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How shall we face our eventual death? What armor is provided by our Jewish religious tradition? 

“The Fear of Death – at Your Service” 
Yizkor – Yom Kippur 5751 / 1990 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer 

 I, like you, am afraid of dying. I sometimes complain to God that the knowledge of our death is  

information we humans would be better off without. Why are we burdened? Why can’t we be like others in the 

animal kingdom – without this terrible knowledge which informs us ahead of time of our end; that we will be 

without loved ones; that we will be without ourselves; that we must let go? Psalm 23 says: “Yea, though I walk 

in the valley of the “shadow of death.” It tells us that not death, but the “shadow of death,” the knowledge of 

our death is what anguishes us during our days. It is this knowledge which William James calls the “worm at the 

core” of human pretensions to happiness. We would die, oh so tranquilly, if we did not know that we would die. 

Usually at Yizkor, we speak of the death of others. Today, I want to speak of our death, and more specifically, 

that “worm at the core” our fear of death. 

 Babies are born with their fists clenched. Perhaps, because they want to keep all that is theirs! As they 

grow into life, their hands open. Perhaps, because they learn that they must relinquish and let go that which is 

most precious. The fear of death becomes their daily companion. 

 We envy our young people for being so much further from death than we are. We are uncomfortable in 

the presence of the elderly, resenting their demands on us, segregating them in retirement homes and nursing 

homes.  Perhaps when they are around, they remind us of our own vulnerability to decline into aging and 

ultimately to death. Someone observed: “Is there anything more revealing of our attitude to death than the 

condescending phrase “ninety years young?” 

 At the University of Oxford, over the entrance of the Department of Anatomy, is an inscription which 

reads “This the place where death teaches life.” In a real sense, understanding our fear of death will teach us 
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much about how to live. It is my thesis today, that the fear of death is not a threat, but at our service to assist us 

and to enrich our lives. 

 Anatole Broyard was the former editor of The New York. Times Book Review. This year his doctor 

diagnosed prostate cancer. “When you learn that your life is threatened” he writes, “you can turn toward this 

knowledge or away from it. I turned toward it…it sounds trite, yet I can only say that I realized for the first time 

that I don’t have forever…nothing was casual anymore. I understood that living itself had a deadline. How can 

you not be curious about the world? The street, the houses, the trees, the shops the movement and the stillness…

when my wife made me a hamburger the other day, I thought it was the most fabulous hamburger in the history 

of the world.” 

 One hundred and fifty individuals were interviewed in a study, most of whom were dealing with life-

threatening events, such as heart attacks, accidents and cancer. Many were lamenting this turnabout in their 

lives. It was unfair. Equal numbers, though, said they felt happier since their misfortune. The differences 

between the two groups hinged on the amount of unfinished business in their lives. 

 If we were without knowledge of death, then we would be as carefree as the horse or the dog. We mark 

birthdays because we know they are limited; we celebrate anniversaries because we understand that our time 

together is finite; we appreciate the sunset because we know that we shall not have that privilege indefinitely. 

We cherish life so much, precisely, because we are aware of its transience. 

 To others, though, the fear of death is only the symptom. The real disease is that the years of life have 

been unlived. The Torah reading of this morning begins: “Aharei Mot Shnei Bnai Aharon” – “After the death of 

the two sons of Aaron.” No reason for their death is given in the Torah. The Midrash fills in: “Haguf kayem 

Vhaneshmah Nisrafa” – “Their bodies survived, but their souls perished.” God forbid that our souls die before 

our bodies. We fear death so much because we know down deep that part of us has already died; that our life 
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has been unlived; that the death of our physical self will simply catch up with our already deceased spirit. Our 

epitaph might read:  “Died at 30; buried at 60.” 

 I recall visiting in a home of a very aged gentleman. He was frail, but not on the edge of death. The 

doctor said that if he cared for himself, he could possibly live another 10 years. Upon leaving him, I gave the 

classic Biblical salutation: “At Meah Veesrim” – “Until 120 years!” – to which he responded: “Rabbi, give a 

few of the last years to someone else.” He answered that way because he was a person whose body and soul had 

been connected in the years until then. He had lived a full, satisfied, integrated life, and therefore he did not fear 

death. 

 Under what circumstances, is life unlived before death? Do you fear physical death, because you have 

already died spiritually? 

 Each person must give his or her own answer. The celebrated American playwright, Lillian Hellman, 

gave her answer. She made some impressive contributions to the American stage over the years. Lillian Hellman 

had 12 plays to her credit. One would imagine that a life filled with so much creativity would be judged 

conspicuously “successful.” Yet Lillian Hellman calls her autobiography, “An Unfinished Woman,” – she writes 

that she left too much of herself unfinished – gifts underdeveloped; powers unused; potential uncultivated; 

chunks of time misused. 

 The Midrash, on the sentence: “The two sons of Aaron died suddenly,” posits three reasons why the two 

sons of Aaron died spiritually before they died physically. It comments: “Velo Natlu Eizah.” – “They refused to 

take any advice from anyone else.” They were individuals who were so self-absorbed that they did not seek or 

take others’ opinions, because ultimately they did not trust anyone. 

 A lack of trust, of real relationships with another human being, a child, even a spouse, causes our souls 

to die long before our bodies wear out. For that reason, we fear so much that our bodies will die and catch up 

with our souls.  
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 A second reason the sons of Aaron died, was “Shetuyai Yayeen Hayu.” – “They were drinkers of wine.” 

They overindulged in the pleasures of life. Their idea was that they must drink all, see all, know all, before life 

was really lived. 

 The blues singer, Ray Charles, sings: “Let’s go get stoned, everybody; gonna go buy myself a bottle of 

gin, then call my buddy on the telephone and say, let’s get stoned.” If indulging in pleasures is our primary goal 

in life, then we have missed the whole point. 

 The person who pursues pleasure as a primary goal will never be satisfied that he/she has had enough of 

it. That leaves us either frustrated or bored. If the pursuit of pleasure was so satisfying, then we who do so much 

of it, would not need too many drugs and drinks to tranquilize ourselves. It is not feeling good, but doing good 

which should be the goal of life. Pleasure should be a by-product of service. 

 Thirdly: “Mehusrai Begadim Hayoo” – “They lacked proper clothing for the proper occasion.” They 

discarded all traditions, presuming that they alone knew all the answers.  They assumed that they were the first 

persons in history to be conflicted over questions of morality and immorality; licit and illicit; temporary and 

permanent; that those who lived before and faced such questions were either dumb or ill-informed. 

 What of that ultimate question – our personal immortality? Rabbi Harold Kushner writes that, “Perhaps, 

we want our bodily existence to continue after death because we are so self-centered. I have a body, but my 

body is only part of who I am, not necessarily the most important part. My body changes. I can gain or lose 

weight, change my hair color or style. The real me is found in that part of me which is not physical – my values, 

my memories, habits, my personality, my sense of humor, and my anger.”  

 I will sometimes tell a family where someone has died tragically at a young age – “That body in the 

casket is not the one you loved. It is only the container for the person you knew. All that you loved has exited 

from the container. That knowledge should ease the pain when the casket is lowered into the ground.” Why do 
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we say of a person who behaves strangely, “He or she is not himself or herself these days.” The non-physical 

part is called the “spirit” or “personality.” I like the traditional word, “soul.” 

 People’s souls live on after the physical part dies. Rabbi Kushner says that the lesson of a good teacher 

remaining with students is the teacher’s soul. When I wrote this sermon, I felt the souls of other rabbinic 

colleagues with whom I had discussed the topic. When I help people to transcend pain and suffering, I lean on 

the souls of all those acquaintances alive and dead, who, by example, have shown me what this means. 

 So what of that fear of death with which I started, and which resides in all our hearts and minds? One 

final word. Danny Siegel, the Jewish poet, paraphrases a Talmudic passage which addresses our fear of death: 

- Rava Nachman was dying. That was certain. 

He had no desire for miracles and his chest heaved. 

- Rava mouths the final restitution for his teacher, word by word. So Nachman might pass easily, at peace 

– To the life after death, his Talmudic belief had promised him. 

- These, then, were the last events. The Shma was recited. 

- And Rava chants a request. “Show yourself to me in a dream, Rebbe” Then no breath. 

- That night Rava saw his master. “Rebbe”, he asked, “Did you suffer much pain? Just how is death, my 

master?” 

- “Rava, my comfort; my constant friend in all life. There was no pain.” 

- “What was it like?” 

- “It was gentle. Like picking a hair from a cup of milk, So easy, so smooth. I am dead, but not bruised. I 

do not suffer. And yet, were God to say, ‘You may go back to life as you once were,’ I would refuse. For 

the fear of death (not death) is crushing to the soul.” 

 It is that fear of death, which is crushing to our soul, and which is also at our service during our days on 

this earth. 
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