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The observance of shiva, sheloshim, and yud beit chodesh (for parents) are 

not only catharsis of sorrow but also experiences of self-judgment and penitence. 

Avelut is intrinsically an expression of teshuva. The aching heart is a contrite 

heart and a contrite heart seeks atonement. Enlightened and sensitive avelut 

is saturated with deep feelings of guilt. Quite a few of the injunctions govern- 

ing the observance of shiva, prohibitions against washing, use of cosmetics, 

ointments, wearing shoes and sexual intimacy are reminiscent of Yom Kippur, a day 

when the Jew quests for forgiveness. 

What are the sins for which the mourner seeks expiation? These are in two 

areas, vis-a-vis man (the departed) and vis-a-vis God. 

Teshuva Vis-a-Vis Man 

Man is usually late in value judgments. His appreciation of persons, things 

and events is a product of hindsight. In retrosepction, man discovers the precise 

value of someone who was but is no longer with him. This delayed understanding 

and appreciation is painfully tragic. While the departed was near and we could 

communicate, we were only partially perceptive of his (her) identity. Our aware- 

ness of his specialness, as someone vital and precious to us, comes at the very 

instant he departs and withdraws into a mist of remoteness. Only then do we inquire 

with painful longing, ''Who was he who brightened my days? What did he mean to me? 

Why do | feel so bereft and disoriented?" 

These and similar questions which descend in droves upon the grieving, expiat- 

ing mourner, are extremely soul-searing since they are saturated with guilt feel- 

ings. "Why didn't | ask these questions yesterday or yesteryear? Why wasn't | more 

_expressive, more helpful, more appreciatjve?'' Their image sparkles teasingly from 

afar. We extend our arms to embrace them, but a widening gap stretches between us. 

What exertions or treasures we would now readily expend for only five minutes with 

them, to open our hearts and minds to them, to make amends, to say what was left 

unsaid, to do what had been neglected. If only we could......but, alas, it is too 

late. Eulogists and mourners try to build bridges across the gap but, frustratingly, 

in vain. The disciples of Elijah went out to seek their master after his ascension 

in the tempest. Three days they sought him upon the mountains and in the valleys. 

They sought but could not find him. (TT Kings 2:17,18) (1) 

In speaking of guilt, we are not referring to those who were neglectful or 

callous; such people will rarely look back with remorse. Our analysis is directed 

at those who were seemingly exemplary in their filial performance, yet they are 
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plagued with feelings of insufficiency in their hearts. They realize how fragmen- 
tary was their relationship. They bemoan opportunities lost forever. He who aches 
not with such emotions is lacking in the experiential essence of avelut. 

The Talmud in Ber. 42b (2) tells us a strange story: ''When Rav died (Founder 
of Babylonian Academy of Sura), his disciples walked after his bier in 
the funeral procession. On their return trip, they stopped to eat bread by the 
Danak River. Completing their meal, they discussed the halachic question whether 
the requirement of zimun (invitation), to recite grace as a cohesive unit, applies 
in this case since they had joined each other haphazardly. They were unable to 
resolve the problem. Whereupon, Rav Ada bar Ahava rose and made another rent in 
his garment which he had rent previously in grief and said, 'Rav is dead and 
we haven't even learned from him the elementary rules of saying grace!" They 
discovered the greatness of their master and their dependence on him on the day they 
buried him. Sensing anew the depth of their loss, they were ready to give their 
lives for even the briefest opportunity to speak to him again. 

How sad and ironic! They had studied under his tutelage for many long years 
and had been with him daily. He had trained their minds, fashioned their outlook 
and had opened up to them vast vistas of thought. And yet, they now realized 
that he was only partially known to them. They had paid homage to him as the 
great master of the Diaspora, but even they did not discern Rav's stature and 

| status. Now, he had vanished from their midst and they tore their garments anew, 
reflecting an additional dimension of loss. Such ex post facto judgments are the 
saddest of life's experiences. How tragically elusive are even those who are 

close to us! 

The Rosh HaYeshiva was preparing his annual kinus teshuva shiur which regular- 
ly drew thousands of listeners. He was totally immersed in his material over the 
course of many hours, when he felt the hovering presence of his father and life-long 
Rebbe, the Gaon Reb Moshe, Z.T.L. ''Oh my father,'' he said, ''l have arrived at some 
fine insights about the laws of Yom Kippur and the mitzvah of Shofar. Some of these 
ideas may please you while others you will reject.'' He spoke to him beseechingly, 
even as the visitation was receding, leaving him with painful longing and emptiness. 
The days of yesteryear could not be recaptured. Oh, if only he could have several 
minutes of Talmudic discourse with him. 

Teshuva Vis-a-Vis God 

The mourner also feels guilty as regards his own religious identity. Our sages 

had varied opinions about death. Was man originally intended upon creation to be 

mortal, (Ex. R. 2:4) (3) or did he become mortal as a result of his demonstrated 
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vulnerability to sin,by Adam and Eve and their descendants? (Shab. 58b) (4) 

(BB 75b) (5) Are not all men susceptible to sin, ''for there is not_a righteous 

man upon the earth who does (only) good and sins not." (Ecc. 7:20) 

The all pervasive judgment is that death per se reflects the moral imperfec- 
tion which is indigenous to all mankind and that if man were perfect, if he would 

not inevitably fall short, man could elude death or assuage its sting. The prophet 
Isaiah projected a vision of the eschatological world when men will attain perfec- 
tion and death will be finally defeated. ''He will destroy death forever. And the 
Lord God will wipe the tears away from all faces.'' (Isa. 25:8) (7) In the end of 
days, man will overcome his mortality. 5, 

In avelut, we ponder the relatedness of death to sin and we reflect on the 
moral tenor of our lives, noting its shortcomings and repenting of its failures. 
We think of our mortality and of our accountability and of the pressing need for 
religious reorientation. Kohelet counselled, 'Ilt is better (beneficial) to visit 
a house of mourning than a house of feasting; for that is the end of all men and 

the living will reflect thoughtfully." (Ecc. 7:2) (8) 

The Sefer Hachinuch explicitly equates teshuva with avelut. ''When_ he suffers 
the death of a near kin to whom he is emotionally bound, the Torah requires certain 
acts which concentrate his thoughts on his grief and he will realize that his grief 
relates to sinfulness. ''For the Eternal does not afflict or grieve the children of 
men.'' (Lam. 3:33) When one reflects upon this, he will set his mind to Teshuva 
and will mend his ways as he could but the wicked ascribe death to chance, saying, 
"that what befalls man and beast is alike; that the same fate is for both; as one 
dies so does the other."' (Ecc. 3:19) (9) Shiva, sheloshim and the kaddish reject 
this nihilistic pessimism but affirm that the world is governed by a righteous 
God, whose ways are often inscrutable. (Tzidduk Hadin) 

That mourning is equated with teshuva is implicit in the practice in Talmudic 
days of avelim being required to overturn their couches (beds), Kefiyas Hamita. 
Bar Karpara explained the symbolism: God said, |! have set my image upon them but 
because of their sins, | have upset it. Let (therefore) your couches be 
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overturned." (M.K. 15b) (10) Rashi explains that the image refers to God's 
spiritual image, tzelem elokim which is bestowed upon all mankind but is 
tarnished through sin. 

Bar Kapara's explanation becomes intelligible if we note that in Talmudic and 
Midrashic semantics, the word mita (bed, couch) represents one's progeny and, more 
specifically, man's role as a father and teacher, as a progenitor and as a peda- 
gogue. (i.e. Shemma Yesh Psul B'mitusi Pes. 5b) (11) He is the link between the 
past and the future on both the biological and spiritual levels, in the transmission 
of the tradition, Mesorah. The mita is the "'agent'' in the procreative process and 
the seat from which learning is imparted. If man (or woman) has failed to discharge 
this two-fold duty, he has diminished the image and punishment, possibly sorrow 
may follow. The overturned mita represents the avel's humble confession of 
unrealized potentiality or outright failure and a plea for forgiveness. 

Overturning the mita was later replaced by the practice of turning mirrors to 

the wall or covering them. The symbolism is the same, as with the overturned mita 

namely, that our image is not as lustrous as it should be. The period of mourning 

suggests human failure and covering the mirror is a form of vidui. (12) 

"From Afar the Lord Appeared to Me'' 

The act of repentance partakes of the same nostalgic yearnings as experienced 
by the mourner for his departed. For the penitent also mourns the loss of a pre- 
cious comradeship, the departure of Divine closeness. ''From afar the Lord appeared 
to me; and with an everlasting love | have loved him.'' (Jer. 31:2) (13) The peni- 
tent sees God far away, at an immeasurable distance. Once God was close but he was 
blind and unappreciative. When he was devout, life was meaningful and comforting; 
there were intermittent moments of holiness. But then he became bored, distracted 
and subverted, straying almost absentmindedly. He immersed himself in the here and 
now, whith its immediate gratifications. He squandered God's comradeship; 
he relinquished what was most precious. 
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The mirror, too, is the "agent" facilitating the procreative role since it 

enhances marital attractiveness. 
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At first, the alienation was hardly perceived, its effects only vaguely dis- 
cerned, as with mourners who only feel the finality of their loss after shiva and 
sheloshim. Gradually, it dawned upon him that he had lost the central pillar which 
provided stability and meaning to his life. ''l feel banished. | have nobody to 
plead with, no one to cry to from the depths. The gates of heaven are closed to 
me. My path is twisted.'' But suddenly, the wonder takes place. ''From afar the 
Lord appeared to me.'' From an infinite distance, he hears the soft whisper, ''an 
everlasting love | have loved you.'' God,too, bemoans the separation. He, too, is 
lonely. He is waiting patiently. We are spiritual mourners when we sin but the 
road to reconciliation is open to us, however distant and formidable. 

The departed cannot come back, though we partially assuage the pain through 
the rites of avelut, But in teshuva vis-a-vis God, the Torah assures us, "If you 
search there for the Lord your God, you will find Him, if only you seek Him with 
all your heart and soul.'' (Deut. 4:20) (14) 

On the Next Day-Mimocheros 

Many a time, the Torah while telling us about sin, adds, ''And it came to pass 
on the morrow," va-yehi mimocheros (Ex. 32:30) (15)or ''They rose up in the morning,' 
Va-yashkimu baboker (Num. 14:40), (16) informing us that the next day they did repent. 
Yesterday, they were insensitive “and hard, shameful and rebellious but today 

there is renewed openness and heightened receptivity. There is a mimochoros, 
a next day for building bridges of reconciliation. This is the great 
chesed of teshuva. 
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