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How wonderful is Death,
Death and his brother Sleep!
One pale as yonder wan and horned moon,
With lips of lurid blue,
The other glowing like the vital morn,
When throned on ocean’s wave
It breathes over the world:
Yet both so passing strange and wonderful!
—Shelley, from “The Daemon of the World

Where the Modeh Ani comes from, who knows? It was cited in 
toto in a 1599 prayerbook called Seder Ha-yom, but the way the text 
is presented there does not suggest that the author of that volume, 
one Moshe ibn Makhir of Safed, was its author.1 Master liturgist 
Seligman Baer (1825–1897), who recommends the prayer richly 
and thoughtfully in his Seder Avodat Yisrael, offers no author and no 
hint at where he imagines the prayer to have originated.2 Benjamin 
Friedman, whose 1935 work Sefer M’kor Ha-t’fillot al Seder Ha-
t’fillah is an inexhaustible source of interesting, useful information 
about the origins of Jewish prayers, points his readers to what he 
considers to be an early version of the Modeh Ani that appears both 
in the Talmud of the Land of Israel and in the ancient Palestinian 
midrashic collection known as Bereishit Rabbah.3 But these sources 
do not feature the prayer upon awaking that regularly appears in 
modern prayerbooks, but rather present other prayers of thanksgiving 
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that that begin with the same Hebrew words, modeh ani. In the end, 
it would probably be wisest simply to suppose the Modeh Ani to 
be part of the liturgical heritage of folk Judaism, a one-line prayer 
of indeterminate origin that became the common heritage of all 
who awaken from their morning sleep imbued with a sense of God’s 
benevolent presence in their personal ambits.4 
 At the core of the prayer—if one can imagine a one-line composition 
as having a core—is a single set of three interrelated ideas: that sleep 
is death, that awakening from sleep is therefore resurrection, and that 
the daily act of rising in the morning from one’s bed thus is, or should 
ideally function as, a daily harbinger of the eventual resurrection of 
the dead in the messianic era hinted at in the Torah (as the rabbis 
of classical times read it), promised by the prophets (ditto), and 
presented unambiguously as one of the fundamental principles of 
Judaism in our classical texts.5 And those ideas, strange as it may feel 
at first for moderns to imagine nocturnal repose as daily demise, rest 
on their own ancient foundation. The notion that sleep is a sixtieth 
of death—i.e., that they are essentially the same thing, one merely 
being a less intense version of the other—appears in the Talmud, 
for example, as part of an anonymous tradition relating to several 
different things deemed each to constitute the sixtieth part of some 
other thing, but is otherwise left unexplained. Nor is any attempt 
made to justify the specific figure of one-sixtieth, either scientifically 
or rationally.6 
 Nor is this a uniquely Jewish idea, this notion that sleep and 
death are small and big versions of the same basic thing. The Greeks 
imagined Hypnos (“Sleep”) and Thanatos (“Death”) as twin brothers, 
the children of Nyx (“Night”) and Erebus (“Darkness”).7 For the 
Romans, the brothers were known as Somnus and Mors.8 And the 
idea retained its currency well into the modern era, and particularly 
in the realms of art and poetry.
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 The 1874 painting “Sleep and his Half-brother Death” by John 
William Waterhouse (1849–1917), for example, was described 
by the nineteenth-century poet John Arthur Blaikie from a poet’s 
perspective in the following rich language:

The two figures recline side by side on a low couch, beyond 
which are the columns of a colonnade open to the night and 
touched with moonlight. The interior is lit by a lamp, whose 
light streams on the foremost figure, Sleep, whose head hangs 
in heavy stupor on his breast, and his right hand grasps some 
poppies. By his side lies Death in dusky shadow, with head 
thrown back, and the lines of the figure expressive of easeful 
lassitude. At his feet is an antique lyre, while immediately 
in the foreground is a low round table…The two figures are 
both young, and the beauty of youth belongs to one as much 
as to the other…the strange likeness and unlikeness of the 
recumbent figures.9 

In my opinion, Waterhouse’s work is great art. But Sir William Blake 
Richmond’s “Sleep and Death Carrying the Body of Sarpedon into 
Lycia” is also quite effective and conveys a similar message.10 And the 
1883 painting “Sleep and Death, the Children of the Night” by Evelyn 
de Morgan (1855–1919) is also an instructive visual commentary 
on the relationship between sleep and death—although, at least in 
this author’s personal opinion, it has weathered the years since its 
creation less well than the other two.11

 And the notion that Sleep and Death are brothers has been no less 
fertile ground for poets than for painters: the deathless “Morphine” 
by Heinrich Heine (1797–1856) is an especially powerful rumination 
on the topic, which I offer here in the translation of Emma Lazarus 
(1849–1887):
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Marked is the likeness ’twixt the beautiful
And youthful brothers, albeit one appear
Far paler than the other, more serene;
Yea, I might almost say, far comelier
Than his dear brother, who so lovingly
Embraced me in his arms. How tender, soft
Seemed then his smile, and how divine his glance!
No wonder that the wreath of poppy-flowers
About his head brought comfort to my brow,
And with its mystic fragrance soothed all pain
From out my soul. But such delicious balm
A little while could last. I can be cured
Completely only when that other youth,
The grave, pale brother, drops at last his torch.
Lo, sleep is good, better is death—in sooth
The best of all were never to be born.12 

And there is also Edwin James Milliken’s poem “Death and his Brother 
Sleep,” the final lines of which were cited by Winston Churchill in 
his The Gathering Storm as evidence of his own depressed frame of 
mind in 1935 as he watched Britain only half-heartedly preparing 
for a war in the air.13 The poem’s backstory is instructive in its own 
right. Milliken (1839–1897) had heard of a train wreck that had cost 
a guard working for the London & South Western Railway his life, 
and which had apparently ensued when the engine-driver and his 
stoker both fell asleep.14 It was, among the world’s rail catastrophes, 
a modest disaster. Yet his conclusion, just as chilling now as then, is 
still worth reading and contemplating, even if the poem itself has 
long since been forgotten by most. I quote it here to demonstrate its 
appeal and its urgency—and to highlight yet another example of the 
prominence of the literary trope of the fraternal Sleep/Death duo:
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Sleep—Death’s brother, as poets deem,
Stealeth soft to his side; a dream.
Of home and rest on his spirit creeps,
That wearied man, as the engine leaps,
Throbbing, swaying along the line;
Those poppy-fingers his head incline
Lower, lower, in slumber’s trance;
The shadows fleet, and the gas-gleams dance.
Faster, faster in mazy flight,
As the engine flashes across the night.
Mortal muscle and human nerve
Cheap to purchase, and stout to serve.
Strained too fiercely will faint and swerve.
Over-weighted, and underpaid,
This human tool of exploiting Trade,
Though tougher than leather, tenser than steel.
Fails at last, for his senses reel,
His nerves collapse, and, with sleep-sealed eyes,
Prone and helpless a log he lies!
A hundred hearts beat placidly on,
Unwitting they that their warder’s gone;
A hundred lips are babbling blithe,
Some seconds hence they in pain may writhe.
For the pace is hot, and the points are near,
And Sleep hath deadened the driver’s ear;
And signals flash through the night in vain.
Death is in charge of the clattering train!

By using his poetic medium to report to readers of all centuries about 
a terrible accident that should never have happened, Milliken is 
simultaneously stepping into a long line of authors and poets stretching 
back to antiquity who understood sleep to be death writ small.

* * *
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The Modeh Ani is the one-line classical Jewish statement of the idea 
that waking up in the morning is coming back to life—not figuratively 
or metaphorically but, at least in some diminished sense, literally. For 
all that the prayer is brief, however, the points it underscores in its 
dozen words are big ideas that will challenge any serious worshiper 
to take seriously, let alone fearlessly to embrace. The fear of death is 
unjustified. Death is nothing more than the “big” sleep. Being dead 
is merely an intense mode of resting. The eventual resurrection of 
the dead in messianic times will simply consist of God returning 
the souls of the dead to their revivified bodies, whereupon life will 
recommence in a new key not just for those coincidentally alive at the 
moment but for all who have ever lived at all.
 Can moderns embrace these ideas without flinching? That, 
almost more than anything else, is the question that the ruminative 
contemplation of the Modeh Ani should prompt any thoughtful 
person to ask!
 In the course of my decades in the congregational rabbinate, I 
have encountered a wide variety of responses to death. There are 
those who find solace in the finality of a loved one’s last breath, in 
its irrevocability, in its ineffable permanence. Others embrace the 
heaven/hell option and imagine death as divine judgment followed 
by punishment followed by forgiveness. And then there are those who 
find comfort in a Hollywood-style hereafter, one featuring not angels 
with harps and pearly gates (that would be silly!), but the embrace of 
departed ancestors in a harmonious reintegration of the generations 
in a celestial paradise that is merely the next stage of human existence. 
It is this group into which I occasionally find myself slipping almost 
unawares, to speak personally for just a moment, as I find myself 
laboring to rob death of its sting by openly imagining an afterlife 
that more than anything else resembles the family gatherings of my 
youth, complete with re-animated iterations of my great-aunts and 
uncles, grandparents and great-grandparents, all with their ghosts 
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refracted through the prism of my own childhood longing for the 
fantasy family for which I always wished but never quite had.
 To these responses to death, and also to the countless variations 
on these themes that I have observed over the years, Modeh Ani 
offers yet another path forward. Along this road, death is not 
oblivion, but neither is it heaven or hell. Nor is it a celestial family 
barbecue at which everybody for once actually gets along. Instead, 
Modeh Ani offers us death as sleep, as dialed-down life…as a long, 
protracted dream from which we shall eventually wake and which 
we should therefore no more fear than we do turning off the light at 
night, closing our eyes, and drifting off into dreamland. We tell our 
children not to fear sleep; in like manner, the Modeh Ani reassures 
us that death too is not to be feared.
 We labor by day, we human beings, and we sleep at night. We tire 
as we work. It is true that we have the capacity at least temporarily 
to override our fatigue merely by willing ourselves to remain awake. 
But we inevitably lose that battle and, no matter how much we wish 
otherwise to be the case, we eventually succumb to drowsiness as 
Hypnos opens his arms to us and, in the safety of his warm embrace, 
we fall asleep. Can that model also explain death? The Hebrew word 
for “bier” is mittah, literally “bed.” The most famous of all Jewish 
prayers for the dead, the El Malei Raḥamim, refers baldly to death 
as rest and concludes with the unambiguous prayer that the dead 
rest peacefully on their sepulchral beds.15 The Modeh Ani declaims 
unambiguously that awakening is to be defined as un-dying, as the 
restoration of one’s soul into one’s body after its time away.
 Where does the soul go during sleep ? One ancient midrash 
speaks vaguely about the souls of the sleeping being “with God.”16 

Another goes into more detail: “Rabbi Bisni, Rabbi Aḥa, and Rabbi 
Yoḥanan speaking in the name of Rabbi Meir taught that the soul 
inhabits the entire [waking] body, but during sleep [it] ascends and 
draws vitality itself down from on high.”17 Both lessons have at their 
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core the same simple idea: the soul, for all that it is durable, is also 
moveable (or, more accurately, removable). It is part of who we are—
in a sense, it is who we are—and it is, therefore, inextricably bound up 
with our earthly existences. Yet, for all that, it leaves us on a nightly 
basis. We are clearly alive while we sleep, but all we do in dormancy 
is what all living creatures do as well. Our lungs breathe. Our skin 
sweats. Our hearts beat. Our minds dream. Our hair grows. We are 
there in our beds. But we are also not there, not fully there…because 
we specifically cannot do precisely that what makes us distinct from 
the rest of God’s creatures on this earth. We cannot speak while we 
sleep. (The gibberish we sometimes mumble as we dream is merely 
the exception that proves the rule.) We cannot reason, cannot argue, 
cannot plan for the future. Nor can we worship God or study God’s 
Torah. We certainly cannot draw or write or compose, or exercise our 
creative faculties in any way. We are alive, but precisely in the sense 
that all living creatures are and specifically not in the way that makes 
human life distinct and different from animal life.
 These last ideas, almost anyone can accept. But most balk at taking 
these thoughts to their natural conclusion, to the point at which they 
also understand and accept that death is merely the name for the long 
sleep after which the soul will return to the body in the messianic 
future when God signals the onset of redemption by summoning 
all who have ever lived to life renewed. It is to that leap across the 
boundaries of reasonableness and logic into the land of true faith in 
God’s ability to revivify, to resurrect, and to restore that the Modeh 
Ani summons those willing to recite its scant dozen words each 
morning and, in their recitation, to find the courage to hope that 
our tradition has it right: that instead of fearing death, it would 
be far more reasonable—and rational—to fear God, the living and 
enduring Sovereign who, with the greatest and most faithful mercy, 
restores our souls to us as we awaken daily.
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17 Bereishit Rabbah 14:9.

244        Martin S. Cohen




