
 

 (heet-ab-DOOT) means “suicide,” but it literally translates as “losing oneself.” The other 
side of the coin – finding oneself – is a term that many people find difficult to use without an ironic lilt 
or audible air quotes. Try it and see: “He’s going to India for six months to find himself”; “She quit her 
job to travel the world and find herself.” 

It just seems so counterintuitive. Surely, one would think, your self is just about impossible to lose 
because it doesn’t go anywhere without you and, as opposed to car keys or glasses or your cell 
phone, you can’t unintentionally leave it in the fridge or on top of your head or in the taxi. I mean, 
wherever you go, there you are, right?  

If you misplace your keys, you can say ibadeti (“I lost”) them, or halkhu le’ibud (“they went missing”). 
If you can’t find your way, though, you can’t conjugate the verb itself but need to use the second 
configuration, preceded by “went”: halakhti le’ibud (“I went missing,” meaning “I got lost”). 

That’s because..., lehitabed (le-heet-ah-BED) – the reflexive form used for many verbs in which you 
are doing the action to yourself, like lehitkale’ah (“to take a shower,” literally “to shower oneself”) – 
doesn’t mean “to lose oneself” in the sense of not being able to find the right exit on the highway. It’s 
a far more intense and profound sense of loss, and means “to commit suicide.” 
 
This sense appears to be connected to another meaning of the word: “perish” or “destroy.” The word 
is used in this way in the Book of Esther, when Queen Esther announces she will put her life on the 
line by going before the king without being summoned, to ask him to save her people: “Go, gather 
together all the Jews that are present in Shushan, and fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink three 
days, night or day; I also and my maidens will fast in like manner; and so will I go in unto the king, 
which is not according to the law; and if I perish [avadeti], I perish [avadeti]” (4:16). 

Of course, losing and perishing have a lot in common. Queen Esther meant that if she lost her effort 
to win the king’s favor, she, along with the Jewish people, would perish. In Jewish law, we are             
commanded to return “every lost thing of thy brother’s, which he hath lost, and thou hast 
found” (Deuteronomy 22:3), a tradition known as hashavat aveida (“returning the lost”), with the                  
second word coming from the same root as lehitabed. 

But whether the subject is the fate of Queen Esther, or someone you may know who is not waving 
but drowning, it looks like that old childhood line representing the idea that runs contrary to hashavat 
aveida – finders keepers, losers weepers – is, like the palpable loss embodied in the word hitabdut, 
more insightful than most of us ever gave it credit for. 


