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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1–22:1) 
 
Essay 11. The death of the righteous 
 

, לְדוֹרוֹ אָבַד, מָשָׁל לָאָדָם שֶׁאָבְדָה מִמֶּנּוּ מַרְגָּלִית, בְּכָל מָקוֹם שֶׁהִיא הוֹלֶכֶת הִיא מַרְגָּלִית "הַצַּדִּיק אָבָד"  לָּהיקַמָּא דִּמְגִ   פֶּרֶק
וְאֵי˂ אָמַר לְדוֹרוֹ אָבַד לְחוֹדֵיהּ. וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה קָשֶׁה דְּהָא מִיתָתָן שֶׁל צַדִּיקִים רַע לָהֶם וְרַע לָעוֹלָם  וְהִיא לאֹ אָבְדָה אֶלָּא לְבַעֲלָהּ.  

 . מִיתָתָן שֶׁל צַדִּיקִים מְכַפֶּרֶת פֶ˂ דְּלאֹ אָבַד לְדוֹרוֹ, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ג' דְּמוֹעֵד קָטָןלְהֶ 
  

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.”1 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,2 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. 

  
אֵין צַדִּיק נִפְטָר    אֵי˂ מְקוֹנֵן עַל צָרַת הָעוֹלָם לְפִי שֶׁ"הַצַּדִּיק אָבָד" וְהָא קַיְימָא לַן  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה הִרְגִּישׁ קוּשְׁיָא עַל פָּסוּק

ן הוּא קָטָן וְאֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לְלַמֵּד לְאוֹתוֹ הַדּוֹר  יוְתֵּירֵץ לְדוֹרוֹ אָבַד שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁנּוֹלַד צַדִּיק אַחֵר עֲדַיִ .  וְכוּ' עַד שֶׁנִּבְרָא צַדִּיק כְּמוֹתוֹ
   .תּוֹרָה וְחָכְמָה אֶלָּא לֶהָדּוֹר הַבָּא אַחֲרָיו

 
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.”3 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  
1 Isaiah 57:1. 
2 Mishnah Sanhedrin 8:5; Sanhedrin 71b. 
3 Yoma 38b. 
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מִיתָתָן שֶׁל צַדִּיקִים רַע לָעוֹלָם וְרַע לָהֶם נָמֵי    וְאִם תּאֹמַר אֵי˂ אֲנִי אוֹמֵר לְדוֹרוֹ אָבַד דְּמַשְׁמָע לְדוֹרוֹ לְחוֹדֵיהּ וְהָא קַיְימָא לַן

וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הֵבִיא הַמָּשָׁל לָאָדָם שֶׁאָבְדָה מִמֶּנּוּ מַרְגָּלִית וְכוּ',   .וֹת וּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִיםשֶׁכָּל עוֹד שֶׁמּוֹסִיפִים יָמִים מוֹסִיפִים נָמֵי מִצְ 
˂  יוּמִכָּל מָקוֹם לאֹ שַׁיָּ   .כְּלוֹמַר בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁהֵם הָיוּ רוֹצִים לִחְיוֹת עוֹד כְּדֵי לְהוֹסִיף מִצְוֹת וּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים וְלָכֶן רַע לָהֶם לָמוּת

ד כְּלוּם, כְּמוֹ הַמַּרְגָּלִית מַמָּשׁ  לוֹמַר "הַצַּדִּיק אָבָד" לְדִידֵיהּ אֶלָּא לְדוֹרוֹ דַּוְקָא, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַצַּדִּיק כְּבָר הוּא שָׁלֵם מִכָּל מְקוֹם וְלאֹ אָבַ 
וּכְמוֹ שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ בְּמֹשֶׁה שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה  ,  פָהּ לַמַּעֲשֶׂהשֶׁהִיא לְעוֹלָם מַרְגָּלִית בְּכָל מָקוֹם, מִשּׁוּם דְּמַחְשָׁבָה טוֹבָה הקב"ה מְצָרְ 

מְתָּ כָּל הַמִּצְוֹת וּתְלוּיוֹת בָּאָרֶץ, וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן הָיָה קָשֶׁה עָלָיו לָמוּת, הֲגַם שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה אוֹבֵד  ילּוּ קִיַּ ימַעְלָה אֲנִי עָלֶי˃ שָׂכָר כְּאִ 
  .כְּלוּם. וְשַׁפִּיר קָאָמַר לְדוֹרוֹ אָבַד שֶׁלּאֹ אָבְדָה אֶלָּא מִבַּעֲלָהּ

 
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,4 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,”5 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. 

 
שֶׁעֲדַיִ  סְבָ יאֶלָּא  דְּמַה הִיא  אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁ"אֵין אִישׁ שָׂם עַל־לֵב",  וְאֵי˂  מִתְקַשֵּׁר  אֵי˂  הַפָּסוּק  זוֹ סוֹף  דְּרָשָׁא  לְפִי  רָתָם אִם  ן קָשֶׁה 

וְעוֹד דְּקָשֶׁה רֵישֵׁיהּ לְסֵיפֵיהּ, דְּמִתְּחִלָּה אָמַר "וְאֵין אִישׁ" דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁאֵין שׁוּם אֶחָד שָׁם עַל לֵב  .  לָּהּ שֶׁלָּהֶם דַּוְקָאוּהָאֲבֵדָה הִיא כּ
רוּשׁ "וְאֵין אִישׁ שָׂם עַל־ יוְאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁפֵּ .  לְהַסְפִּידוֹ כְּרָאוּי וְאַחַר כָּ˂ אָמַר "וְאַנְשֵׁי־חֶסֶד" דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁיֵּשׁ מִי שֶׁגּוֹמֵל חֶסֶד עִמּוֹ

דָה שֶׁלָּהֶם אֲבָל אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁמַּסְפִּידִים אוֹתָהּ כְּרָאוּי, אִם כֵן קָשֶׁה הַכֶּפֶל, "וְאַנְשֵׁי־ילֵב" מַשְׁמָעוֹ שֶׁאֵינָם מְשִׂימִים לֵב לָאֲבֵ 
   נוּ רֵישָׁא דְּ"וְאֵין אִישׁ שָׂם עַל־לֵב".יחֶסֶד נֶאֱסָפִים בְּאֵין מֵבִין" וְכוּ', דְּהַיְ 

 
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. 
5 Sotah 14a. 
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נּוֹ, אוֹ שֶׁהקב"ה  תַּת הַצַּדִּיק אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁתִּהְיֶה בָּאַחַת מִשְּׁלוֹשָׁה סִבּוֹת, אוֹ שֶׁמֵּת בְּעָוֹן הַדּוֹר, אוֹ שֶׁכְּבָר הִגִּיעַ זְמַ יוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁמִּ 
אֲבָל "אֵין    ,וּמֵעַתָּה אָמַר הַכָּתוּב "הַצַּדִּיק אָבָד" לְדוֹרוֹ דַּוְקָא  .ל בְּחֵטְאוֹמַקְדִּים לְסָלְקוֹ עַד שֶׁהוּא צַדִּיק כְּדֵי שֶׁחַס וְשָׁלוֹם לאֹ יִפּ 

דֶם  וֹדֶם זְמַנּוֹ לְטוֹב לוֹ קוֹ קאִישׁ שָׂם עַל־לֵב", לוֹמַר שֶׁמֵּת בַּעֲוֹנָם. אֶלָּא שֶׁאוֹמְרִים שֶׁמֵּת לְפִי שֶׁכְּבָר הִגִּיעַ זְמַנּוֹ, אוֹ שֶׁסְּלָקוֹ
שׁוּב מֵעֲוֹנָם וְלִתְלוֹת וְאַף אִם "אַנְשֵׁי־חֶסֶד" יִתְאַסְּפוּ לַעֲשׂוֹת עִמּוֹ חֶסֶד וְהֶסְפֵּד הָרָאוּי מִכָּל מָקוֹם אֵינָם עוֹשִׂים תְּשׁוּבָה לְ   .שֶׁיְּחַטֵּא

    .מִיתָתוֹ בְּעָוֹן שֶׁלָּהֶם
 
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.  

 
ֹ "בְּאֵין מֵבִין כִּי־מִפְּנֵי הָרָעָה נֶאֱסַף הַצַּדִּיק", שָׁאַף שֶׁעִם זְכוּת הַהֶסְפֵּד תִּתְעַכֵּב הֲרָעָה מִלָּבאֹ, עִם    וְזֶהוּ א  כֹּל זֶה אִם לאֹ יָשׁוּבוּ תָּב

חֲרֵי תַּת הַצַּדִּיקִים אֵינָהּ מְכַפֶּרֶת אֶלָּא עִם הַתְּשׁוּבָה דַּוְקָא כְּמוֹ שֶׁהֶאֱרַכְנוּ בְּזֶה לְעֵיל רֵישׁ פָּרָשַׁת אַ יאֲלֵיהֶם אַחַר כָּ˂, שֶׁהֲרֵי מִ 
בַּת מִיתָתוֹ תִּהְיֶה לְפִי שֶׁהקב"ה מְסַלְּקוֹ כְּשֶׁהוּא צַדִּיק מִכָּל מָקוֹם הַכֹּל הוּא מֵחֲמַת עֲוֹנוֹתֵיהֶם, י וְעוֹד שָׁאַף אִם סִ   מוֹת וְעיי"ש. 

הָכִי נָמֵי אִם שָׁלִיחַ  וֹל חוֹטֵא, וְ כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "אִם הַכֹּהֵן הַמָּשִׁיחַ יֶחֱטָא לְאַשְׁמַת הָעָם" שֶׁאַשְׁמַת הָעָם הִיא כְּשֶׁהַגָּד
   .צִבּוּר הוּא סִימָן רַע לְשׁוֹלְחָיו

 
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,”6 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.”7 

  

 
6 Lev. 4:3. 
7 Mishnah Berachot 5:5. 
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בְּפֶרֶק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת  וּבְזֶה דְּאָמְרִינַן  רַבָּנַן לְרַב הַמְנוּנָא  אָמְרִי   יוּבַן מַאי  לִישְׁרֵי לַן מָר. לֵיהּ  י לַן, ונַן. וַ יתְ יי לַן, דְּמִיו וַ אֲמַר    : 

דְּמַגְּנוּ   וֹת מִצְ י  אִ וְ   אִי תּוֹרָה  דְּגָרַם  אִיכָּא,  מִינַּן  דְּבַטְּלוּ  וֹת מִצְ   אָמְרִי לֵיהּ: אֲנַן מָה נַעֲנֵי בָּתְרָ˂? אֲמַר לְהוּ: הֵי תּוֹרָה, וְהֵי  .נַןייתְ דְּמִי
ן וְהָא "הַצַּדִּיק אָבָד"  לַ , וְעוֹד מַה שָּׁאֲלוּ לוֹ וּמַה הֵשִׁיב לָהֶם, וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה אֵי˂ אָמַר וַוי  נַןייתְ דְּמִין  לַ וְקָשֶׁה הַכֶּפֶל שֶׁל וַוי  .  עֲלַן

  .לְדוֹרוֹ דַּוְקָא אָבַד וְלאֹ לְדִידֵיהּ כְּנֶאֱמָר לְעֵיל
 
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. 

 
נָמֵי מֵחֲמַת שֶׁאָנוּ עֲלוּלִים   נַןי יתְ דְּמִיעַל עָוֹן הַדּוֹר, וַוי לַן    נַןייתְ דְּמִיאֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁכַּוָּנַת רַב הַמְנוּנָא הִיא כָּ˂, וַוי לַן  

˂ לוֹמַר  יבָּה הַשְּׁלִישִׁית לאֹ שַׁיָּ ינוּ הַסִּ יאֲבָל כְּשֶׁהֵם מֵתִים בִּזְמַנָּם דְּהַיְ   .דֶם זְמַנֵּנוּוֹל בְּחֵטְא וְצָרִי˂ שֶׁהקב"ה יְסַלֵּק אוֹתָנוּ קוֹפּילִ 
אִם כֵּן צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר   .תַּת הַצַּדִּיקִים עַצְמָםיבָּהּ וַוי לַן כְּלָל, וְהֵם הֵשִׁיבוּ לוֹ אֲנַן מָה נַעֲנֵי בָּתְרָ˂, כְּלוֹמַר אִם אַתָּה אוֹמֵר וַוי עַל מִ 

לְּ˃, וְכִי לאֹ יֵשׁ לָנוּ בְּנֵי  רוּשׁ "הַצַּדִּיק אָבָד" אֵינוֹ לְדוֹרוֹ אָבַד אֶלָּא אָבַד לְדִידֵיהּ, וּמֵעַתָּה מַה נַעֲנֵי אֲנַן אַחַר זאֹת הַסְּבָרָא שֶׁ ישֶׁפֵּ 
  .דַת הַצַּדִּיקידּוֹרוֹ לְהַרְגִּישׁ עַל אֲבֵ 

 
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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שִׁי לָמוּת, וְזֶהוּ אֱמֶת בְּעַצְמוֹ אֲבָל מִכָּל מָקוֹם אֵינָם  וֹוְהֵשִׁיב לָהֶם אִי תּוֹרָה אִי מִצְוֹת וְכוּ' כְּלוֹמַר לַצַּדִּיקִים יֵשׁ לָהֶם צַעַר וְק
דָה הִיא לִבְנֵי דּוֹרוֹ, שֶׁאֵין לָהֶם עוֹד מִי שֶׁיִלְמַדָם חָכְמָה וְדֶרֶ˂ תְּבוּנוֹת אוֹ שֶׁיָגֵין יאוֹבְדִים כְּלוּם כְּנֶאֱמָר לְעֵיל. אֲבָל כָּל הָאֲבֵ 

   .סּוּרִין וּפוּרְעָנִיּוֹת אִם חַס וְשָׁלוֹם יָבֹאוּיעֲלֵיהֶם מִן הַיִּ 
 
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,8 or to protect 
them from suffering and calamities, if Heaven forbid they should come. 

 
* * * 

 
8 Cf. Isaiah 40:14. 


