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They are all gone into the world of light! 
And I alone sit ling’ring here; 
Their very memory is fair and bright, 
And my sad thoughts doth clear. 
 
It glows and glitters in my cloudy breast, 
Like stars upon some gloomy grove, 
Or those faint beams in which this hill is drest, 
After the sun’s remove. 
 
I see them walking in an air of glory, 
Whose light doth trample on my days: 
My days, which are at best but dull and hoary, 
Mere glimmering and decays. 
 
--Henry Vaughan (1621-1695), “They are All Gone into the World of Light” 
 

Henry Vaughan, poet, physician, and minister, lived during the 17th 
Century, in Wales. This was a stirring and often dangerous time in English 
History, with conflicts between Catholics and Protestants. At one point, the 
Puritan-dominated Parliament took away Vaughan’s house. An Oxford 
graduate, he turned from sacred to religious poetry under the influence of a 
relative and fellow poet, George Herbert. Vaughan is a Metaphysical Poet, who 
expresses the paradoxes of life.  

 
What I love about this poem is its assuredness of an afterlife. Jewish 

tradition teaches “s’char v’onesh”—that is, reward and punishment for the 
righteous and the evildoer, respectively. The Torah says little about an afterlife; 
this begins in the Talmud, and develops more fully in writers such as Y.L. Peretz 
(“Yom Kippur in Hell,” a serio-comedic favorite of mine).  

 
Most importantly, Vaughan’s central message is that a bit of our human 

spirit endures after death. We are not moths, to be extinguished by a candle. No: 
every deed we have ever performed in life is remembered, whether by our 



friends, relatives, or God. I believe that, when a student remembers something 
that I taught them, a scintilla of my teaching self goes on, even if they cannot 
remember from whom they learned it. All of us can be teachers, whether of 
children or our contemporaries.  

 
On Yom Kippur and other holidays, we say Yizkor in order to 

remember—to think kindly of the ancestors and friends who were good and 
beneficent to us; to forgive those by whom we were mistreated. If you have bad 
memories of someone, do not  “give them free rent in your head”; they do not 
deserve it. Do not mentally repeat the incident over and over, like a tape-loop in 
your brain. Excise them from your memory. However, be certain to cherish the 
relatives and friends who eased our path of life while they lived. 

 
The prayerbook tells us in the Amidah, “Blessed are You, God, Who 

enlivens the dead.” Telling a story about or otherwise remembering relatives and 
friends who have gone on before us is a form of resurrection. And so must it 
continue from generation to generation, forever and ever. Amen! 

 
 


