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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1-22:1)

Essay 11. The death of the righteous
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This essay discusses the verse, “The righteous man is lost, and no one takes it to heart; men
of kindness are assembled, and no one gives thought that because of evil the righteous one was
taken away.”! The first chapter of tractate Megillah:

Rabbi Elazar said [that] Rabbi Chanina said: “The righteous man is
lost”— [he] is lost [only] for his generation [not for himself]. [This is] similar to
a man who has lost a pearl. [The pearl does not care if it is lost, as] wherever it
is [found], it is [still] a pearl; it is lost only to its owner.

- Megillah 15a
This is difficult to understand, for the death of the righteous is bad for them and bad for the
world,? so how can it say “lost to his generation” alone? Also difficult is the opposite view,
that he is not lost to his generation, for as we say in the third chapter of Moed Katan (28a),
“The death of the righteous atones,” and thus there is a benefit, and not a loss.
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One can say: At first, [Rabbi Chanina] sensed a difficulty with the verse: How does it
lament the suffering of the world that “the righteous man perishes,” for don’t we hold that
“no righteous man departs from the world until another like him is created.”’ He resolved
this by saying “lost to his generation,” for even though another righteous man is born, he is
still young and cannot yet teach Torah and wisdom to that generation, but only the next
generation.

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
! Isaiah 57:1.

2 Mishnah Sanhedrin 8:5; Sanhedrin 71b.

3 Yoma 38b.
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Perhaps you’ll say: how can I say “lost to his generation,” which means only to his
generation, for don’t we hold that the death of the righteous is bad for the world and bad for
them too, since as long as they live, they add mitzvot and good deeds? Because of this, he
brought the parable of a man who lost a pearl, as if to say, [the righteous] were certainly
hoping to live longer in order to increase mitzvot and good deeds, and therefore it is bad for
them to die.

Nevertheless, it is not appropriate to say the righteous is lost to himself, but only to
his generation, for the righteous man is already complete and has not lost anything, just like
the pearl, which is always a pearl wherever it is. That is because regarding a good thought, the
Holy One, Blessed be He, joins it to action,* as we find regarding Moses, to whom the Holy
One, Blessed be He, said, “I will consider it as if you fulfilled all the mitzvot dependent on
the Land,” and even so, it was hard for him to die, even though he was not losing anything.

Thus, it is fitting to say, “lost to his generation,” that like the pearl, he was only lost to
his owner, the generation, and not lost to himself.
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But it is still difficult according to this interpretation of the verse: how does the end
of the verse connect with the beginning, and how is it possible that “no one takes it to heart”?
What are they thinking, by not taking it to heart, if the loss is entirely their own?

Another difficulty is comparing the beginning to the end, for initially it said, “and no
one takes it to heart,” which means that there is no one who takes it to heart to eulogize him
properly, but then it says “men of kindness are gathered,” which means that there are those
who act kindly toward him.

If you say that the meaning of “no one takes it to heart” is that they do not take to
heart their own loss, but nonetheless eulogize him properly, then the redundancy is difficult,
for “men of kindness are assembled, and no one gives thought,” would be the same as the
beginning “no one takes it to heart.”

4 Kiddushin 40a; Jerusalem Talmud Peah 1:1.
3> Sotah 14a.
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One can say that the death of a righteous man may be due to one of three causes:
either he dies for the sin of the generation, or his time has come, or the Holy One, Blessed be
He, removes him early while he is still righteous, so that, Heaven forbid, he not fall into sin,
as he may be susceptible to do.

From here, the verse says: “The righteous man is lost,” specifically to his generation,
but “no one takes it to heart” to say that he died for their sin. Rather, they say he died because
his time had come, or that he was removed early for his own benefit, before he might sin.
Even if “men of kindness” are gathered to show him kindness and give him a proper eulogy,
nevertheless they do not repent and return from their sin or attribute his death to their own
wrongdoing.
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This is the meaning of “and no one gives thought that because of evil the righteous one
was taken away,” that even though, through the merit of the eulogy, the evil may be delayed
from coming, nonetheless, if they do not repent, it will come upon them afterward. For the
death of the righteous only atones when accompanied by repentance, as we explained at
length above at the beginning of parashat Acharei Mot (essay 1), and see there.

Furthermore, even if the cause of his death is that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
removes him while he is still righteous, nonetheless all of it is due to their sins, as Rashi
explains on the verse, “If it is the anointed priest who has incurred guilt, so that blame falls
upon the people,”® that the guilt of the people is when the leader sins. So too here: “If one
[who erred in his prayers] is the communal prayer leader, it is a bad omen for those who sent
him.”’

¢ Lev. 4:3.
7 Mishnah Berachot 5:5.
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With this we can understand what is said in the fifth chapter of Berachot:

The Sages said to Rav Hamnuna Zuti at the wedding of Mar, son of
Ravina: Let the Master sing for us. He said to them [singing]: Woe unto us, that
we must die, woe unto us, that we must die. They said to him: How should we
respond after you? He said to them: “Where is the Torah, and where are the
mitzvot that have ceased from among us?” And there are those who explain:
“Where is the Torah and where are the mitzvot that protected us?”

- Berachot 31a
This is difficult. Why the repetition of “Woe unto us, that we must die”?
Also, why did they ask him “how should we respond after you,” and why did he answer
them as he did?
Also, how could he say “woe unto us,” when it was stated above that “the righteous is
lost only to his generation,” not to himself, as we said above. Rav Hamnuna was certainly
righteous.
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Rather, we must certainly say that Rav Hamnuna’s intention was thus: “Woe unto us,
that we must die,” due to the sin of the generation. Also, “Woe unto us, that we must die,”
because we are liable to fall into sin, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, needs to remove us
before our time. But when they die at their proper time—that is, the third cause—then there
is no place to say “woe unto us” at all.

The others said to him, “How should we answer after you,” as if to say, if you are
saying “woe” for the death of the righteous themselves, if so, you necessarily need to say that
the explanation of “the righteous man is lost” is not that he is lost to his generation, rather
he is lost to himself. Now, what are we to say after such a claim? Do not we, the members of
his generation, also have reason to mourn the loss of the righteous?
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He answered them: “Where is the Torah, where are the mitzvot,” as if to say, the
righteous have pain and difficulty in dying, and this is true in itself. But nonetheless, they do
not lose anything, as explained above. Rather, all the loss is to the people of their generation,
who no longer have someone to teach them knowledge and the path of wisdom,® or to protect
them from suffering and calamities, if Heaven forbid they should come.

8 Cf. Isaiah 40:14.



