the same in both of these 
midrashic traditions: delighted to learn of his sons’ favor in God’s 
eyes but also aware of how boorish it would for him to express that 
delight aloud before they were buried, he chose simply to say nothing 
at all in response to his brother’s good news.
 Another text on this same theme is preserved in the Avot D’rabbi 
Natan.8 The setting is tragic: we are ushered into the presence of 
Rabbi Yoḥanan ben Zakkai immediately following the death of his 
son. The rabbi is inconsolable—as any bereaved father would be—
and so rejects any attempt by his students to provide comfort with 
words in the wake of loss. Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus is the first to 
speak, and he encourages his master to accept words of condolence 
by reminding him that Adam too lost a son—Abel—yet allowed 
himself eventually to be comforted. (Rabbi Eliezer finds allusion 
to this at Genesis 4:25, which notes that Adam resumed marital 
relations with Eve some time after Abel’s death.) Rabbi Yoḥanan, 
however, is not impressed and his response is trenchant: lo dai li she-
ani mitzta·eir b’atzmi, ella she-hizkarta li tza·aro shel adam ha-rishon. 
(“Isn’t it enough that I have to grapple with my own grief—do I 
really need to be reminded of Adam’s grief as well?”). The next pupil, 
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Rabbi Joshua ben Ḥananiah, then steps forward to try his hand at 
comforting his master. Job, he notes, lost not one son like Adam, but 
all of his children—seven sons and three daughters—on the same day, 
yet he too found it in his heart to allow others to comfort him. This 
too, however, is rejected…and with exactly the same language that 
Rabbi Yoḥanan had used to rebuke Rabbi Eliezer, by observing that 
he already feels wretched enough and hardly needs to be burdened 
with other people’s tragedies while he is still attempting to negotiate 
his own. Finally, another pupil, Rabbi Yosi Hakohen, steps forward 
to attempt to do what his two colleagues have so far failed utterly to 
manage. And so he brings up Aaron, noting that the latter lost two 
adult sons yet allowed himself to be comforted, to which Scripture 
alludes by specifically referencing Aaron’s silence because, explains 
the midrash, ein sh’tikah ella tanḥumin (“silence [in this context] can 
only mean [that he agreed to accept] consolation”)—and so should 
Rabbi Yoḥanan. For the midrash, the idea is clearly that Aaron’s 
silence is deemed worthy of emulation because it was precisely by 
saying nothing that he was able to find comfort in the wake of 
horrific loss. Nor is the text’s implication hard to seize: mourners 
seeking solace should be silent in the face of their loss. Saying more 
would be saying less. Ein sh’tikah ella tanḥumin.
 Among the medieval biblical commentators, this notion that Aaron 
could only respond honestly to the loss of his sons by saying nothing 
at all took root in some interesting ways. Rashi’s grandson, Rabbi 
Samuel ben Meir (c. 1085–c. 1158, called Rashbam), for example, 
suggests in his comment to Leviticus 10:3 that the Torah uses the 
words va-yiddom aharon to suggest that Aaron wanted to mourn and 
wail in the traditional mode because it was the expected thing, but 
could not bring himself to do so because he sought the kind of solace 
that only silence can bring.9 Other commentators take a similar tack. 
Rabbi Baḥya ben Asher ibn Halawa (1255–1340, called Rabbeinu 
Baḥya), one of the first commentators to incorporate kabbalistic ideas 
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into his biblical interpretations, says simply that “silence is one of the 
ideal modes (mishpatim) [of the mourning process],” and then goes 
on to justify his opinion with reference to the prophet Ezekiel (whom 
Rashbam also references in this regard). Ezekiel was instructed by 
God exactly how to behave after the death of “the delight of his eyes,” 
usually presumed to be a respectful reference to the prophet’s wife 
(24:15–27). And, indeed, among the instructions to the prophet is 
the unequivocal but oxymoronic hei·aneik dom (meaning something 
like “groan [or sigh or moan] silently”)—and the word for “silently” 
here is from the same root that is used with respect to Aaron.10 Rabbi 
Menaḥem ben Benjamin Recanati (1250–1310), whose commentary 
too is suffused with kabbalistic ideas, suggests a similar notion. 
Commenting directly on Leviticus 10:3, he writes: “The reason [that 
Aaron remained silent] is that it is simply inappropriate to second-
guess the principle of rigorous divine judgment (ein l ’harheir aḥar 
middat ha-din) and so must [pious individuals not merely accept God’s 
judgment, but must by remaining silent indicate their willingness 
to] accept it with love.”11 And in this regard too must be mentioned 
the comment of Rabbi Hezekiah ben Manoaḥ (thirteenth century, 
called the Ḥizkuni after his sole surviving work, a commentary on 
the Torah), who also wrote that Aaron would naturally have wished 
to mourn in the traditional mode, but was simply dumbstruck by his 
grief and chose to give true voice to his unutterable sadness by saying 
nothing at all.12 
 At the heart of all these commentaries is the single notion that 
the ideal response to inexpressible grief is wordlessly to accept God’s 
judgment and to signal as much by remaining silent. And, indeed, 
the Talmud seems to endorse such a view by preserving a comment 
of the Babylonian sage Rav Papa, who taught that the solace that a 
traditional house of mourning can offer the bereaved derives from 
the level of silence maintained.13 Another talmudic tradition, this 
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one preserved in the name of Rabbi Yoḥanan, says clearly that the 
mourner has the absolute right to insist that silence prevail in the 
house of mourning, and therefore none may say a word until the 
mourner formally and specifically permits it.14 And, indeed, this 
lesson eventually entered the halakhic tradition as a legally requisite 
mode of behavior in houses of mourning.15 

Silent Mourning in the Legal Tradition

Of course, Jewish tradition developed along other lines as well, 
eventually endorsing the notion that another way to deal with the 
great sadness that attends the loss of a loved one is not to remain 
silent at all but instead to come to synagogue for a specified period of 
time and to recite the Kaddish, a liturgical doxology that eventually 
became so inextricably tied to the process of mourning that it became 
known almost universally as the mourner’s prayer par excellence.16 

In fact, the expression “saying Kaddish” eventually came to refer 
unambiguously to the mourner’s effort to find solace in public 
speech. And so, as Judaism emerged from the medieval period, it 
somehow embraced both notions: that the ideal medium for coming 
to terms with grief is resigned silence to God’s judgment in the face 
of personal loss, and that the therapeutic value of constant, day-in 
and day-out public speech as a mourner is the highway to coming 
through the mourning process emotionally and spiritually hale.
 The basic rule about comforting the mourner eventually became 
that everything depends on the mourner him or herself—if the 
mourner feels the need to be silent, then the comforter should not 
speak. Moreover, the mourner is also empowered both to begin 
and to end the encounter and the conversation. Many sources link 
these rulings, but none as unequivocally as Rabbi Joseph Karo 
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(1488–1575) in the Shulḥan Arukh, later to become the foundational 
work of halakhic writing in the generations to follow, who writes 
unambiguously that “no [would-be] comforter is permitted to speak 
until the mourner speaks first. [Furthermore,] the mourner sits in 
the front of the room [and the comforters too may be seated], but 
once the mourner gives a signal—even one as subtle as a mere nod 
of the head—that clearly excuses the comforters, they are from that 
moment on not permitted to be seated in his or her presence.”17 
 And so we are left with a complicated answer to what feels as 
though it should be a simple set of questions. Is silence the context 
in which people best find solace in the wake of loss? Or should the 
bereaved be encouraged to speak aloud, to express themselves verbally, 
to find in language—including the formalized language of public 
prayer—the path forward toward comfort? Jewish tradition clearly 
embraces both views, encouraging the public recitation of Kaddish 
and allowing the mourner to determine for him or herself whether 
speech or silence will prevail in the house of mourning. The latter 
notion, that silence is the only adequate response to devastating loss, 
has sound midrashic roots that go back to Aaron’s famous silence and 
its plausible interpretations. But the former has its own place in Jewish 
tradition as well, one sanctioned by centuries of Jewish souls seeking 
comfort in the public recitation of Kaddish. Tradition thus offers not 
certainty but wise ambivalence, and supports the view that the road 
to restoration after loss will be paved with some combination of both 
silence and speech—the former born of principled resignation to 
God’s decree and the latter suggestive of the need to affirm in public a 
dimension of reality that needs formally to be nurtured if it is to take 
root at all in a grieving soul attempting to come to terms with loss.
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Modern Echoes18

How interesting to see this same quandary—regarding the best way 
to respond to loss—playing itself out in the wholly secular context 
of the emerging kibbutz movement, both before and after the 
establishment of the State of Israel! The common wisdom regarding 
the early days of the kibbutz movement was that the prevalent culture 
in those pioneering days was one based on the utter abandonment of 
the Jewish religion and its symbols. Accordingly the early pioneers 
are supposed to have made a conscious effort to create their own 
culture completely independent of ancient talmudic principles and 
the traditional practices of their ancestors. That image is widespread, 
but not entirely accurate: a more careful look yields a portrait of 
kibbutznikim, the kibbutz members, even in the very earliest days 
of the movement, possessed of a far more nuanced relationship to 
Jewish tradition than is generally supposed. Nor did the secular, 
even occasionally atheistic, formal pronouncements of the kibbutz 
movement leadership always match the actual decisions those leaders 
made, some of which evinced a distinct longing for rituals that they 
must have known and experienced as children. Indeed, the need to 
rely on traditional language and universally recognizable symbols was 
particularly evident at life-cycle moments and at turning points in the 
annual calendar. Significantly, some of the most genuine institutional 
re-interpretations of classical Jewish ritual and rite derive from the 
kibbutzim. Even those versions of the Passover Haggadah, some of 
which originated as parodies of the classical text, turned out, as time 
passed, to be possessed of unexpected staying power and abiding 
charm—and the same could be said of texts composed to mark the 
springtime harvest of the first fruits, the binding of the first sheaf of 
barley grain, and other festivals and ceremonies as well.
 The members of the early kibbutzim were committed to be the 
masters of their own lives not only with respect to finances, education, 
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and health-related issues but also with respect to culture and the life of 
the spirit. They sought to create a kind of new Hebrew-Israeli Judaism 
that would flourish in its new setting and that would specifically not 
be built on old models, no matter how tried and true they had been 
for previous generations. But that did not preclude borrowing from 
those same ancient models, sometimes in particularly daring ways. Berl 
Katznelson (1887–1944), one of the founders and leaders of the Labor 
Zionism movement, once made this explicit. “Our movement,” he is 
quoted as having said, “is the heir to ancient Judaism in that [just as 
once was true of our ancient faith, so Labor Zionism too] requires strict 
adherence to its own commandments and demands of its followers 
that they serve with all their hearts, with all their soul, and with all their 
might.”19 

Facing Death with Silence and Restraint

Kibbutz funerals in the first decades of the twentieth century were 
characterized by an absence of formal, set ritual—either religious 
or secular. Instead, many kibbutz funerals consisted solely of 
spontaneously-conceived gestures of various sorts. Sociologist Nisan 
Rubin describes these various customs, noting that some of them, 
including the occasional recitation of Kaddish, were taken directly 
from ancient tradition, albeit divested from the religious framework in 
which they were originally conceived.20 One kibbutz member related 
that, in the early days, “we would do what we could remember.”21 

Also worth recalling is that the early kibbutzim were populated 
mostly by people who did not share familial bonds, and so it was 
often the case that even according to tradition there was no specific 
obligation for anyone present at the funeral of a deceased kibbutznik 
to recite the Kaddish. Nonetheless, the intimate nature of life on a 
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kibbutz created bonds among members similar to familial bonds. It 
was for that reason as well that these questions of how to mourn 
for and memorialize members of the kibbutz became essential. 
And among the descriptions of early kibbutz funerals, there appear 
many descriptions of a kind of painful, deeply emotional silence—
and these exist alongside descriptions of spontaneous behavior that 
include instances of unrestrained dancing and singing until late into 
the night.
 Beginning in the 1920s, however, many kibbutz funerals took place 
in the kind of total silence that precluded both eulogies and prayers. 
Rubin describes two distinct periods as essentially separate stages 
of growth for the kibbutz movement: the first, during the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, featuring spontaneous ritualistic 
behavior and the second, in the decades that followed, featuring 
funerals carried out in total silence.22 Nonetheless, it seems that there 
was no small overlap between these two modes of expression, partly 
due to the fact that the rituals reflected the style and ideology of 
each kibbutz and the responses to grief were different in each of 
the kibbutz movements. Occasionally, traditional Jewish content 
found its way into kibbutz funerals. Moti Zeira, a researcher of the 
kibbutz movement, certainly agrees that these funerals adopted parts 
of traditional funeral practice, but he labels such usage “eclectic, 
unsystematic, and fragmented, usually undertaken by a specific 
individual as a kind of spontaneous reaction to the dramatic death of 
a friend.”23

 A poem by Shalom Yosef Shapira (1904–1990, widely known 
as Shin Shalom) describes the “sanctuary of silence” that the early 
pioneers built to house their own grief in his poem “When Someone 
Dies”:
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When someone dies in the Jezreel Valley,
the ears of corn fall silent.
For the Jezreel Valley is the holy of holies
and crying is forbidden in the holy of holies.

When night falls on the Jezreel Valley
the stars become terrified;
they are the yahrzeit candles in the Jezreel Valley
that burn for those who have no one to say Kaddish….24 

This intense poem offers an alternative religiosity, one at odds with the 
one rooted solely in ancient Jewish texts. Here the focus of the sacred, 
the holy of holies, is not in the Temple in Jerusalem, but in the Jezreel 
Valley itself, the hothouse of pioneering Zionism. Finding oneself in 
the presence of holiness, the appropriate response is self-restraint and 
control: none may cry at a funeral because it is inappropriate to weep 
in the Holy of Holies. And there is reward for such holding back as 
well: the heavens and the stars weep for those who have no one to say 
Kaddish for them. Nor is this silence “just” the absence of speech; it 
is not only the silence that represents reverence, but also absence of 
traditional language.
 Perhaps the correct way to characterize the early pioneers’ response 
to death, particularly given the high death rate among their numbers 
in the Promised Land, was not so much silence as muteness. Both 
the suicide rate, as well as death as result of diseases and conflict 
with the Arabs, were high. However the traditional prayers, and the 
Kaddish among them, were not acceptable to the pioneers as vehicles 
by with to express their grief—both because of their language and 
their content.
 It seems that for the young pioneers, who wanted to take charge of 
every aspect of their life, it was impossible to give in to the tyranny of 
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death. This severe self-discipline is reflected in the poem written by 
David Shimoni in memory of the writer Yosef Ḥayyim Brenner, who 
was killed in the course of the Arab riots in Jaffa in 1921:

Mourn not.
Weep not
at a time such as this.
Lower not your head!

Work! Work!
Harvester, harvest!
Sower, sow!
In a bad moment,
work double-time,
double-time create!

And plant and hoe,
clear rocks and build a fence.
Clear a path and pave
a path of freedom
for the day now dawning.
And plant and hoe,
clear rocks and build a fence,
a path of freedom
for the day now dawning!

The path of suffering
leads to redemption. And the blood calls out
to the soul of the people:
Shake yourself off and act!
Be redeemed and redeem!25 

Instead of giving himself over to feeling of grief and rage, the poet’s 
charge is that the appropriate response to death unwarranted would 
be simply to go back to work. In his conception, work is the true 
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revenge and also the remedy for misery. In a time as difficult as the 
one the members of the kibbutz community in pre-state Israel were 
negotiating, the poet’s solution to their pain is plainly put: “Work 
double-time” and “Double-time create.”
 Silence also characterized funerals that were not directly connected 
to political tensions. The poet Yehuda Sharet (1901–1979), a member 
of Kibbutz Yagur, wrote in a letter to his mother about the funeral 
of a young man named Yehuda Schuster who was killed in a work 
accident that took place in Kibbutz Ein Ḥarod in 1923: “Not a groan. 
Not a moan. Not a scream. The sense of loss, overwhelming. Such 
should our funerals be! The mother’s silence without her screams, 
and that was the whole thing…The mute funeral bears testimony 
to the detachment in our lives…and there is no other way, for we 
cannot choose our paths forward…and that itself is our path forward. 
The next day, everybody was back at work.”26 We will return later 
to Kibbutz Yagur and see how many far-reaching changes occurred 
in this particular kibbutz, as well as in the kibbutz movement with 
respect to this issue of liturgical silence.
 Silence at funerals—the absence both of prayers and of wailing or 
expressions of emotional response to death—was an act of conscious 
abstention.27 And Aaron David Gordon (1856–1922), a thinker, 
teacher, poet and the spiritual master of the pioneering movement, 
wrote the following in his will:

And let me say some few words also about necrologies and 
eulogies, etc. It is natural for people to wish to honor those 
who have gone never to return, but they must also take into 
account the fact that the one who has thus left the world no 
longer exists. All that was that person has now become part 
of the great treasury, the great storehouse, of human deeds…
and so, if they truly wish to honor that person, they must 
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understand that the only true expression of honor would be 
silence. Let each [mourner] find a secluded corner in which 
privately to ruminate, or secretly to weep, about the fate of 
the departed and of the fate of humankind in general. Would 
that not be enough?
That is how I conducted myself. I honored the departed with 
silence and so would I wish that others would behave with 
respect to me. Those who wish to honor me, let them do so 
in silence. For at least a year after my death, no one should 
speak or write about me at all.28 

For Gordon, silence is largely understood as the appropriate response 
to the cruelty of death. It is possible to take this silence to represent 
a kind of defensiveness against the inevitability of death, or even as 
a kind of rebelliousness on the part of people devoted to building a 
society in which making personal, conscious choices was the basic 
right of all. But it also mirrors the ancient dictum ein sh’tikah ella 
tanḥumin (as discussed above), and has at its core the same idea: in 
the face of death, the only truly honest response is to say nothing at all.

Creativity and the Discovery of 
an Authentic Jewish Voice of the Kibbutz

The need to determine how best to deal with death and the formal 
structures of mourning became acute in the 1960s, as the founders 
of the kibbutzim began to pass away in ever-increasing numbers.29 

Moreover, many kibbutz members found the notion of silence in the 
faith of death inadequate and insufficient. In 1962, Yitzḥak Tabnakin 
(1888–1971), one of the leaders of the kibbutz movement, was quoted 
as saying in a private conversation that there was a clear need to turn to 
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the “thinkers” and poets of the kibbutz movement and to ask that they 
create some expressive text for kibbutz funerals that would correspond 
to “our love of life.” In effect, he was rejecting the ein sh’tikah ella 
tanḥumin model and asking for a new approach to mourning, one that 
would be deemed meaningful in the changing demographic reality of 
the kibbutzim.30 
 Shortly after that, Tzvi She’er (1904–1987), one of the Kibbutz 
Yagur educators who also worked in the fields, composed what 
eventually came to be recognized as the first version of the so-called 
“Kibbutz Kaddish,” a formal text at least partially derived from the 
traditional Kaddish and intended specifically to be read at burial 
ceremonies on kibbutzim. This specific text came to be known as the 
Yagur Kaddish.31 According to some witnesses, She’er composed his 
Kaddish specifically as a response to the absolute silence that had 
become a feature of kibbutz burials, but which was beginning to elicit 
negative responses from at least some kibbutz members. The text is as 
follows:

Magnified (yitgaddal) be the man who retains his sense of 
hope from life’s early morning until his final day, a man whose 
heart never retreats, whose deeds are upright, who never 
despairs regarding redemption, in whose heart the suffering 
of the world and its joy reside, and whose splendor he himself 
represents both openly and in secret.
Nor shall his hopes end with him, for the way of the upright 
shall never lead astray.
May the dignity of this man be ever blessed.
Magnified (yitgaddal) be the Hebrew man on his land, and 
may the one who lives imbued with the memory of those 
once alive who have gone before him be sanctified.
This life, sealed in the earth of Yagur, in its labor and in the 
heart of his comrades, has come to an end.
May his memory be a blessing in our midst.32
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She’er makes use of the traditional text of the Kaddish—the Hebrew 
for “magnified,” yitgaddal, is the first word of the Kaddish—and elicits 
the strong emotional response that prayer is capable of producing in 
even secular communities, even though he has obviously changed 
the meaning of those borrowed words drastically. And so, instead 
of a hymn of praise to God and a supplicatory prayer about the 
establishment of the kingdom of heaven on earth, his praise is for 
human beings, and instead of the kingdom of heaven his idealized 
society is the kibbutz itself.
 The use of the opening line of the Kaddish in secular contexts had 
actually began decades earlier, in the days of Yosef Ḥayyim Brenner 
(mentioned above in the context of David Shimon’s poetic response 
to his death), who concluded an essay that he wrote as a response to 
the Russian Revolution of 1905 with the words, “May the Hebrew 
man be magnified and sanctified.”33 It is not at all clear how well 
known this line from Brenner was, so it is difficult to say if She’er 
was consciously mimicking Brenner or not. At any rate, the first to 
make use of the traditional liturgical text of Kaddish in a secular 
setting was Berl Katznelson (also mentioned above), who composed 
a version of the traditional Yizkor memorial prayer to honor those 
who were killed at the Battle of Tel Ḥai in 1920 that began “May 
the people Israel remember its sons and daughters who gave their 
lives…”—thus transforming the prayer from a supplication directed 
toward heaven (“May God remember…”) into a call to Jewish 
humanity to honor its martyrs.
 She’er’s Kaddish was not universally accepted, yet the secular 
“Kibbutz Kaddish” inspired many to follow in its author's path. 
Consider, for example, this version of the prayer written by Yigal 
Talmi, a member of Kibbutz Mishmar Ha-emek:
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May his great name be magnified and sanctified
and may the memory of ____ be preserved in our midst forever.
May your image be regularly before our eyes,
for you were the bone of our bones, the flesh of our flesh,
our comrade along the way, our sibling and friend in this house,
sharing sadness and joy, friendship and love,
on weekday and Sabbath, in life and in death.
May there be dew and the rain in this place,
and may the blessing of deeds be its inhabitants,
and may we all have happy lives, we and all Israel.
The one who makes peace shall make peace
for us and for all Israel.
May we know peace on our weekdays and our festivals,
tranquility in our courtyards and our homes.
May your name be inscribed in the Book of Life of this house,
and may your memory be blessed.

 We can discern clearly three periods in the history of kibbutz funerals: 
a first period of funerals characterized by spontaneous outbursts of 
speech or song, or by complete silence at funerals; a second period 
characterized by tentative liturgical responses to death, and among them 
many texts that are clearly based on the traditional text of Kaddish;  
and a third period (which was not discussed here) characterized by 
the weakening of the earlier spirit of creative innovation, thus the 
adoption of some “ready-made” formulas presented by authoritative 
religious figures (almost invariably Orthodox or even ultra-Orthodox 
men, although not necessarily rabbis) that constitutes a retreat from 
the traditional kibbutz-style eagerness to determine independently the 
course kibbutz life takes.34  
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Conclusion

In its own way, these stages—or at least the first two of them—
mirror the larger Jewish past, in which the message of the traditional 
texts adduced above that suggest that the ideal mode of expressing 
grief for the bereaved is total silence in the face of loss was eventually 
supplanted, or at least supplemented, by a kind of popular initiative 
to find a place in the synagogue service for mourners to proclaim 
their acceptance of God’s decree aloud and repeatedly.35 That the 
same set of ideas and practices characterized a Jewish movement 
as formally unbound to tradition as the secular kibbutz movement 
strikes us both as a fascinating turn of events. Apparently feeling 
unbound and unburdened by the need strictly to adhere to canonical 
tradition does not lead away from a traditional worldview…or from 
the obligation to grapple with the very same issues with which our 
forebears struggled as they sought to create a Jewish civilization that 
spoke to the deepest needs of its members and constituents.
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NOTES

1 The verb maḥarish, used of Abraham’s servant, is also used regarding Jacob’s 
silence and the young Saul’s, but other passages express the same idea more 
elliptically. The term used regarding Aaron (see below) is unique, however.
2 The word for fire, eish, is used repeatedly in Scripture metonymically to denote 
offerings to God burnt by fire (e.g., at Leviticus 2:3, 10 or at 4:35). By further 
extension, it is occasionally used even to denote grain offerings that are not 
burnt on the altar (e.g. at Leviticus 10:12). But the passage in question here is 
ultimately ambiguous, leaving unclear whether it was the offering burnt by fire 
or the fire itself that was so unacceptable so as to warrant the instant death of 
those responsible for its introduction.
3 These words appear nowhere else in Scripture, yet are nonetheless presented by 
Moses in Leviticus 10:3 as an authentic—and presumably familiar—divine oracle.
4 Cf. Rashi’s comment ad locum to the effect that, because no one could find 
enough words fully to encapsulate the praise due God, to heap up more and 
more words in an attempt to say all there is to say is paradoxically to state God’s 
praise less, not more, accurately. This mirrors the story preserved in the Talmud 
at B. Berakhot 33b regarding the sharp rebuke an anonymous prayer leader drew 
from Rabbi Ḥanina, presumably the tanna of third-century Roman Palestine, 
when he attempted to embroider upon the received liturgical text of the Amidah 
so as the better to suggest the full range of praise due to God. “Are you done 
fully listing God’s praiseworthy attributes?” Rabbi Ḥanina asks acidulously, his 
question clearly rhetorical.
5 Vayikra Rabbah 12:2.
6 B. Zevaḥim 115b.
7 The obvious question of why God would wish to sanctify the divine name 
on the occasion of the dedication of the Tabernacle by taking the lives of two 
righteous individuals is admirably, albeit not entirely convincingly, taken on by 
Baruch Halevi Epstein in his comment ad locum in his Torah T’mimah (1902; 
rpt. New York: Ziegelheim, 5743 [1982/1983]), p. 158.
8 Avot D’rabbi Natan is a midrashic work organized as a kind of interpretive 
commentary on Pirkei Avot and usually grouped along with other shorter 
rabbinic works under the rubric of “minor tractates” that belong to the larger 
corpus of talmudic literature but are not actually part of either Talmud. The 
following translation is based on the Hebrew text published in Avot D’rabbi 
Natan, text A, chap. 14, ed. Solomon Schechter (5647 [1886/1887]; rpt. New 
York: Feldheim, 5727 [1966/1967]), pp. 58–59. Interested readers may also wish 
to consult Judah Goldin’s fine translation of the text in his The Fathers According 
to Rabbi Nathan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955), pp. 76–77.
9 Rashbam to Leviticus 10:3, ed. Martin Lockshin ( Jerusalem: Chorev, 2009), 
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pp. 350–351, and cf. n. 29.
10 Midrash Rabbeinu Baḥya al Ḥamishah Ḥumshei Torah (Oradea [Romania]: 
Binyomin Zev Rubenshtein, 5702 [1941/1942]), p. 36, s.v. va-yiddom aharon. 
The passage in Ezekiel is usually interpreted as a list of ways in which mourners 
usually express their grief, but which are being forbidden to the prophet. (That, 
indeed, is how the Talmud itself interprets the list of prohibited procedures 
at B. Mo∙eid Katan 15a–b.) Elsewhere in Scripture, words formed from the 
same verbal root as hei∙aneik reference the moaning of the poor (Psalm 12:6) 
or the incarcerated (Psalm 79:11, 102:21), and also the miserable sounds that 
accompany weeping (Malachi 2:13). At Ezekiel 26:15, a similar word is used to 
denote the groaning of the dying.
11 Rabbi Menaḥem of Recanati, Peirush al Ha-torah al Derekh Ha-emet (Venice: 
Daniel Bomberg, 5283 [1522/1523]), parashat Sh’mini, s.v. va-teitzei eish.
12 Rabbi Hezekiah ben Manoaḥ, Sefer Ḥizkuni al Ḥamishah Ḥumshei Torah 
(Vilna: Romm, 1859), p. 113.
13 The question of who it is who is ideally supposed to remain silent in a house 
of mourning is debated by the commentators; see the comments of Rabbi 
Baruch Halevi Epstein in the passage cited in note 5 above, where the author 
determines convincingly that it is the mourner whose decision to remain silent 
is a sign of pious resignation to God’s judgment. The phrase for “house of 
mourning” in the talmudic passage cited is bei tamya, literally “house of bones,” 
and is open to interpretation. Our interpretation here follows Rashi’s comment 
to B. Sanhedrin 112b, s.v. k’lal b’aseih u-f ’rat b’lo ta·aseh.
14 B. Mo∙eid Katan 28b.
15 Cf. S.A. Yoreh Dei·ah 376:1, citing verbatim the Arba·ah Turim of Rabbi Jacob 
ben Asher (c. 1269–c. 1343), Yoreh Dei·ah 376:1. Rambam, not referencing 
Rabbi Yoḥanan’s lesson verbatim, nonetheless decrees that those who come to 
visit should sit “stricken” (davin), as though it were they themselves who had 
suffered the loss.
16 In the case of the loss of a parent, the period is eleven months; following the 
loss of a spouse, sibling, or child, it is thirty days.
17 S.A. Yoreh Dei·ah 376:1.
18 What follows in this essay is a reworking and streamlining of material 
published in much greater detail by Dalia Marx, “From the Rhine Valley to 
Jezreel Valley: Innovative Versions of the Mourner’s Kaddish in the Kibbutz 
Movement,” in Between Tradition and Modernity: Rethinking Old Opposition, 
Essays in Honor of David Ellenson, eds. Michael A. Meyer and David N. 
Myers (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2014), pp. 123–141; and idem, 
“Secular[?] Versions of the Kaddish in the Kibbutz Movement,“ CCAR Journal( 
Summer 2015), pp. 74–91. A “kibbutz” (plural: kibbutzim) is a specific kind of 
Jewish communal settlement in pre-and post-state Israel, from which derives 



218       Martin S. Cohen and Dalia Marx

the term “kibbutznik” (plural: kibbutznikim) for a resident of such a settlement.
19 Abraham Zivyon, Diyukno Ha-y’hudi shel Berl Katznelson (Tel Aviv: Sifriyat 
Poalim, 1984), p. 272.
20 Nissan Rubin, “Death Customs in a Non-Religious Kibbutz: The Use of 
Sacred Symbols in a Secular Society,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
25:3 (1986), pp. 292–303.
21 Oral communication with Dalia Marx (winter 2013).
22 Nisan Rubin, “Personal Bereavement in a Collective Environment: Mourning 
in the Kibbutz,” published in his New Rituals — Old Societies (Boston: Academic 
Studies Press, 2009), pp. 92–109.
23 Mordechai Zeira, K’ru·im Anu: Zikkatah shel Ha-hityash’vut Ha-ovedet Bi-
sh’not Ha-esrim el Ha-tarbut Ha-y’hudit ( Jerusalem: Yad Yitzchak Ben Tzvi, 
5762 [2001/2002]), p. 277.
24 Published in Tzvi Shua and Aryeh Ben-Gurion, Yalkut Aveilut (Beit Hashitah, 
Israel: Vaadat Ha-ḥevrah Ha-beinkibbutzit, 1990), p. 144, and set to music by 
Moshe Rappaport. The title of the poem derives from Numbers 19:14.
25 Later, this poem was set to music by Yosef Milet, cf. Sefer Shirim U-manginot 
L’ganei Y ’ladim U-l’vatei Sefer II, eds. Moshe Gorali and Daniel Sambursky 
( Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 5760 [1999/2000], pp. 138–139.
26 Shua and Ben-Gurion, Yalkut Aveilut, p. 128.
27 It is interesting to note how Nurit Feinstein distinguishes in her doctoral 
dissertation between abstention from the recitation of liturgical texts at funerals 
and the abstention from actual crying or calling out in grief; see Nurit Feinstein, 
Ha-sifrut Ha-ivrit B’mei·ah Ha-esrim, doctoral dissertation submitted at Ben 
Gurion University of the Negev, 5771 [2011], pp. 376–377. It seems that both 
abstentions mirror the same phenomenon of restraint from the expected as a 
matter of choice, and also as an expression of opposition both to formalized and 
spontaneous reactions to death.
28 Darkah shel Degania: Sippur Ḥamishim Sh’not Ha-kibbutz (Tel Aviv: Davar, 1962), 
p. 123. It is interesting to note that Gordon himself is described as having recited 
Kaddish for one Yosef Busel after the latter drowned in the Kineret in 1919.
29 Rubin, “Death Customs” (see note 20), p. 298-300.
30 Shua and Ben-Gurion, Yalkut Aveilut, p. 145.
31 Ample testimony to the unique position of this “Kaddish” is provided by the fact that 
there have been whole books written regarding the circumstances of its composition. 
According to some, it was extant already in 1948 and was formally composed in 
response to the death of Yehoshua Glauberman, the Haganah commander, who 
is regarded as the first among the fallen in the War of Independence. Cf. Yalkut 
Aveilut, p. 147. There is evidence, however, in the Kibbutz Yagur archives—which is 
supported by the oral testimony of several kibbutz members—to the effect that the 
Yagur Kaddish was composed in the 1950s.
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32 Shua and Ben-Gurion, Yalkut Aveilut, p. 146. The Hebrew word adam, here 
translated as “man,” can be used to reference women as well. Later, a specific 
version for women came into use.
33 Yosef Ḥayyim Brenner, Mikhtavim L’russiya, originally published in the 
periodical Ha-me’oreir 1(5666 [1905/1906]) and now available in Brenner’s 
collected words (Tel Aviv: Ha-kibbutz Ha-me’uḥad, 1985), p. 193.
34 On the retreat to traditionalism in the kibbutz mourning customs, as well as 
new budding religiosity within the kibbutz movement, see Marx, “From the 
Rhine Valley to Jezreel Valley” (see note 18), pp. 136-137; and idem, “Secular[?] 
Versions of the Kaddish” (see note 18), pp. 85-88.
35 For more about these three stages, see Dalia Marx’s essays referenced above
in note 18.




