Yom Kippur Morning

“Who will live and who will die.”  These seven powerful words epitomize the High Holiday Liturgy.    On this day, more than any other day, we stand face to face with our fragility, our vulnerability, our mortality, our humanness.  “Adonai natan” God gives life; “v’Adonai lakach” God takes life. We are left with this flash of self determination; how will we choose to live this brief sojourn of life that has been granted us.  This is the challenge.

In the Torah we learn about the nature of an individual’s life through the prism of their death.


In parashat Chayah Sarah the record of Sarah’s death follows directly after the very powerful portion we heard on Rosh Hashannah; Akedat Yitzhak (the sacrifice – or - binding of Isaac).  


God puts Abraham to the test.  “Take your son, your only son, … and bring him up as an offering on one of the mountains that I will show you.”    The portion concludes as Abraham alone, is descends the mountain and returns to Beersheva.  The very next verse opens with an account of Sarah’s death.  
The Sages teach that the narrative of Sarah’s death directly follows the Akedah as an indication that her death was precipitated by the news of the Akedah.  Abraham rose up early; sets out with Isaac, on the journey to sacrifice his son; eager to do God’s will, eager to depart without Sarah’s knowledge.  When she rose in the morning to find Abraham and Isaac gone, she understood the implications.  Commentary suggests that she understood that in fact her son, her only son, the son she loved, Isaac, had been sacrificed up there on Mount Moriah.  Thinking this, she died of grief. 

When Abraham arrives to Kiriat Arbah, Sarah is already dead.  The text reports that he comes (“lispode l’Sarah v’livkotah”) to eulogize Sarah and to bewail her.  Livkotah literally means to weep for her.  This phrase is written in the Torah, “lamed, vet, kaf, tav, hey” with the letter kaf a miniature sized character.  Commentary suggests that the diminutive size of the kaf indicates that Abraham’s weeping, was concealed in his heart or in the privacy of his home.  His “eulogizing and tears” depicted in the ensuing seventeen verses of the portion, are expressed by elaborate descriptions of how Abraham negotiates, parleys, confers, bargains, collaborates, purchases and ultimately procures burial rites for his deceased wife.  We don’t actual experience Abraham crying.  We do experience the machinations that consume this period of anticipated “grief” “livkotah”.  Abraham’s purposeful actions concerning her burial rites and tomb supplant expected expressions of emotion. Was Abraham the devoted and loyal husband grief stricken by his wife’s death or was Abraham the guilt ridden, distracted husband so determined to do God’s will that he failed to take into account the devastating effects his actions would have on his son’s mother, his wife.  Abraham’s obsessive focus on Sarah’s burial, an admirable expression of love and deference, or merely a feeble effort to compensate for a lack of attention, consideration and concern that was not embellished upon her during her lifetime.  Sarah dies alone.


When Abraham dies, he dies having attained impressively advanced years and, he dies “content”.  V’ya-asef el am-av; “he was gathered to his people”.  Yet something else occurs at Abraham’s death; the text records that his sons, Isaac and Ishamael, together, buried him in the cave of Machpelah.  This is the first accounting of the brother’s re-union following the very painful moment when Sarah orders Abraham to “drive out” Ishmael and his mother Hagar from the family’s home.  We know that Abraham was “greatly distressed” by the matter regarding his son Ishamael, but he does not take action to protect Ishmael.  Rather, God directs Abraham, “whatever Sarah tells you, heed her word”.  And heed he does, Abraham allows mother and baby, Hagar and Ishmael, to be “put out” in the desert to die.  But Ishmael does not die, God spares his life, and promises to make Ishmael and his offspring a “great nation”.  Still, father Abraham never fully recognizes his son Ishmael from his second wife Hagar.  The boys are treated in very distinct ways, their status dependant on their birth mother.  The Torah implies that an estrangement was cultivated between the brothers by the adults in their lives. Their reconciliation is only recorded, appears only to be possible, following their father’s death.  Only after his death do they walk together. 


Isaac, the “favored son”, survives the trauma of the Akedah.  The Akedah is explicit in describing the two of them, together, ascending Moriah; and then the text shifts and records only Abraham’s return.  Where was Isaac?  Did not he too return from Mt. Moriah?

Something very real, very tangible shifts between father and son at the moment that Abraham is poised with knife in his outstretched hand, prepared to slaughter his son. It is from that point on that Isaac’s voice is silenced.

We know that he survives, for we encounter him again in the following portion as he brings his bride Rebecca to his mother’s tent, she becomes his wife,… and thus was Isaac consoled after his mother’s death.”  But something will be forever altered in the Isaac who bears biblical P.T.S.D.  Isaac marries and he fathers the twins Essau & Jacob.  The next time that we “hear his voice” is in Genesis chapter 27, Parashat Toldot, when we learn that Isaac had become old, and his eyes dimmed from seeing.  He has a domineering wife, sons that vie and battle for his attention and recognition; he is disappointed by Essau and deceived by Jacob.  Isaac after the Akedah, seems to have become disoriented, ineffective, weak, unable to perceive.  

Isaac, will ultimately live to be 180 years old, yet his many years post Akedah, suggest that the Patriarch had been sacrificed in some deeper way, never fully recovering from the binding on that altar.  


A living death; he goes on, he marries, he fathers children but it seems that his existence is mere survival and not a claim of life’s fullness.  Isaac is defeated, he becomes his sadness.  Both sons damaged by the action of their father.

Isaac’s son Jacob has his share of sadness.  Fleeing from his brother he chooses exile as a means of safety.  In exile he falls in love with Rachel and agrees to work for seven years to gain her hand in marriage.  Deceived by his father in law, Jacob works an additional seven years for Rachel.  His life is filled with challenges and strife.  Humbled by years in exile, he reconciles with his brother Essau.  Life unfolds with blessings despite all of the hardships.  Between his two wives he fathers twelve sons and a daughter.  His beloved son Joseph is sold into slavery by the brothers, Jacob believes that Joseph is dead.  Living with sadness, heart broken, provided with every reason for despondency, however Jacob perseveres.  Faced with a drought threatening starvation for him and his family, he immigrates to Egypt.  In Egypt he is reunited with his beloved son Joseph.  Life for Jacob is a journey of the unexpected; extreme challenges, stumbling blocks, disappointments, unprecedented accomplishments, successes and blessings.  
Do you want to know about Jacob’s life?  Let’s look at his death.  When Jacob dies, he is borne in a “burial procession” that boasts his twelve sons together; his own household and a stately representation of the elders of the land of Egypt.  With pomp and circumstance he is laid to rest in Ma’arat Ha-Machpeleh, back to the family plot, the very same burial place, a very different death.  This is a death reflecting fullness; a life lived fully. Jacob is no angel, yet he wrestles with angels.  Fullness of life is measured not on being flawless, but on the willingness to wrestle.  
When Miriam dies, although the text records no “weeping”, the people are desperate.  She is central to their very sustenance.  Rashi teaches (on Numbers 20:1) that when Miriam dies, there was no water.  Her life is identified as being the quintessential provider of maayim chayim, life giving waters that nurtured and sustained the people.  The fullness of her life was the very essence of how she lived, and when she died, it was as if the water stopped, the people were profoundly devoid and without their very essence of survival.    


Now Moses; the great of greats, the prophet, leader and teacher par excellence,  Moses, ascended… to the summit of the cliff (Deuteronomy 34:1) and dies there “by the mouth of God” al pi Adonai.  A life more full then any of us can even begin to fathom.  And when he dies at 120 years old, “his eye had not dimmed and his vigor had not diminished.  The children “bewailed” him… with “tearful mourning” b’chee ayvel.  Yet ironically, “no one knows his burial place to this day.”  There is no record of his death per say, at his death, he is gathered up by the divine.   Rashi tells us that he “lived” panim el panim, “face to face” with the Sacred.  We are taught in Talmud Sotah 13a, that Moses’ life, ultimately so full, was characterized by a death that rendered it impossible to be minimized by a physical shrine.  His life was his legacy.  His living was his measure.

And so today, we stand here and are asked to simulate a death experience.  We have said Vidu-ui Confession,  we remove ourselves from the every day distractions of life… and we take stock; death is inevitable, life is a privilege:   “I put before you, the blessing and the curse, choose the blessing; so that you may have life.”  What is your legacy going to be?


We’ve all been there… we all know of someone who died, utterly alone.  We all know the funeral of someone, admired by others, but whose own sons are estranged; not speaking for decades.  We can all imagine the privilege of dying, surrounded by your family, loving, present, connected… the ultimate gift of life at death.  Or the inverse, the one who has chosen to walk through life resigned to living death.  


How we live impacts how others live.  How we die is a reflection on how we lived.  Will we love life enough to embrace life’s challenges and our loved ones or like Abraham, allow life’s passions to be substituted by an obsession with monuments after the end of life.  
Finally, imagine a life like Moses, so full, so close to God that no memorial is necessary.  Our sages teach us that every moment is Sinai, this life is our memorial.  

On Yom Kippur we face our human vulnerabilities in the hopes of becoming accountable to the challenge, “how will I choose to live”.


May this year be the year that we live like Moses, not without flaws but with an emphasis on what really matters in life and how we embrace the sacred.      
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