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And God saw all that God had done, and look, it was very
good. And it was evening and it was morning, the sixth day.

Genesis 1:31

In the copy of Rabbi Meir’s Torah was found written: “And,
behold, it was very (me’od) good: and behold death (mavet)
was good.”

B’reishit Rabbah 9:5

Death Is Good

It is not known whether Rabbi Meir’s Torah actually substituted the word
“death” for “very” or whether he had made a marginal note, as the tradi-
tional commentaries understand it. The traditional commentaries also
understood his note to mean that the existence of death is a necessary
means of evoking repentance in sinners. Without the fear of death, no one
would care about their actions in this world. For Rabbi Meir, however, this
was not an academic exercise. There is the well-known midrash that tells of
how Rabbi Meir came home from teaching Torah one Shabbat afternoon
and found that his two sons had died. His wife Beruriah broke the news to
him only after Shabbat was over. Twice Meir asked her where the boys
were and each time she put him off with subtle hints1 that they had died.
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She eventually informed him by means of a parable in the form of a
halakhic question about the return of a deposit to its original owner. When
she finally showed him his dead sons he cried out, “My sons, my sons! My
masters, my masters! My natural-born sons, and my masters who enlight-
ened2 me with their [learning in] Torah.” At this point Rabbi Meir’s wife
said to him, “Master, did you not just now tell me that we must return a
pledge to its owner?” To which he replied, “The Eternal has given, and the
Eternal has taken away; blessed be the name of the Eternal One” (Job
1:21). . . .3 This story about Rabbi Meir’s wife and sons puts another per-
spective on what was written in Rabbi Meir’s Torah.
But was it really possible for Rabbi Meir to believe that death is

good? In addition to the loss of his children, Rabbi Meir lived at the
time of the Bar Kokhba revolt against the Romans (132–135 C.E.) in
which hundreds of thousands of Jews were killed, including his most
beloved teacher, Rabbi Akiva. Another of his teachers, Elisha ben Abuyah,
became a despised heretic. The story of his wife, Beruriah, and her expla-
nation for the children’s deaths is almost unbearable to read today, espe-
cially after the deaths of 1.5 million children in the Holocaust. It is theo-
logically unbearable to ascribe these deaths to the ultimate purposes of
God.
How could Rabbi Meir have said tov mavet, that death is good? After

all, Jews never say that death is good. Judaism has great wisdom in dealing
with death, through the traditions and customs of mourning, but death
itself is not seen in a positive way. Jews are required at a funeral to say a
blessing that acknowledges God as the righteous Judge in the passing of the
deceased, but we never say that the death was good.
It is widely acknowledged that the Jewish tradition does not see death as

a positive and necessary force. It is the ultimate chaos, shattering lives.
Death is the great change that reminds us that our own deaths will also
eventually come. Death is the terrifying border to the great unknown. Even
if we believe in an afterlife, the fear remains.

Rava was sitting before Rabbi Na˙man as he lay dying. . . . As
he sank close to death, Rava asked Rabbi Na˙man to please
reappear to him after he died. Rabbi Na˙man appeared to him
in a dream, and Rava asked him, “Did you suffer pain?” He



replied, “As little as in taking a hair from a cup of milk. And if
the holy Blessed One were to give me the chance to come back
to this world I would not, for the dread thereof.”4

The Jewish laws and customs of burial and mourning are meant to bring
the mourners’ lives back into a sense of order and purpose, while reinte-
grating them into the community of the living. The tradition does not glori-
fy death or see it as ultimately a positive process. Theologically, death is
also a problem, for if God is all-powerful then there should be no death.
And in the Jewish eschatological tradition, God will bring about the end of
death and the resurrection of all those who have died. This tradition is
direct conflict with the science of ecology, which acknowledges the necessi-
ty and the positive role death plays in the process of life and its evolution.
In fact, one of the great arguments against the idea of God by evolutionary
atheists is that, if God exists and evolution is the means of God’s creation,
then it is a process filled with unlimited suffering, waste, and extinction.5

It is my purpose to consider this conflict between the Jewish eschatologi-
cal views of the end of death and the ecological necessity of death. I will
suggest a way forward to reconcile them and will end with some personal
reflections.

The Death of Death

Death as the chaos that challenges God’s power finds its origin in some of
the earliest strata of the Hebrew Bible. As Jon D. Levenson has shown,6 the
creation story of Genesis 1, inaccurately understood as creatio ex nihilo,
was merely the latest version of the Israelite concept of creation. Earlier ver-
sions of the creation story, remnants of which are found mostly in the
Prophets, Psalms, and the Book of Job, describe it as not a peaceful process,
but rather as a massive struggle between God and the forces of chaos repre-
sented by a primordial sea monster, often called Leviathan, Yam (Sea),
or even Mavet (Death). In some of the texts that Levenson examines,
God’s power to defeat chaos in the beginning is called upon again to defeat
the chaos of the human world in which God’s people are defeated
and oppressed. In other sources, like the “Isaianic Apocalypse” of Isaiah
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24–27,7 the forces of chaos have not yet been defeated. The final victory of
God will only take place in an eschatological future:

The Eternal One of Hosts will make on this mount [Zion]
For all the peoples
A banquet of rich viands,
A banquet of choice wines—
Of rich foods seasoned with marrow,
Of choice wine well refined.
And God will destroy on this mount the shroud
That is drawn over the faces of the all the peoples
And the covering that is spread over all the nations;
God will destroy Death8 forever.
Adonai-Elohim will wipe away the tears away
From all faces
And will put an end to the reproach of God’s people
Over all the earth—
For it is the Eternal One who has spoken.

—Isaiah 25:6–8 (NJPS)

As Levenson understands this text, the end of chaos is also the end of death
itself—which would be the final vindication of the God of Israel, who is the
God of life. From this perspective, death can only be seen as the negation
and the enemy of life:

. . . it would seem that death (which here quite possibly refers
to the Canaanite god by that name, Mot) is one of the enemies,
or even the ultimate enemy, of the people of God, and no victo-
ry of that God can be complete until this lethal foe is finally
eliminated. The final victory of the God of life requires the
elimination of his great foe, death.9

Another important text from Isaiah connects the restoration of the house
of David through an ideal king with the return of creation to an Edenic
state. The king, through the spirit of God, will be a ruler full of wisdom
and piety and will bring righteousness to the world. This perfect human
society will be part of a restored creation where there is no death or
violence:
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The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,
The leopard lie down with the kid;
The calf, the beast of prey, and the fatling together,
With a little boy to herd them.
The cow and the bear shall graze,
Their young shall lie down together;
And the lion, like the ox, shall eat straw.

—Isaiah 11:1–9 (NJPS)

Not only will human society no longer suffer from war and violence,
injustice and inequity, but also the breach between humanity and the ani-
mal world (Genesis 9:1–3) will be healed. All life will return to a vegetarian
diet as it was at the beginning (Genesis 1:29–30); there will be no killing in
order to eat. And even though it is not explicitly stated, death will cease to
exist since it did not exist in the Garden of Eden.10 Eden will be restored.11

The “death of death” became a central doctrine in rabbinic Judaism, to
the point where those who denied it were deemed to be heretics. While the
details of the final resurrection at the coming of the Messiah were a matter
of interpretation and debate, until the modern era the essential truth of this
doctrine was never explicitly doubted.12 And even while non-Orthodox the-
ologians in the last two hundred years have rejected resurrection in favor of
either an eschatology of the survival of the soul or a naturalistic perspective
without an afterlife at all, the idea of resurrection maintains itself as a pow-
erful myth, maintained in the traditional liturgy and in death and burial
customs.
To Orthodox rabbi and theologian Irving Greenberg, the eventual resur-

rection is part of what he calls “the triumph of life,” an inherent process in
the universe that will see the eventual end of death:

. . . The fundamental teaching of Judaism is that because this
world is rooted in an infinite source of life and goodness, which
we call God, life within it is growing, increasing, and perfect-
ing. Life is developing to become more and more like God.13

For Greenberg humanity is the “ultimate achievement” in this process. This is
the real meaning of humanity being created in the image of God. As a result:
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Human life is of infinite value, equal and unique. Judaism
claims that this process of development will continue until life’s
fullest possibilities will be realized, i.e., until life proliferates,
unfolds its capacities, extends, and finally overcomes death. . . .
Judaism says that if God is good and God is a source of infinite
life and infinite goodness, no one should have died in the first
place. To perfect the world, it would not be enough to over-
come death prospectively. Judaism goes on to say that there
will be resurrection. All those who have died will come back to
life. Then all will know that everything about God is true.14

Neil Gillman also sees the “death of death” as a central Jewish myth,
even if he does not take it literally. For Gillman, resurrection must be logi-
cally seen as the ultimate end result of radical monotheism. “My major the-
ological argument for an afterlife, whether as resurrection or spiritual
immortality, is based on the assumption that God must be more powerful
than death. If at the end, death wins out, then death is God and we should
worship death.”15 Gillman also specifically rejects the idea of the natural-
ness and necessity of death:

I’ve always felt that death is the ultimate absurdity, the ultimate
eruption of chaos into a human life. I am aware that this is not
a popular view and that there are many people who feel that
any kind of death is a thoroughly natural and blessed event. It
is the way nature revives itself and the way freshness and novel-
ty enter into the world.16

For Gillman, there is another important reason for the myth of resurrec-
tion: the understanding that God considers our total selves—expressed in
material reality and in the history of our particular bodies and personalities,
not some disembodied spirit—to be valued and worthy of divine considera-
tion and care.17

I insist that my resurrection must affect all of me in my concrete
individuality because I understand the central thrust of the doc-
trine of the afterlife as establishing the everlasting preciousness
to God of the life I led here on earth. I lived that life as a con-
crete individual.18
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For both Greenberg and Gillman, resurrection also allows them to con-
tinue the idea that God must value and be involved with history—an idea
that, after the Holocaust, has become problematic for many Jewish theolo-
gians. Thus, for Greenberg, the “death of death” is not a supernatural
event (except maybe at the end of time), but a natural development brought
about by God through human agency, while for Gillman, it is a powerful
myth of divine power and concern for the individual, conferring meaning
on each individual’s life as he or she lived it. These are both very com-
pelling and worthwhile responses to death, steeped in traditional Jewish
sources but seen through the lens of modern philosophy and science.19

Death is Necessary

But is death always the ultimate absurdity? Is the “death of death” the only
valid Jewish response to mortality? Would it be possible, or even desirable, for
there to be no death in the universe? Even if it is understood as metaphor or
myth, the “death of death” might not be tenable theologically and its impact
has real implications in bioethics and in environmental theology and ethics.
In response to a presentation that Neil Gillman once gave at a confer-

ence about the possibility of the medical extension of human life to almost
indefinite lengths, Leon Kass, the bioethicist and former head of the Presi-
dent’s Council on Bioethics, responded with a discussion of the virtues of
mortality. Gillman had told Kass that if it were possible for medical tech-
nology to extend human life indefinitely, even to the point of immortality,
Judaism would support such an endeavor. But for Kass, Judaism esteems
the value of wisdom even more highly than the value of life:

Regarding immortality, God Himself declares—in the Garden
of Eden story—that human beings, once they have attained the
burdensome knowledge of good and bad, should not have
access to the tree of life. Instead they are to cleave to the Torah
as a tree of life, a life-perfecting path to righteousness and holi-
ness . . . accepting our mortality we look to the next generation.
Indeed the mitzvah to be fruitful and multiply (the Bible’s first
positive commandment), when rightly understood, celebrates
not the life we have and selfishly would cling to, but the life
that replaces us.20
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This critique of immortality is part of Kass’s broader critique of modern
bio-technology. According to Kass, one should not regard this technology
as morally neutral, as it will have the probable result of turning procreation
into just another form of manufacture in which children become consumer
products. What is then produced is the despotism of creator over created, a
violation of what it means to be a parent—part of which must mean
accepting our own death and replacement.21

Kass was closely following the outlook of his teacher Hans Jonas, who
some years before he died wrote an article called “The Burden and Blessing
of Mortality.”22 For Jonas, mortality is a burden because all life can die: life
is always exposed to the constant possibility of death. Despite this danger,
life always chooses existence over non-existence even though existence—
especially for the higher forms of life, which have more developed nervous
systems—opens up organisms to the possibility of pain and suffering. For
human beings the burden is even greater, because we alone among organ-
isms are also aware of the possibility of our own extinction. And yet Jonas
believed that despite the great burden of the possibility of death and the
inevitability of pain and suffering, the same characteristics that can bring
on this burden also bring us the glory of awareness, feeling, thought, and
perception. With this glory, however, is the individual life tragically cut
short, its possessor the victim of violence and disease. In these deaths, we
feel the full burden of mortality.
Mortality, however, is also a blessing, because all life must die. Many

living organisms have built-in, predetermined rates of aging and dying.
Those organisms that don’t have such a determined biological pattern rely
on attrition to balance their populations. Evolution includes what Jonas
called the “creative role of individual finitude” (italics in original).23 Death
is necessary for the development of novelty, which leads to diversity and the
increase in biological complexity. Without death, humanity would never
have evolved in the first place.
For human beings, this natural turnover of the generations is also neces-

sary for the creative growth of human culture. Each generation is a new
beginning, which in turn must eventually make a place for the young. Civi-
lization could not have come about without the replacement of one genera-
tion by another.
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“Natality” (to use a coinage of my long-departed friend Han-
nah Arendt) is as essential an attribute of the human condition
as mortality. It denotes the fact that we all have been born,
which means that each of us had a beginning when others
already had long been there, and this ensures that there will
always be such who see the world for the first time, see things
with new eyes, wonder where others are dulled by habit, start
out from where they have arrived. Youth with its fumbling and
follies, its eagerness and questioning, is the eternal hope of
mankind.24

According to Jonas, another “bonus” of natality is that each child is unique
and can never be replicated, thus further ensuring that humanity will not
lose the “spontaneity of life,” even at the price of death. It is for these rea-
sons that Jonas, like Kass, opposed the radical extension of human life. For
the common good, such an extension would be a disaster.
But what of the good of individuals, which is not necessarily the same as

the good of the whole of humanity? We all wish to continue to live indefinite-
ly, but Jonas points out that we are restricted by our biology, which limits
what our brain can remember and add to. Even if we could make our bodies
continue forever, our minds could not. We would end up losing our past and
all our relationships with other people and the world, which makes up our
personal identities. The present would become a foreign land for us.25

For Jonas, the blessing of mortality can only be felt in the fullness of a
completed life, which is why, for much of humanity, mortality remains a
burden. One of Jonas’s favorite biblical verses was Psalm 90:17: “Teach us
to number our days, that we may get a heart of wisdom.” The knowledge
that we are here but briefly with a non-negotiable limit set to our expected
time may even be necessary as an incentive to “number our days” and thus
make them count in a meaningful way.26

Perhaps for these reasons Rabbi Meir was right to say tov mavet. It is
the actual way creation works. If, as the Jewish liturgy says, God renews
creation every day, then death is a necessary part of this renewal.27 Can
there be a universe as we know it without death? Ecologically, the answer is
no. Life requires a constant exchange of energy and material that can only
be brought about by the death of some creatures for the benefit of others.28
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Aldo Leopold captured this idea in an essay that meditated on the journey
of an atom he called X:

X had marked time in the limestone ledge since the Paleozoic
seas covered the land. Time, to an atom locked in a rock, does
not pass. The break came when a bur-oak root nosed down a
crack and began prying and sucking. In the flash of a century
the rock decayed, and X was pulled out and up into the world
of living things. He helped build a flower, which became an
acorn, which fattened a deer, which fed an Indian, all in a sin-
gle year. . . . When the Indian took his leave of the prairie, X
moldered briefly underground, only to embark on a second trip
through the bloodstream of the land. . . .29

It is important for a religious environmental perspective to recognize the
necessity of death in the process of life for developing a sustainable future.
As Rosemary Radford Reuther has pointed out, the dynamic tension of life
and death causes each species to seek to survive even at the expense, some-
times, of other species. But there is also a natural limit to which one species
can expand against another; eventually there is a collapse, a natural correc-
tion. Human beings, however, have developed the means to push against
these limits to the point where we now dominate the means of life itself.
Radford Reuther calls this human development a “system of distortion”
which is immoral and leads to violence and oppression. We need to accept
“our limits, our fragility, our partial joys and sorrows within finite life.”30

Radford Reuther uses the term “unnatural evil” to distinguish between
this human-created distortion and what can be called the “natural evil” of
the dynamics of life and death. This helpful distinction can lead to a new
Jewish theology that incorporates both the burden and the blessing of mor-
tality. In order to do this, I will now turn to a kabbalistic concept: the
Other Side.

The Other Side

In the mystical tradition of the Kabbalah, all phenomena must reside in, and
be a part of, God. Most forms of kabbalistic theology are therefore panen-
theistic in which evil must, in some sense, come from God.31 Unlike philo-
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sophic systems prevalent in the Middle Ages, the Kabbalah moved away
from the abstract idea that evil was the absence of good. By doing so, the
kabbalists, according to Gershom Scholem, “developed ideas that in crucial
ways refused to evade the reality of evil.” They refused to go along with
“the ostrich-like position of the philosophers who, when confronted by the
reality of evil, escaped into the theoretical dialectics of matter and form.”32

While attempting to retain a biblical monotheism, the kabbalists
nonetheless created a perspective on evil that perceived it operating on
two levels: the human world and events within the divine personality. The
early kabbalists found in the structure of creation, separate from humani-
ty, a metaphysical basis for evil which is then connected to the human
world. This basis for evil, however, is only the potential for evil and not
the real existence of evil within God. This potential for evil only becomes
actualized evil through human sin. There was an original harmony in the
divine realm (that is, in the world of the s’firot), which humanity broke at
the time of Adam and Eve and which has since been the locus of the
development of a kind of anti-divine realm identified with the satan of the
Bible. The kabbalists referred to this realm as the sitra a˙ra, Aramaic for
“the Other Side.”

. . . divine severity, expressed in the biblical image of the fire of
wrath burning in God . . . is a holy quality within the divine
totality. So long as it operates with the union of all the Sefirot,
it is not evil, although it is the source of evil. . . . However, in
its exuberance this fire bursts outward, becoming independent
in a surge of strength; in this new modality, severity is no
longer mitigated or balanced by the other forces with the divine
dynamic, but operates as the power of evil in Creation. . . . The
Other Side is the fire of divine severity, externalized and made
independent, where it becomes an entire hierarchical system, a
counterworld ruled by Satan.33

Looking at this idea from an environmental theological perspective, the
dynamic of life and death in the natural world is a necessary part of ongo-
ing creation. This process can be called “creative destruction.” The only
modern Jewish theologian who has honestly dealt with this kind of perspec-
tive on the universe is Richard Rubenstein, in the second edition of his clas-
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sic work, After Auschwitz. There he modifies some of his earlier assertions
about the universe from the first edition. He no longer sees the cosmos as
“cold, silent, unfeeling.” He is now willing to add that the universe is capa-
ble of both creation and love:

In mysticism and dialectical pantheism I found a view of God
I could affirm after Auschwitz. Ironically, by virtue of His, or
perhaps Its, all encompassing nature, the God who is the Source
and Ground of Being is as much a God-who-acts-in-history as
the transcendent Creator God of the Bible, as any reader of
Hegel would understand. What the dialectical-mystical interpre-
tation excludes is the distinctive ascription of guilt to Israel and
the category of divinely inflicted punishment to the Holocaust.
Creative destruction and destruction transcending the categories
of good and evil may be inherent in the life of Divinity, but not
punitive destruction.34

What begins as creative destruction can become evil destruction in the
hands of human beings. While I reject the literal idea of a demonic realm
within God, it is nonetheless evident to me that human beings can either
use the forces of creative destruction in a constructive way, or they can take
those same forces and use them to destroy creation. Thus the real evil in the
world stems from human irresponsibility.

The Consuming Fire and the Whirlwind

When one is walking a forest trail or viewing the beauty of a lake, the
majesty of a mountain or the ocean, the eyes of one’s beloved, or the smile
of an infant, it is always tempting to see creation as wondrous, precious,
and benign. One can begin to feel connected in a deep and spiritually satis-
fying way. All true, and yet this is only half the picture. There is a song by
the late Canadian folk singer Stan Rogers, “White Squall,”35 which
expresses the dangers of not seeing the Other Side. The song is about an old
sailor on a freighter in the Great Lakes who has warned a young sailor
about the dangers of the lake. The young sailor is newly married and
spends his time at night on the deck, tears in his eyes, staring in wonder at
the stars. He does not heed the old sailor’s warnings:
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But I told that kid a hundred times, “Don’t take the lakes for
granted.

They go from calm to a hundred knots so fast they seem
enchanted.”

But tonight some red-eyed Wiarton36 girl lies staring at the wall,
And her lover’s gone into a white squall.

Now it’s a thing us old timers know. In a sultry summer calm
There comes a blow from nowhere, and it goes off like a bomb.
And a fifteen thousand tonner can be thrown upon her beam
While the gale takes before all before it with a scream . . .

The storm strikes, the ship heels over, and the young sailor is flung into the
lake where he is lost. He was so enthralled with the beauty of creation that
he forgot the lake can blow up “like a bomb” so fast as to seem enchanted,
and kill him. He forgot the Other Side.
I have often heard people say that God is love and, like that young

sailor, they ignore the reality of the destructive forces in creation. If we are
monotheists, even panentheists, then these forces must also be part of
God—not a God who punishes us with white squalls, cancer, and tsunamis,
but a God who has created a process of creation that requires order and
chaos, birth and death.37 And this concept is not only found in the Kabbal-
ah. There are passages in the Hebrew Bible where God is called “a devour-
ing fire” (Deuteronomy 4:24). Fire (wrapped or covered in smoke or cloud)
is the most common biblical visual image of God:

The choice of fire as a divine element (as in Gen. 15:17) flows
from its manifold God-like characteristics. As burning and fire
are used in similes of fury (Esther 1:12) and love (Song of Songs
8:6), so the passionate nature of Israel’s God (‘whose name is
Impassioned’ [Exodus 34:13]) is often expressed in similes of
fire (Jeremiah 4:4; Psalm 79:5; Zephaniah 3:8). The destructive
power of fire provides an analogy to God’s dangerous holiness.
. . . Finally, the mysterious texture of fire—its reality yet insub-
stantiality, its ability to work at a distance—must have con-
tributed to its aptness as a divine symbol.38

When the prophets experience God, fire is usually part of the vision (cf.
Ezekiel 1) and when God comes down on Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:18)

62

j Lawrence Troster i



there are fire, smoke, and earthquakes. But the fire of God is also the
Wrath of God, the Destroyer,39 which can wipe out the firstborn of the
Egyptians or sweep away disobedient Israelites (e.g. Leviticus 10:2; Num-
bers 11:1–3, 17:8–13). In fact the anger of God is portrayed as a kind of
fire, which once ignited, must burn itself out like a forest fire. “Once leave
has been granted to the mash·˙it to do injury, it no longer discriminates
between the righteous and the wicked” (M’khilta D’rabbi Ishma·el, Pis˙a
11, on Exodus 12:22b). Even God cannot contain God’s wrath once it is let
loose. Fire can create, but fire can also destroy.40

Another source in the Hebrew Bible that forces us to think of God in this
way are the last chapters of Job (38–41), God’s reply out of the whirlwind
to Job’s cry for justice. The author of Job in these chapters shifted the argu-
ment about God’s justice that Job was having with his friends to an entirely
different view of the relationships between God, creation, and humanity. In
this view, humanity is not the center of God’s concern and may not even be
particularly important in creation. Jon Levenson has pointed out that the
meaning of these speeches is to show that “creation is a wondrous and mys-
terious place that baffles human assumptions and expectations because it
not anthropocentric but theocentric.” The world is not designed for human
benefit and humanity cannot make any claims on its often inscrutable Cre-
ator.41 The creation is a plenitude of beauty and terror beyond human con-
trol and understanding.42

Environmental writer Bill McKibben has tied these chapters of Job
directly to an environmental ethic. He makes the observation that the
world that God is describing in these chapters is a world without people,
that existed long before people, and “that seems to have its own indepen-
dent meaning. Most of the action takes place long before the appearance of
humans, and on a scale so powerful and vast that we are small indeed in
the picture of things.”43 When we open our eyes to creation as something
that is not there only for us, a creation where God cares for all of life, a cre-
ation that modern science has shown to be intimately interconnected, our
“anthropocentric bias is swept away,”44 to be replaced with the humility
and the overwhelming joy of the people who wrote the Book of Job and
Psalm 104. The beauty and the terror are both necessary for us to create a
new way of restoring the earth. Not the death of death, not the naïve won-
ders of the young sailor, but what Christian feminist theologian Karen
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Baker-Fletcher has called an “honest reverence for the divine which perme-
ates Creation.”
Baker-Fletcher recognizes the duality of our lives in the natural world:

our weakness and our power, our humility and our arrogance. She calls for
us to remember that we are also a force of nature:

What a violent world we risk producing if we do not gain con-
trol of our own power to destroy and create, if we do not cen-
ter ourselves in the creative spirit of life itself, God, who is love.
We must keep in mind our moral responsibility to the lifeforms
we share this planet with as we reflect on what it means for any
one of us to be a force of nature. 45

I cannot call God only love. God is also the destroyer and the consuming
fire, but it is we humans who have taken that fire and are burning down
the Tree of Life.

The Last Mitzvah

The 613th mitzvah of the Torah, derived from Deuteronomy 31:19 (“Now
therefore, write you this song for Me”), is for each person to write a Torah
for him or herself. Every rabbi—indeed, any Jew who studies the Torah—
is also said to have a “Torah” or teaching of their own. The alternative
voices to the “death of death” theology that I have presented are not meant
wholly to replace that theology. There are good reasons why it developed
and why it still speaks to many people. But the Other Side, the Consuming
Fire, and the Whirlwind, are also Torah. Theology is, after all, usually a
matter of emphasis, not absolutes. Some people need the hope and promise
of the “death of death.” And there is great wisdom in Gillman’s non-literal
interpretation of resurrection, especially in its understanding of the person
whose somatic whole is precious to God. But other voices are also neces-
sary to check our technological arrogance and our anthropocentric theolo-
gy. A new appreciation for our place in creation, with its beauty and terror,
also needs a new understanding of the role of death.
Perhaps Rabbi Meir’s Torah scroll and its enigmatic comment was also

his Torah teaching that he left to the world. That is why I think that his
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Torah really had the words tov mavet in the text and not just in the margin.
If it was in the margin, then the comment was merely an academic exercise,
a way of trying to find a theological justification for death: life needs to
have a moral arena. But given his sons’ deaths it is almost impossible for
me to believe that Rabbi Meir taught this Torah. I think that he had passed
on to a higher understanding of life and death, seeing not only the burden
but also the blessing of mortality. Therefore he could write in his Torah:
tov mavet.

The Hammer

How can straw be compared to grain?—says the Eternal.
Behold My word is like fire—declares the Eternal—and like a
hammer that shatters rock!

—Jeremiah 23:28–29

The rabbis interpreted this verse from Jeremiah to refer to the revelation
at Mount Sinai. They said that the voice of God was heard individually by
each person standing at Sinai, like the many sparks that fly from a single
hammer striking rock.
But the Hammer is not only found at Sinai, the white fire of the sound-

less voice. The Hammer is also heard in the black fire of the world, the text
writ large, the blue fire of the sky and sea, the green fire of the trees, the
brown of the earth. How the Hammer beats out life! Strongly sounding in
every crevice—the weeds that grow up out of concrete, the algae that can
feed off polluted waters. How strong it is even in the quiet glass stillness of
a lake at sunrise in Algonquin Park, when I have heard the loon’s cry call-
ing out the Hammer’s insistence on life.
Breathless I once rested on the portage, leaning my pack against a rock

and waiting for my campmates to follow before we reached the next lake.
It is a marshy area called the Otter Slides, an otter fun park where they live
and play their games. Suddenly, as never before, I saw an otter and the
otter saw me. We froze and stared into each other’s eyes—each spark see-
ing the otherness of different fire. I spoke my foolish amazement and drove
the otter away, the sound of my tongue drying out the wild beat of the
Hammer in the otter.
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The Hammer is also in the color and song of the birds on our backyard
feeder. Every morning I hear the Hammer in the dawn chorus as they sing,
“I am still here!” The Hammer sounds in the green grass and in the rustle
of trees, in the rising sides of hills and mountains, and in the smell of the
summer night.
But the Hammer that beats out the life also beats it away. As a rabbi, I

have buried many burnt-out sparks of the Hammer: stillborns, crib death
babies, suicides, old sons, young mothers, children, parents, brothers, sis-
ters, grandparents, those with a full life and many friends and those who
died alone without anyone but me to say the prayers in the cemetery. All of
those lived and all of those died, all faint cinders of memory remaining to
be blown away. We have family pictures left from before the Holocaust. In
them are people I never knew, like my namesake, my great-uncle, murdered
with his wife and two children. They are only pebbles now with no sparks.
For some there are monuments and for others there are none. But where
will all the stones be after ten thousand years of being beaten down by rain
and wind? My place in the earth, where my spark will fall, may only be
read for a few generations. It will be visited by children and maybe grand-
children and then become a lonely stone cinder amongst a forest. How long
will the grass be cut and the trees trimmed? Who will remember me a hun-
dred years, a thousand years, from now? Perhaps the name of a great-
grandchild will be Eliezer, my Hebrew name. There will be faded pictures
not labeled, funny clothes, albums lost in floods or fires, a name on a flat
page. I have seen ancient graveyards, old graveyards, and even recent ones
where the stones of visitation fade away to nothing while the Hammer
beats on.
I once knew a mother who killed herself a year after the death of her

son. When I went to the mourning house to visit her husband and her two
daughters, they were not sad—they were angry at her, for the broken heart
that could not be made to continue to live by their love. The son had been
a doctor, who before taking up private practice, was spending a year in
Asia tending the poor. One day, in a remote village, he got dysentery and
died. He was like the child in the talmudic story who, at the command of
his father, went to the top of the tree to fetch the eggs while chasing away
the mother bird and the Hammer fell, the ladder broke, and he died while
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performing two commandments that promised long life. Why did the doc-
tor-son die in the act of the greatest commandment, the commandment to
save life? No answer from the Hammer, who has also taken away my
father and my mother and many other family members, teachers, and
friends.
In the fall of 2002, the day after Rosh Hashanah, I was diagnosed with

prostate cancer and the beat of the Hammer grew loud in my ears. I live on
with the sound, the beat of life and the beat of death, the fearful beating of
my heart as I still have not yet come to a full appreciation of the blessing of
mortality. But my granddaughter was born five years later and a fresh
beautiful laughing spark has come into the world.

My Torah

He wanted only to understand the code of the blueprint, the
key to the cryptogram, so that his pain and all pains might
become bearable.46

Dietrick E. Thomsen, a science writer and physicist who died of cancer in
1988, once wrote:

Some will ask how a physicist can be so playful about a world
in which there is so much evil and misery. . . . Of course the
world is blemished. The beauty is gravely marred, the symme-
try is broken. But underneath it, what a Jew or a Christian
would call the original pattern may still be discerned.47

Maybe some day I will find the code to the blueprint, the key to the cryp-
togram, or at least accept that the symmetry is broken. I know that only a
brief glimpse, a lightning flash, is permitted. Eventually, I hope that I, too,
will have the wisdom to write in my Torah: tov mavet. Perhaps this wis-
dom cannot be found in rational argument. Possibly it lies only in creation
and the words of poets:

There is a crack in everything,
That’s how the light gets in.48
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