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Fearless in the Shadow of Death 

 

As never before, we gather this Yom Kippur, moments before Yizkor, in the shadow of death. 

For all of us, these two weeks past, and for the Jewish people these 12 months past, have been 

one sustained encounter with our own mortality, our own fear of death, a piercing awareness of 

the Grim Reaper who can and does intrude and interrupt the best-laid plans of mice and men. As 

seldom before do we sense on this Yom Kippur the fragility of our lives, our candles blowing in 

the cruel winds of fate and fanaticism. Not only as stunned witnesses to the crushing murder of 

thousands of precious, innocent souls on a sunny Tuesday morning in September, but in the 

repeated images of survivors fleeing desperately for their lives, of rescuers searching frantically 

for survivors clinging to life, and now of endless obituaries, and eulogies, tearful memorials and 

gut-wrenching funeral services. Never before have we individually and as a nation had to deal 

with death so directly and in such proportion. And of course what compounds these feelings, is 

that beyond what has already occurred, are the prospect and promise of more to come: more 

highjackings, more bombs, more and perhaps worse terror directed against America and against 

the Jewish people, and in the broader picture of the sustained war upon which our country is now 

embarked, with the likelihood if not certainty of casualties and body bags for a long time to 

come. 

 

With these realities in mind, my purpose in the few minutes at my disposal today, is to explore 

and explain what our Torah and tradition teach us as to how we should deal with such feelings, 

such sobering thoughts. For indeed I believe that Yom Kippur itself is a powerful and sustained 

lesson in how as Jews we ought to respond to our heightened awareness, and fear, of death in 

healthy and constructive ways, especially in light of the events of these days past. 

 

Let me begin with the custom to wear a white kittel on Yom Kippur. Why do we do so? Many 

explain that the kittel symbolizes the shrouds in which we will be dressed after death, when we 

will be readied to confront God and account for our deeds. And why does Yom Kippur demand 

abstention from bodily needs and physical pleasures? The answer is that on this day we are to see 

ourselves as resembling disembodied angels, separated from our temporary bodies and the 

physical world, in anticipation of that day when in death our sacred souls will indeed be 

separated from our mundane bodies to exist throughout eternity in a celestial world of spirits. 

And then of course there are the many prayers of the day whose themes echo and reflect an 

awareness of the fragility of life, from the Avinu Malkeinu to the Yizkor, from the Netaneh 

Tokef to the excruciating deaths of the 10 martyrs and the sons of Aharon the High Priest, as 

well as the constant and repeated barrage of petitions to be inscribed le=chayyim ve=lo 

le=mavet, for life, and not for death.  



 

 

It is as if throughout this day we reenact and experience the great unspeakable taboo that is the 

sustained contemplation our own certain death. Over and over, in a carefully choreographed 

crescendo, we look into the belly of the beast that is our awareness and fear of own mortality, the 

knowledge of the certainty of the grave. Why such morbid reflections over and over again ad 

nauseam? The answer is clearly that in so doing we empower ourselves to deal with the fear and 

the insecurity by saying AI can defeat death@ B not by living forever in this world, because 

none of us ever do, but by becoming a better and more complete Jew, and a more responsible, 

conscientious, and loving spouse or father or child. By enacting the Yom Kippur rituals, by 

articulating all those prayers that are so redolent with death, we acquire the psychological tools 

to handle in a healthy fashion, to internalize the powerful and liberating truth that while one day, 

sooner or later, my body will be lowered into the grave, I can yet secure eternal life by following 

a will and a wisdom that is greater than my own, that is, in fact, God=s. That we and our loved 

ones can secure our places in a perpetual paradise that does not escape death but rather 

transcends it, by rising with powerful resolve above our compromised or corrupted past, to be 

reborn immediately on Yom Kippur itself with a slate wiped clean, owners of a past not just 

forgiven but transformed, energized by the very mistakes that may have weighed us down, given 

another chance to make a fresh start, a new beginning as Jews who are morally and spiritually 

renewed, unencumbered by old habits or never-ending guilt trips.  

 

It is, I would submit, what the psalmist sang in the familiar words of the 23rd Psalm: gam ki 

elech be=gay tzalmavet lo ira ra, ki ata imadi: APrecisely because I have walked in the shadow 

of death, I no longer fear its evil, for you God are with me, and I am not alone.@ Put differently, 

it is because I have seen or experienced death in symbolic or real form, it carries no terror for 

me, it has been defanged and disarmed, and I can live my life free of its effects. It is not that we 

seek to escape death, but rather to see it as but one more stage in the unending process of life, 

because we understand that, as the psalm puts it, Aki ata imadi, you God are with me.@ And if 

perchance we are not yet so secure in our faith in God as to be able to overcome and be rid of our 

fear of death entirely, then at the very least, having so confronted it, we are empowered to 

contain it, to live with that fear, and avoid its most painful or paralyzing effects on our lives. 

 

This, I dare say, is the central significance of the story, which we will read later this afternoon, of 

Jonah and the whale, the giant fish which I, like Melville in Moby Dick, understand as a 

metaphor for death itself. Consider: having been tossed overboard into the depths of the raging 

sea to be swallowed by the leviathan, Jonah comes face to face with his own dread of death, a 

trepidation that had propelled him to run from God and away from his God-given mission to help 

his fellow man. From the depths of the belly of the whale, Jonah learns to overcome that horror, 

and henceforth as a new and reborn person, he is empowered to fulfill his life=s purpose, 

bringing redemption to Nineveh and a corrupted world, not just in his lifetime but as an inspired 

lesson to mankind for all time to come, becoming an inestimably precious catalyst bringing life 

in place of death, and renewal where once only fear and destruction had seemed possible. 

 

Or to put it somewhat differently, the experience of death on Yom Kippur, as happened with 

Jonah, can and should surely become a life-changing catharsis, a transformative moment that 

brings a man, a women, or humanity, not only cleansing and closure, but renewal and 



redemption. 

 

 

Which brings me in turn to our own present predicament. For it is in this respect that for most, if 

not all of us, these weeks past since the horrific attacks on the World Trade Center and the 

Pentagon, as well as this past year in the ongoing terror in our beloved Land of Israel, have in 

one sense been one long Yom Kippur, one long confrontation with the enormity of death at its 

worst. To use a halachic category, over these days past we have found ourselves literally as a 

nation, in the position of one who is ke=meito mutal lefanav, a mourner whose dead relative lies 

before him not yet buried, bereft even of the comfort and consolation of a dignified interment, 

denied the balm and healing that comes with the passage of time, and thus reduced to a stunned 

and angry silence. Effectively, these weeks past, as for Israel this year past, have been one long 

contemplation of cruel fate and untimely death, of unmitigated anguish and a cry from the heart 

that calls out Adeath be not proud.@  

 

But having thus been confronted with the Grim Reaper, the malach ma-maves in his most 

barbaric incarnation as a world-wide conspiracy of a fanatic and bloodthirsty Islamic militancy, 

we can also, if we take the right attitude, emerge from this shared experience a stronger and 

better people. For this cruel encounter with death can indeed, if properly understood, become a 

cathartic turning point in our lives personally and in our existence as a nation. Like a diver on a 

springboard, we might yet, transform our awful experience of death and the depths of human 

depravity, to rise to new heights of life and sublime human attainment; to turn the bitter pill that 

has been our lot, into a sweet and healing balm that will heal us, empower us, unite us, and point 

us, in the direction of life and blessing, in this world and the next, that will sustain and strengthen 

us in the days ahead as we begin the long process of healing and renewal. 

 

Indeed, I understand that as of yesterday, the missing victims of the collapse of the Twin Towers 

have been officially declared dead, thus in Jewish law allowing the grieving families to begin the 

mourning rituals of shivah that usually follow burial of the deceased. And for Israel, having this 

week observed the yahrzeit of its national trauma, to similarly move to the next stage of national 

rebuilding and renewal. That being the case, it is not only the families, but all of us, Jews and 

Gentiles, in America and in Israel, united as never before in shared loss and tragedy, who on this 

Yom Kippur can and should move to the next stage of personal and national recovery and 

resolve, replacing the trauma and fear with healing and strength, and responding to 

indiscriminate death by affirming life in all its forms.  

 

 

But this does not, and should not, mean that we should seek to go back to business as usual, that 

as one writer mindlessly put it in the aftermath of the terror inflicted on the Twin Towers, that 

we should Areassert the ordinary, the trivial, and even the ridiculous in the face of instability and 

dread and then try to waken to our small humanities and our pleasurable daily nothing much.@ 

Absolutely not! The experience of these days past would be mocked, the memory of the victims 

betrayed, were we to simply go on as if essentially nothing has happened to our country and our 

lives. The cathartic encounter with death, and with what Conrad so long ago called Athe horror@ 

that lurks in the hearts of men, must surely bring us to a higher plateau, a deeper wisdom, and a 

more profound understanding of what is truly important and worthwhile in life. Certainly we 



ought to go out of our way to celebrate life, but we ought also to strive to reach a maturity and 

seriousness glaringly absent in many segments of our society; certainly to seek financial and 

material plenty, but also to reinforce the spiritual moorings and moral values that are the glue 

that keep this land and this people this Jewish nation and this religious community strong and 

together; and absolutely to engage with our families in the pursuit of pleasure and life=s 

occasional distractions, but also to condition ourselves and teach our children to take our and 

their social, communal, and religious responsibilities more seriously. In short: after death there is 

life, but not life as usual. And after fear there is not frivolity, but self-improvement and personal 

redemption. Life in America will not be the same, because it should not be the same, it should be 

better. And we have faith that life in Israel will not only be better, it will be redeemed. 

 

As we recite Yizkor therefore, in the very valley of the shadow of death, let us not just remember 

the souls of our loved ones who have gone to their eternal reward; let us also pray for the sacred 

neshamot of those many precious men and women who lost their lives so cruelly this days, 

weeks, and months past al kiddush Hashem, for the sanctification of God=s name. Let us hope 

and pray, with uncompromised resolve and determination, that God will avenge their innocent 

blood by exacting full and complete vengeance on the heads of those who murdered them, and 

those people and governments who sanctioned and even now celebrate their cruel fate; but even 

more than that, let us ask God to give us the strength and the wisdom to ensure that our own lives 

going forward will be dedicated and transformed in positive and life-enhancing ways, in sincere 

and determined affirmation of God=s gift of life, in this world and the next, now and for eternity, 

a life without fear and without pain, a life that will be filled with faith and confidence, ki ata 

imadi, in the supreme knowledge that God is indeed with us, now and forever.  

 


