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This essay contains an analysis of avelut and our relationship 1o the
dead; a statement of the significance of communion between
generalions; and a moving evaluation of R. Hayyim Heller, his
personality and his way of thinking Several footnotes of halalkhic
interest can be found in the original Hebrew version, published in
Divret Hagut veHa'arkha. The translation is dedicated to the memory
of David Carmy 2"/,

I. “The Reward of the Eulogy—the Mournful

oq:

Although the eulogy (kesped) is one aspect of avelut, it
differs in its legal manifestations from davelut, which is
expressed through shivaand sh loshim.

1. The obligation of shiva and shoshim devolves only
upon the immediate family while the obligation of the culogy
includes the distant as well. Our Sages spoke severely of
neglect in eulogizing a scholar or, for that matter, any decent
person.

2. The act of eulogizing, as opposed to the aqvelut of
sh'loshim and shiva, is not is not defined by specific acts,
The external act of eulogizing, of enunciating words of grief
and lamentation, is no more than an instrument through
which the goal is realized—"grief or heartfelt sorrow.”

The phrase “grief or heartfelt sorrow” (avelut o aninut
shebalev) indicates 2 dual act—intellectual and emotional.
“Heart,” as a figure of speech, is the subject of objective
cognition and subjective experience. Mourning in the heart
evolves, in rectilinear fashion, from the cognition to the
experience. Its point of origin is the honest inspection of
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Joseph B. Soloveitchik

A TRIBUTE TO THE REBBITZEN OF TALNE*

The hesped (funeral oration), an ancient Biblical institution,
pursues a two-fold objective. It seeks, first of all, to make _people
weep. “Agra de-hespeda daluye — the merit of a funeral oration
is In raising the voice.” The Halakhah did not like to sce the
dead interred in silent indifference. It wanted to hear the shriek
of despair and to see the hot tear washing away human cruelty
and toughness. “And Abraham came to mourn for Sarah and
to weep for her.” To mourn, to feel a great sorrow, to be of a
distressed mind when confronted with death is, according to the
Halakhah, a cathartic experience. It reminds proud, vain and
egotistical man of a frightening reality which we all like to forget
— namely, the reality of death. It is true, of course, that J udaism
has never been death-centered, that it never tried to motivate
the religious activity of man by having him encounter death. In
fact, the reverse is the case. Our religious consciousness has
always been life-oriented and in-life rooted. Nevertheless, to have
man recall what he has been trying hard to forget is redeeming
and cleansing; the whole halakhic structure of avelut rests upon
this assumption.

Betorato shel R. Meir katuv: tov me'od zeh ha-mavet. A mar-
ginal note in the Scroll of R. Meir said that with regards to the
assertion of the Bible that “God saw everyhing that He had
made and-behold it was very good, “fov me'od,” the phrase

“very good” includes also death.

L L] L]

The second objective is a different one. At this level the hesped

TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

turns into kilus, eulogy, informative and instructional. Instead
of addressing ourselves, as we do at the first level, to the heart,
we try now to contact the mind. We no longer try to arouse emo-
tions. We seek to stimulate thoughts by telling a story. What
kind of story? Of course, there is only one story to be told — the
life-story of the deceased. This time the oration becomes a por-
trayal of the person whom we bid farewell forever.

Of course, this description of the function of the hesped is
quite paradoxical. The person lived many years in a town, made
friends, was active in public affairs, meeting people, talking to
them, living, praying and doing things together. Disaster struck
and the person died suddenly. Acquaintances and friends as-
sembled to mourn, to pay the last tribute to the person whom
they knew very well. So why is it necessary to start de novo
and re-introduce a person to old friends?

Yes, it is strange. However, strangeness does not alter a tragic,
perhaps a tragi-comical reality, that man or woman until his or
her last day on earth remains a sealed book even to his or her
closest friends who supposedly knew him or her well. Anonymity
is an integral part of the human existential destiny. Sof davar,
hakol nishma -— the end of the matter, all is heard (Ecclesi-
astes 12:13; see Midrash Rabbah). Only at the conclusion of
the davar, the human career, only at the end of the life story of
the man or woman, do people become inquisitive. Only then do
they begin to inquire about him or her. Who was he or she? Only

.then hakol nishma — all kinds of questions are asked.

A while ago people simply did not care. Now they are con-
cerned; now they do care. Yesterday the question could have
been easily answered. It could have been addressed directly to
him or her. Today we know not of whom to inquire, we know
not who is in a position to answer this question. Nevertheless, the
Halakhah insisted that the question be raised.

I

With your permission T wish to ask the strange question which
a A.E.E.& (funeral orator) must address to the grieving congre-
gation: who was the Rebbitzen of Talne, this noble woman who

74
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One evening as I sat learning daf yomi on my Romco and
Julice balcony, I was suddenly transported to fair Verona, where
I laid my scene. 1 imagined Julice leaning her check against her
gloved hand as Romeo gazes up at her under cover of darkness.
Julict sighs (“"Ay me!”), and Romeo hangs on to her every sound
and gesture (“She speaks! O, speak again, bright angel”), wooing
her from below in language reminiscent of the Song of Songs,
which Shakespease seems occasionally to invoke (“Stony limits
cannot hold love out™). [ imagined the balcony as the site of many
subsequent late-nighe trysts, as it is the one place where the lovers
can speak freely to onc another without risking the wrach of
the Montaguce and Capulet clans. Surely Juliet longs, each day,
for night to come, so she can go out on her balcony to speak to
Romco.

And then I imagined that one day, Julice comes home to find
that her parents have boarded up her balcony. Her window is cov-
ered with wooden planks fixed crudely to the wall, and pieces of
the railing, hacked ac with axes and spades, lie strewn on the street
below. “Her gates have sunk into the ground, he has smashed her
bars to bits” (Lamentations 2:9). Juliet is uccerly distraught: how
will she see Romeo that evening? How will she communicate
with her lover? “See, O Lord, the distress [ am in! My heart is in
anguish” (Lamentations 1:20). It is not only her balcony she has
lost, but the whole elaborate system of semaphores and scheduling
that she and her lover have constructed to ensure that they see cach
other regularly. Juliet wails. “Bicterly she weeps in the nighe, her
cheeks wet with tears. There is none to comfort her of all her friends”
{Lamentations 1:2).

The rabbis, in mourning the Temple, were not just mourning
a physical edifice but an entire system of connecting with God—
one that involved daily sacrifice, fragrant inccnse, claborate vest-
ments, and golden trumpets, I, too, felt that I was mourning not
just my marriage but all my romantic dreams—dreams that in-
volved late-night roving and star-crossed love. I'm not sure if,
after the destruction of the First Temple, the Jews dared hope
that there might someday be a second. I only know thar in my
own life I harbored no such expectations,
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