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זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באהל
This is the Torah; if a person dies in a tent (19:14)

During my years as a Rabbinical student in Washington Heights, I had the practice of
occasionally going to visit hospitalized patients a few blocks away at Columbia-Presbyterian
Medical Center on 168th street.  These experiences proved to have a profound impact upon me,
and while I was technically there to serve the patients, I remain grateful for the invaluable
lessons these special people taught me, a complete stranger, through their courage and their
wisdom.  Perhaps the experience most impactful to me from that time period was a single line
said to me by a patient whom I would never meet again. This gentleman suffered from a
devastating medical diagnosis with an unfavorable prognosis.  While I cannot remember what we
discussed during my brief visit that afternoon, I do recall the exact words he said when I left his
room.  As I waved goodbye to him, he said in a soft but firm voice, "Thank you so much for your
time.  Take it from me -- it's the most precious thing you have to give."

Parashat Chukat is the Parasha of mortality.  Miriam dies.  Aharon dies.  Moshe's death is
decreed.  Nearly all of the Jewish men from the generation of the spies die.  And of course, the
ritual of the Red Heifer, which purifies an individual from the contamination wrought by death,
brings the theme of mortality front and center from the very opening of the Parasha.  There is no
avoiding the fact that mortality is, at best, an uncomfortable topic, and that the prospect of
mortality underlies perhaps the most unsolvable and penetrating of existential human anxieties.
Many individuals are, understandably, very reluctant to think about the topic, let alone to bring it
up in a conversation.

And yet, as our Parasha reminds us, a Jew is not meant to ignore mortality, as it, too, is a
valuable teacher.  No one articulated this truth more directly than Shlomo HaMelech (Kohelet
7:2):

" לבואליִתןוהחיהאדםכלסוףהואבאשרמשתהביתאלמלכתֵאבלביתאלללכתטוב "
It is better to go to a house of mourning than to a house of feasting, for that [death] is the end of

every man; and the living should take this to heart

As opposed to futilely ignoring death, Shlomo HaMelech encourages one to confront it and “take
this to heart.” Perhaps more strikingly, in the נשמהאלוקי prayer of our daily morning service, we
proclaim that the Divine soul within us is pure, " ממניליטלהעתידואתה " -- and You will take it from
me in the future. In other words, almost the first thing uttered by a Jew every single morning of
his or her life is the proclamation that he or she will eventually die.



With philosophies and prayers like these, one would expect Judaism to be a morbid
religion of sadness and darkness.  How could one who frequently remembers his or her mortality
possibly enjoy life? How could a person ever dance at a joyous event knowing that אחדמקרה

כולםאתיקרה -- one fate will await everyone (Kohelet 2:14)? And yet, as my teacher Rabbi Mayer
Twersky once pointed out, the reality is exactly the opposite.  It is precisely by acknowledging
the finite nature of life that we recognize how precious every second of life truly is.  The fact that
we will not be here eternally perforce charges us to live with an unending gratitude for the
miracle of life that we do have, appreciating every morning we can wake up from our bed -- no
matter how tired, grumpy, or anxious we might feel -- knowing that we should try to enjoy this
moment, since we will not be able to do this forever.

The formidable stressors of daily life have a remarkable way of roping us in and
distorting our perspective.  Problems and deficiencies become front and center, blinding us to the
bigger picture of life, and deleteriously affecting our spiritual and emotional states.  In
acknowledging our mortality in a spiritually healthy way, Judaism teaches us what my patient
reminded me:  love your life.  Don't squander your precious days upset about your personal
shortcomings; your unpayable bills; your home repairs. Time is so precious, and so much more
valuable than almost anything that could be pulling you down from appreciating it right now.  It
has been aptly said that confronting one’s mortality changes one’s perspective from how one
lives to that one lives; one transcends the plane of angst and worry over daily details, and zooms
out to celebrate the miracle of life itself.

It is fascinating to note that Parashat Chukat constitutes a time-warp of sorts.  Tradition
teaches that the commandment of the Red Heifer at the beginning of Parashat Chukat (ch. 19)
was transmitted at the beginning of the Jewish people’s second year in the desert.  The very next
passage (ch. 20) describes the passing of Miriam, which occurred in the fortieth year of their
sojourn.  In literally the blink of an eye, 38 years have come and gone, without any detail
provided by the Torah regarding what transpired during these years.  Numerous insightful and
beautiful suggestions have been given to explain this curious phenomenon, but perhaps on a very
basic level, this time-jump reminds us of just how quickly time can pass us by if we are not
careful.  The lesson of mortality, as expressed by the rest of the Parasha, is that we must never
lose sight of the value of our present life.  In the eyes of a Jew, there is no such thing as an
insignificant moment.  Whether one is studying Torah, earning a living, or taking out the
garbage, every second of life is a golden opportunity to serve one’s Creator and experience
gratitude for the miracle of being alive.  The more we remain conscious of this truth, the more
we will appreciate each day, and prevent the precious time we do have from slipping by.


