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DEATH IN THE WRITINGS OF RABBI 
JOSEPH DOV SOLOVEITCHIK*

I.

M y initial reaction to the suggestion that I investigate R. 
Soloveitchik’s approach to death was to devote my discussion 
to the topic of mourning, namely, the halakhic/normative 

framework for dealing with death (that of another person, of course). The 
Rav himself frequently focused attention on mourning, precisely through 
an examination of its halakhic norms; and I must confess that I too have 
dealt with the topic of mourning in the Rav’s thought, a fact that would 
have simplifi ed my task.1 It became clear to me, however, that I could not 
avoid a frontal discussion of the issue of death in the Rav’s writings. It 
should be noted that I shall not relate to that class of death that stands 
out in its moral value – a martyr’s death for the sanctifi cation of God’s 
name. The Rav’s concern was death as an existential experience that every 
individual faces, both in his consciousness and in his life. So while I shall 
also touch upon mourning, I shall do so only in passing.

Furthermore, a reading of the Rav’s most widely known writings – 
and here the reference is to Halakhic Man [Ish ha-Halakhah] in particular – 
is liable to lead us to the conclusion that the issue of death was of no 
interest to the Rav, and certainly that he did not deem it as something of 

* This article was originally presented orally in Hebrew at the Van Leer Institute, 
and was translated for Tradition by David Strauss.

1 See Y.B. Gottlieb, “Al Gishato ha-Hilkhatit shel ha-Rav Y.D. Soloveitchik,” Sha-
nah be-Shanah 5754, pp. 186-197; G. Blidstein, “On the Halakhic Thought of Rabbi 
Joseph B. Soloveitchik: The Norms and Nature of Mourning,” Tradition 30:4 (1996), 
pp. 115-130. I thank Prof. David Shatz, with whom I had several “electronic” discus-
sions concerning the matter under discussion, for his comments and references.
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any value whatsoever. Well known are the proclamations that halakhic 
man does not concern himself with death and that he even abhors being 
close to it, the description of the Torah authority who became fi lled with 
melancholy and despair when he refl ected upon death, and the stories of 
the halakhic giants and family members who never visited cemeteries. 
Death is the realm where man is powerless to fulfi ll the Torah’s com-
mandments, and therefore it has nothing to offer him. Death is measured 
by halakhic standards, and precisely as such it has little standing in the 
Rav’s thought.2 On the other hand, it seems that “the lady doth protest 
too much.” The Rav’s need to declare that halakhic man does not occupy 
himself with death, and the need of halakhic authorities to contend with 
death, whether through conscious avoidance or through the study of its 
laws as a way of conquering death and turning it into an objective topos, 
once again attest to the central place that it enjoys in the Rav’s conscious-
ness, if not in his teachings.

Similar to this is the Rav’s attitude toward evil in general, which fi nds 
expression in his widely read essay, The Voice of My Beloved Knocks [Kol 
Dodi Dofek] (but also in other works). The Rav vigorously argues that 
one should not ask why evil exists; the only question is how should one 
deal with it, what should be done in relation to it. What should be done, 
and not why does it happen. This restriction certainly prevents rummag-
ing after the meaning of death and examining man’s existential relation-
ship to it. It also leads us to expect that the topic will be ignored in the 
Rav’s writings.

(I wish to note that despite the impression that is given that halakhic 
Judaism deals in practice with the redemption of the world in the social 
and technological sense, this is not the case. The same is also true regard-
ing the statement attributed to R.  Hayyim of Brisk that the role of the 
rabbi in his community is to defend the weak and the destitute – this as-
signment was also not actually fulfi lled. It would be more correct to say 
that the Rav has two other ideas in mind. First, that normative Judaism 
directs man to all-encompassing cultural and scientifi c activity, and 
does not demand that he abstain from activity in the mundane world. 
And second, that the desired activity is indeed sometimes a halakhic-edu-
cational-ritualistic activity; and therefore the appropriate question is 
“how should we handle suffering, and our inquiry aims at a Halakhah of 

2 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man (Philadelphia, 1983), pp. 30-37. This work 
was fi rst published (in Hebrew) in 1944. For a broad discussion of these passages, see 
D. Schwartz, Haguto ha-Philosophit shel ha-Rav Soloveitchik, I (Ramat Gan, 5765), 
under “death” in the index. 
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suffering.” The pragmatic meaning of the word “handle” should not be 
overlooked.3)

His resolute words in Halakhic Man notwithstanding, it is entirely 
possible that in the rest of his writings and lectures the Rav does not avoid 
the issue of death in its broad sense or deny the religious importance of 
the phenomenon. What draws the Rav to this topic is, apparently, his 
close connection to the issues of suffering and self-sacrifi ce. Despite the 
assumption that suffering is evil, and as such one should only learn how 
to handle it, the Rav also sees the acceptance of suffering as having an 
important religious dimension. And suffering frequently leads to death. 
On the other hand, the Rav is at times exceedingly careful to distinguish 
between affl iction and death and to make sure that the one does not slide 
into the realm of the other. We too then will have to examine the extent 
to which the Rav is drawn to the issue of death through his preoccupation 
with the issue of suffering, and to what extent he is careful to distinguish 
between the two.

We shall, however, open with the laws of mourning, and specifi cally 
with the manner in which they function in the Rav’s thinking. First of all, 
it seems that mourning exemplifi es two aspects of the Rav’s thinking in 
general. First, if indeed the Rav repeatedly states that regarding evil one 
must ask “what one should do,” rather than “why,” then mourning falls 
into the category of doing rather than that of understanding or offering 
an answer. It is not a technological or therapeutic act, but nevertheless an 
action that does not involve a message of justifi cation of God’s deed (un-
less we consider the declaration of “Blessed is the True Judge”). Second, 
mourning, according to the Rav, consists of both an outer-objective di-
mension (as he terms it: the “act,” or “ma’aseh” of the mitsva) and an 
inner-subjective dimension (as he terms it: the “fulfi llment,” or “kiyyum” 
of the mitsva). These two dimensions fi nd expression and even become 
integrated in the halakhic regime in our case, for example, when the ob-
ligations of mourning confl icts with rejoicing on a festival. Thus, mourn-
ing joins the ranks of mitsvot (including prayer and honoring one’s 
parents) that express the entirety of halakha with its two dimensions.

There is also another aspect to the laws of mourning as the Rav un-
derstood them which should be emphasized in light of its religious and 
conceptual boldness, and also according to the light it sheds on the Rav’s 
approach to death. According to halakha, one whose dead relative lies 

3 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Out of the Whirlwind, eds. David Shatz, Joel B. Wolowelsky, 
and Reuven Ziegler (Meotzar Harav/ Ktav, Jersey City, 2003), p. 127.
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before him, i.e., a mourner whose deceased relative has not yet been bur-
ied, is exempt from all the commandments (i.e., the positive precepts; the 
mourner is not permitted to commit murder or to desecrate the Sab-
bath). This halakhic fact is already quite bold and surprising. For an entire 
day, a Jew is granted a blanket allowance not to observe the command-
ments (and according to one understanding, he is even forbidden to ob-
serve them)! The Talmudic rationales are either formalistic or practical. 
The Rav’s approach, on the other hand, is exceedingly fundamental. The 
observance of mitsvot, he argues, is founded on the respect that a person 
has for himself as an individual standing with dignity before God. Sicken-
ing death – also the death of the relative over which he must mourn – in 
contrast, destroys a person’s self-respect and proves his nullity. In such a 
situation, neither is a person capable of fulfi lling the commandments, nor 
does he even want to fulfi ll them. The mourner’s exemption from all the 
commandments is a confi rmation of this (temporary) rebellion. This ra-
tionale proposed by R. Soloveitchik sheds light both on his understand-
ing of death, to which in the manner of Halakhic Man he assigns no 
spiritual value, and on his understanding of halakha and its relationship to 
the inner world of the individual. In our case, halakha refl ects reality, and 
does not fi ght against it.

This reality exposes death in all its ugliness, including its simple, crude 
ugliness. “The Halakhah has never tried to gloss over the sorrowful, ugly 
spectacle of dying man”,4 and the reference here is not solely to spiritual 
ugliness. Man is fi lled with “fright and confusion when confronted with 
death.” Moreover, death destroys the image of God in man in the sense 
that it removes his spiritual personality from the world and undermines 
the self-respect of the living. Death disgusts anyone who sees it. It, and 
the process leading to it, humiliates. Just as halakha is worldly, so too the 
halakhic man may not ignore worldly phenomenon, and exchange it for 
some sweet and innocent alternative reality. This motif fi nds explicit 
expression in the seventh chapter of Halakhic Man, where the Rav dis-
tinguishes between “halakhic man” and “homo religiosus”: The homo reli-
giosus longs for a transcendental world, and at the same time sanctifi es 
death as the “threshold to transcendence.” Not so the halakhic man, who 
clings to the earthly as the arena of sanctity and denies death any value of 
sanctity: “A corpse defi les; a grave defi les; a person who has been defi led 
by a corpse is defi led for seven days and is forbidden to eat any sacred of-
ferings or enter the Temple… the priests of God are forbidden to defi le 

4 “Aninut and Avelut,” Out of the Whirlwind, p. 2
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themselves with the dead.”5 Judaism “abhors death, organic decay, and 
dissolution. It bids one to choose life and sanctify it.” Therefore, great 
Jewish scholars, the Rav relates, rarely visited cemeteries or prostrated 
themselves upon the graves of their ancestors. Despite their faith in life in 
the World-to-come, they were terrifi ed of death.

II.

Before we enter into the thick of the issue of death in the teachings of Rav 
Soloveitchik, we should fi rst dwell upon several aspects of the issue that 
are not unique to the Rav. I refer to aspects that may be called moral and 
educational in the broad sense. What is interesting, and sometimes sur-
prising, is that the Rav adopted these ideas.

Such an understanding appears in an essay appearing in Out of the 
Whirlwind, where the Rav writes that “death… is an evil experience if 
viewed from the level of individual existence. However, if seen under the 
aspect of the total destiny of man as such, the elimination of the old and 
obsolete or the departure of people who belong mentally to a different 
age is the greatest of blessings” (pp. 126-127). Many have noted that 
death is the price of renewal and enrichment. Here the Rav adopts this 
idea not primarily on the biological plane, but on the cultural plane. The 
Rav’s acceptance of the idea that by the nature of things certain people 
refl ect the old that must pass from this world, and that their mental at-
tachment to the past demands their replacement by others who are more 
appropriate for the present, and calling this natural process “the greatest 
of blessings,” is surprising in its realism and in its unsentimental perspec-
tive. “Each generation with its own truth….”

The Rav also fi nds that death bestows a heroic dimension upon life: 
“Death gives man the opportunity…to build even though he knows that 
he will not live to enjoy the sight of the magnifi cent edifi ce in whose con-
struction he is engaged…to enrich – not himself, but coming genera-
tions. Death teaches man to transcend his physical self and to identify 
with the timeless covenantal community… it enhances his role as a his-
toric being and sensitizes his moral consciousness” (Out of the Whirlwind, 
p. 4). Here the Rav makes use of the words of R. Tarfon: “The day is 
short, the task is great, and the Master is demanding,” but he clearly ex-
plains them in accordance with his own approach: The day is short – be-
cause death prepares in ambush in close proximity; the task is great – and 

5 Halakhic Man, p. 31.
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by the nature of things, you cannot complete it; the Master is de-
manding – that you do what is imposed upon you to do.6 This is not a 
Sisyphean endeavor, but there is also no possibility of bringing matters to 
a successful conclusion.

It is precisely death, argues the Rav, that provides man with this he-
roic/moral opportunity; were man to live an eternal life, it would be de-
nied him.

This idea appears to be an adaptation of a simpler and more prevalent 
concept, namely, the notion that man only fi nds his eternity in the lives of 
his descendants, only that here the moral dimension fi lls the vacuum. In 
general, the Rav’s approach emphasizes death as the experience of the 
individual, thus according with the existentialist school and modernity; 
the social dimension, which indeed existed in ancient times and in the 
middle ages, and still exists in traditional societies, is denied and fi nds no 
expression. The Rav’s account draws from modern experience.7

III.

Despite the assertion that “sanctity is rooted in joy,” the Rav also stresses 
the spiritual value of retreat, collapse, submission, and despair.8 According 

6 Avot 2:14. The Rav undoubtedly paid attention to the next mishna: “Your are not 
called upon to complete the task, yet you are not free to evade it.” Most commenta-
tors understand the mishna as referring to Torah study. For the Rav’s interpretation, 
see Guide of the Perplexed, III, 10, in relation to the reading in R. Meir’s Torah scroll: 
“And behold, death is good.” See also S. Klein-Breslavi, Perush ha-Rambam le-Sippur 
Beri’at ha-Olam (Jerusalem, 5738), pp. 109-113.

7 N. Elias, in The Loneliness of the Dying (Blackwell, 1985), argues for the modern 
context of the loneness and detachedness of death. Here is one of many passages (p. 60): 
“The special accent taken on in the modern period by the idea that one dies alone matches 
the accentuation in this period of the feeling that one lives alone. In this respect, too, the 
image of one’s death is closely connected to the image of oneself, of one’s own life.” Elias 
also knows (ibid., p. 64) that, “if a person must feel while dying that, though still alive, 
he or she has scarcely any signifi cance for other people, that person is truly alone.” As a 
sociologist, Elias occupies himself not only with the “idea,” but also with the social reality 
that is either embracing or alienating. For a critique of Heidegger’s teachings on death 
regarding a similar point, see J. Choron, Death and Western Thought (New York, 1963), 
pp.  222-264; and similarly the chapter on death in R. G. Olson, An Introduction to Ex-
istentialism (New York, 1962), pp. 192-212. Of course, the emphasis on the individual 
marks the Rav’s thought along the entire way and in every context. 

8 Lawrence Kaplan argues that this motif plays a central role in the Rav’s thought 
beginning in the early sixties. See Lawrence Kaplan, “From Cooperation to Confl ict: 
Rabbi Prof. Emanuel Rackman, Rav Joseph B.  Soloveitchik, and the Evolution of 
American Modern Orthodoxy,” Modern Judaism 30:1 (2010). 
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to the Rav, these are fundamental elements of Jewish spiritual existence. 
Whole articles – “Majesty and Humility” and “Catharsis” (Tradition 
17:2, 1978, pp. 25-37; 38-54) are devoted to the illustration of this mo-
tif. The readiness to submit, to waive victory, fi nds expression in funda-
mental Biblical gestures – in the conduct of our father Abraham who was 
ready to sacrifi ce his beloved son, in Jacob’s willingness to set the angel 
free to go on his way, in Aaron the priest’s silence in the face of the death 
of his two sons in the Tabernacle. But retreat is also required in the 
daily life of the halakhic man. A favorite example of the Rav’s is the 
bridegroom’s withdrawal on his wedding night: “Bride and bridegroom 
are young, physically strong and passionately in love with each other. 
Both have patiently waited for this rendezvous to take place. Just one 
more step and their love would have been fulfi lled, a vision realized. Sud-
denly the bride and groom make a movement of recoil. He, gallantly, like 
a chivalrous knight, exhibits paradoxical heroism. He creates his own de-
feat” (“Catharsis,” p. 45). The Rav continues to argue that the cathartic 
retreat is required of man not only in the hedonic realm, but in the emo-
tional, religious, and intellectual realms as well. It is irrelevant for our 
purposes whether the Rav is persuasive in his argument that this motif is 
indeed Biblical-Rabbinic, or whether perhaps it was created in the Rav’s 
own Bet Midrash, in his rich library. What is important is the substance: 
Submission and retreat are central values in the Rav’s thought. It would 
seem that this should also infl uence his perception of death; it is precisely 
here that we can locate his attitude toward death that has evaded us until 
now. 

It is tempting to ask: What is the most absolute fall, the most com-
plete withdrawal, if not the waiver of life in the encounter with death? 
Here man reaches ultimate submission. It should be noted that R. Naftali 
Tsvi Yehudah Berlin interpreted R. Akiva’s statement, “’With all your 
soul’ – even if he takes away your soul,” as referring not to willingness to 
die a martyr’s death for the sanctifi cation of God’s name, but rather to the 
love of God at the time of death – every death – in general, at the time 
that the soul is taken back.9 Will the perfect man, who is familiar with the 
ideas of retreat and submission, not realize this love? Does the teaching 
of submission not lead to this service? And in the spirit of these words: “If 
man comprehends the role of a servant of God, then his life is one long 
service, and death is the conclusion of this hallowed service,” but “if the 
Divine call is ignored, he lives in vain and dies in a very absurd manner” 
(Whirlwind, p. 150).

9 Ha-Amek She’elah 101:1.
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But there are even more explicit statements: “In death and in suf-
fering one is born to a new true life” (Whirlwind, p. 97). Maimonides, 
according to the Rav, “identifi es death with deliverance. To die means 
to gain freedom from captivity, to join the beloved friend for whom the 
soul has been yearning all along.” These words were stated in a very 
specifi c context, the transcendental motif in thematic halakha. But they 
must not be disregarded. It is interesting that the Rav admits that he 
himself was unsuccessful in relieving the real suffering of “the distraught 
individual who fl oats aimlessly in all-encompassing blackness,” using 
the motif of universalism employed by the thematic halakha – but he 
says nothing similar with regards to the motif of transcendentalism, de-
spite the comparison that he draws between the two motifs (p. 100). 
The Rav demands of the individual that he stop viewing himself “in the 
mirror of immortality… When one frees himself from this obsession… 
he learns to take defeat courageously” (p. 132). If the illusion of eter-
nity is the obsession from which man must liberate himself, with what 
“defeat” are we dealing here if not death? Indeed, the Rav is also capa-
ble of speaking of “the redemption effected by returning my existence 
to its owner” (p. 158), which may be understood as pointing to any act 
in which a person sacrifi ces his own desires, but may also be read as an 
allusion to death.

This last sentence appears in the essay, “The Crisis of Human Fini-
tude,” where the Rav outlines a way of dealing emotionally with human 
fi nitude. “Judaism… wants him to give away something which he has 
never received… something which he aspires to attain yet which will al-
ways remain outside of his reach. In a word, he must relinquish an illu-
sion, a dream, a vain hope” (Whirlwind, p. 159). What more than 
anything else expresses fi nitude if not death; what is the illusion if not the 
illusion of eternity? This essay deals with man’s limitations in general, 
with the certainty that he will reach his end without exhausting his poten-
tial or fully realizing his strengths, but of course death cannot be exclud-
ed from this generalization.

On the other hand, retreat, sacrifi ce, and failure in the Rav’s teach-
ings are almost always found in dialectical movement.10 Despite the con-
tinuous presence of self-sacrifi ce and failure in the Rav’s thinking, his 
halakhic teaching – as he himself insists in several places – is an optimistic 

10 See Out of the Whirlwind, p. 176, where the Rav characterizes Job as one who 
“lacked the dialectical experience.” Until that point, Job “sinned” in that he did not 
suffer prior to his encounter with Satan. 
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teaching; in fact, “better created than not having been created.”11 Even 
fi nitude is a “crisis” and from crisis one recovers; and even the crisis of 
death invites heroic action. Almost without exception, man falls solely to 
rise again with increased strength. He falls only so that he may know how 
to achieve true success. On this dialectical plane, there is no room for fi nal 
failure, and there is no room to see death as the perfect fall, for death 
leaves no room for continuation; and even the fall itself takes place in life. 
David Hartmann correctly noted that the Rav’s use of the motif of falling 
for the time of Eve’s formation from the body of Adam in his sleep also 
comes to teach the interpersonal and moral lesson that man is asked to 
make room for the existence of the other, which translates into the sacri-
fi ce of the personal ego.12 This is also the story of the bride and the bride-
groom who sacrifi ce their happiness on the altar of halakha: “Sex, if 
unredeemed, may turn into a brutal, ugly performance…Sex, therefore, 
is in need of redemption…What action did Judaism recommend to man 
in order to achieve this purpose? The movement of withdrawal and de-
feat” (“Majesty and Humility,” pp. 36-37). Retreat comes in the midst of 
life so that the continuation should be more delicate, more human. This 
pattern is also found in regard to the experience of nihility, as it were, that 
passes over a person when he opens himself to revelation. This experience 
shows man his nullity as opposed to the fullness of God, but man is not 
annihilated or destroyed as a result.13 On the contrary, he will continue to 
live a life that is permeated with the consciousness of the presence of God. 
The same is true in each and every realm: “It is obvious that after man 
has taken defeat at his own hands… the pendulum begins to swing in 
the opposite direction, to the pole of greatness, vastness, conquest, 
victory and triumph… And of course, again, when he fi nds himself 
near his destination he retreats…” (Whirlwind, pp. 110-111). This 
dialectical movement fi nds expression in the following works: “A 
Halakhic Approach to Suffering,” Out of the Whirlwind, “Majesty and 
Humility,” and “Catharsis.”

11 See D. Rynhold and M. Harris, “Modernity and Jewish Orthodoxy: Nietzsche 
and Soloveitchik on Life-Affi rmation, Asceticism, and Repentance,” Harvard Theo-
logical Review 101 (2008), pp. 1-32. I wish to thank Prof. David Shatz for referring 
me to this article.

12 D. Hartmann, Ahavah ve-Emah be-Mifgash im ha-Elokim (Jerusalem, 2006), pp. 
84-87. See also Rashi’s commentary to Genesis 2:19, where he effectively argues that 
the creation of the woman required of Adam that he surrender his exclusive and Di-
vine standing in the universe.

13 It seems that the Rav’s position on this issue is sort of an expanded commentary 
on Maimonides’ Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:2, only that the Rav does not deal with 
man’s encounter with creation, but with his encounter with the Creator. 
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It is precisely his commitment to this dialectic that brings the Rav to 
warn against inferring an overly optimistic teaching from his words. At 
the end of his essay, “Majesty and Humility,” the Rav adds: “What hap-
pens after man makes his movement of recoil and retreats? God may in-
struct him to resume his march to victory and move onward in conquest 
and triumph”, and this is because “the readiness to accept defeat purges 
the uncontrollable lust for victory” (p. 37). The fall, then, is an educa-
tional and cathartic act; it is not the fi nal destination. But the Rav is also 
well aware that the story doesn’t always have a happy ending. Therefore, 
just as the Rav notes that Isaac was restored to Abraham, he sadly admits 
that, “Moses was less fortunate. He withdrew; he gazed upon the land 
from afar; but his prayers were not answered… his total obedience did 
not result in victory” (fn. 21). The dialectic is so strong that the Rav fi nds 
it necessary to restrain it: “Modern man loses a few battles in his struggle 
with evil… go into a hospital for incurable diseases and see…” (Whirlwind, 
p. 104). Nevertheless, and in face of this known reality, the Rav himself 
bounces back and says: “But still modern man says… that when one is 
confronted by evil, one must face adversity courageously.”

IV.

As opposed to what is stated in Halakhic Man, the consciousness of 
death – especially the consciousness of “my death” – plays an essential 
though painful role. Accordingly, immediately following the statement that 
“in death and in suffering one is born to a new true life,” the Rav continues 
by saying that “the pathos, the fear of death, is the mysterious link be-
tween a shadowy experience and true being” (Whirlwind, p. 97). And 
this apparently is also what he means when he speaks of man’s being 
born to a new and true life “in death.” The reference is not to factual 
death, but to death as part of human consciousness. The Rav describes 
several experiences that teach man the value of his existence. One expe-
rience is that of disease, and a second experience, as mentioned earlier, is 
that of revelation.

The experience of disease is described in autobiographical passages, 
where the Rav recounts his ordeals and prayers on the night before his 
cancer surgery. That night he had an insight that severed him from the 
“illusory immortality” to which man clings, even one who knows intel-
lectually that when his time comes he will die – and the Rav believes that 
everyone knows this – but the knowledge itself is mere knowledge, and 
doesn’t reach the level of experience (p. 131). The fall from “illusory 
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immortality” contributed to a more correct framing of daily experience, 
its frustrations and disillusions. But more than that, the Rav says that the 
inner change that passed over him raised him to a new existential con-
sciousness, one that was more true and authentic (p. 132); and it stands 
to reason that this new existential consciousness brought a change in his 
daily life. With this insight the Rav joins the existential school, that de-
mands of man that he internalize the fact of his own death and not 
content himself with the “objective” knowledge that recognizes the uni-
versality of death. And indeed, immediately before his account of the 
night he experienced his own personal transition, the Rav refers to the 
story, The Death of Ivan Illich, where Tolstoy criticizes the weakness of 
objective knowledge regarding death, a story that was used extensively in 
existentialist writing beginning with Heidegger.

The second experience that exposes a person to his own nihility is, 
surprisingly enough, revelation. It is precisely the individual who encoun-
ters God who recoils to the point of feeling a loss of identity. “The meet-
ing with nihility… takes place when the individual existence is threatened 
with extinction,” as we have just seen. The Rav, however, also recognizes 
“the existential bankruptcy of man who has met with God – with the Be-
ing per se who both bolsters and negates other beings, whose existence is 
all-inclusive… who raises man to the pinnacle of exultation and also lets 
him sink in the abyss… the One for whom man is questing… and from 
Whom he fl ees” (pp. 123-125). But what is the logic in this process? The 
Rav explains: “The apocalyptic trauma of revelation is due to the fact that 
fi nite-conditioned man, confronted suddenly by God, the numinous, all-
powerful and all-negating, becomes aware of the suspension of his own 
selfhood” (p. 128). The man who stands before God is exposed to the 
fullness of God that negates his partial and defective existence: “The mere 
meeting with God is…not only great and blissful but also a shuddering 
and horror-fi lling experience…Chancing suddenly upon God, man be-
comes aware of his evanescence…Infi nity swallows up fi nitude. What im-
portance can we ascribe to the fl ickering candle-fl ame when it approaches 
the great all-consuming fi re?…A bounded being disappears in the eternal 
boundlessness” (pp. 120-121). The conceptual and psychological back-
ground is found – and the Rav states this explicitly – in the numinous 
category of Rudolf Otto; but the Rav is careful to emphasize, in his usual 
manner, that the process is dialectical. The loss is temporary – there is a 
second stage, “the moment of ecstasy and rapture which rehabilitates and 
restores man to heights… Meeting God is a glorious and the most blessed 
event… Man becomes transported out of himself and suddenly awakens 
to new dimensions of reality that were alien to him before” (p. 121). The 
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Rav also speaks in terms of “revelation,” which is not the case in Otto’s 
descriptions of the numinous which man encounters. It is also possible to 
ask whether the Rav was infl uenced here by midrashic traditions concern-
ing the people of Israel’s temporary loss of life when they heard the Ten 
Commandments: “At every word which went forth from the mouth of 
the Holy One, blessed be He, the souls of Israel departed… But since 
their souls departed at the fi rst word, how could they receive the second 
word? He brought down the dew with which He will resurrect the dead 
and revived them.”14 Or perhaps these traditions were unnecessary for his 
purposes. (In any event, the Rav also broadens the canvas when he says 
that suffering and affl iction are the bearers of the revelation. From here, 
by the way, it is clear that the “revelation” about which the Rav speaks is 
not only the historical experience, but also the personal experience.) God 
appears in fi re, in darkness, in the whirlwind and in gloom; the covenant 
was made in “the horror of great darkness.” According to the Rav, these 
are not primarily geographical/climactic fi eld conditions, but rather a de-
scription of the emotional state of one who is laid open to revelation, to 
the encounter with God. There is no death here, but there is partial and 
conditioned nihility, which provides man with the possibility of lifting 
himself up anew.15

14 Shabbat 88b, and elsewhere. A collection of the sources and a discussion about 
them may be found in I. Chernus, Mysticism in Rabbinic Judaism: Studies in the 
History of Midrash, pp. 33-73. For a philosophical discussion which is not very far 
from the Rav’s approach, see E. Fackenheim, God’s Presence in History (New York, 
1970), pp. 15-16.

15 For a discussion of the philosophical background of these ideas, see Schwartz, 
ibid. II, pp. 228-290.
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