
Unconditional Gifts
Elliot Kukla

When I train Jewish hospice volunteers, I 
ask them to reflect on a moment when they 
were in need and someone was present for 
them. I don’t specify anything else about 
the interaction, yet volunteers always recall 
something similar. One man shared his story 
of a bicycle accident, and of the stranger who 
sat silently with him on the curb until the 
ambulance came. 

A woman spoke of her grandmother knitting 
in the corner of the hospital’s delivery room 
throughout her three-day-long labor. When 
I ask for their reflections, nobody tells stories 
about getting advice (no matter how helpful), 
or about someone taking heroic, life-saving 
actions (no matter how important). Rather, the 
stories are mostly about silent companionship. 

This word, “companion,” comes from the 
Latin “com” (“with”) and “panis” (“bread”): It 
means someone with whom you share bread. 
The Hebrew phrase for this concept is “levaya” 
(“accompaniment”). This concept is so central 
to how we think about death and dying in 
Judaism, we use the same Hebrew word for 
“funeral.” In Jewish tradition, we don’t bury 
our dead; we accompany them. 

There are four key moments in Jewish tradition 
when we are required to accompany one 
another: when we are seriously ill or dying; 
after the chuppah (wedding canopy), when 
partners are on their way to yichud (time alone); 
when we welcome a new baby at birth; and 
when guests are leaving our home. Any of 
these transitional moments has the potential of 
leaving one isolated, and our tradition teaches 
us to address this with companionship. We can 
neither fix suffering nor safeguard joy, but we 
can ensure that no one is alone. 

As a rabbi who tends to the dying, I think 
about the concept of accompaniment a great 
deal. However, it became a personal and 
urgent matter for me in 2014, when I was ill and 
housebound and out of sync with other peo-

ple’s lives. In my estrangement, I cast about 
for companions from within Jewish texts. 

I found one in the book of Ruth, which opens 
with the death of Naomi’s husband and their 
two grown sons. Naomi has lost her family, 
her identity, and her faith, as well as her eco-
nomic and physical security. She is a stranger 
in a strange land, having been driven by fam-
ine from Bethlehem to Moab (known as the 
land of Amalek, the archenemies of the Jews). 
Bitter and alienated, Naomi decides to return 
to Bethlehem alone — “but her daughter-in- 
law, Ruth, cleaved to her.” (Ruth 1:14) 

The Hebrew word used here for “cleaved” is 
davak, which means “to stick.” Sometimes, 
when we are sick, grieving, or nearing death, 
we cannot offer reciprocity in relationships. 
In the book of Ruth, Naomi offers no words of 
praise, gratitude, or invitation; even so, Ruth 
sticks with Naomi. We need to understand that 
“levaya” is not a modern relationship based on 
equality. Instead of demanding reciprocity, it 
offers justice to the most vulnerable by recog-
nizing that we all need connection, even if we 
are unable to offer anything in return. 

By the end of the story, Ruth has accompanied 
Naomi home. She has married Boaz, Naomi’s 
kinsman, and she has given birth to a child. 
Ruth’s son will be the ancestor of King David, 
who represents the lineage of the Messiah and 
the healing of the world. 

While the book of Ruth begins with the 
heartbreak of an individual set against the 
background of an intergenerational trauma, its 
story offers intergenerational healing through 
accompaniment. Ruth is not able to fix Naomi’s 
suffering. But her unconditional accompani-
ment and love for her mother-in- law alters 
both of their lives, heals the next generation, 
and, eventually, in the dream of this text, 
brings healing to the world. 
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Alison Jordan:  When Honi the Circle-Maker woke up after 70 years, he was baffled 
and pained by his unfamiliar surroundings and his complete loss of connection. As Rava 
tells the story, Honi’s despair was so profound that he preferred death to a life without 
companionship. And as Rabbi Yohanan, another commentator says, thoughts of exile 
had always troubled Honi.

Jewish law recognizes the dangers of existential loneliness and encourages the mitzvah of accompaniment. 
We are required to visit the sick, to comfort mourners, and to accompany the dead to the grave, and we 
are given detailed instructions for fulfilling the mitzvah of levaya — accompaniment.

As Rabbi Jon Sommer writes, prisons are filled with individuals who, like Honi, wake up one day in 
unfamiliar surroundings — stressed, nameless, alone. In addition to the imprisoned, many other people, 
including refugees and those suffering mental illness or dementia, are cut off and in need of friendship. 

Over the course of my career, I have spent many hours with people as they are dying. Each of us, in turn, 
will face death — with our unique self, spirit, and circumstances. Whatever emotional and spiritual states 
may arise during the process of dying, the gentle presence of another can bring comfort. This can be espe-
cially profound in moments when dying feels like exile — a painful separation from self, others, and God. 

Accompaniment can be healing and redemptive. Reciting the Vidui (the deathbed confessional) or having 
it recited for us, provides an opportunity for teshuvah, a turning back to God. It offers us a chance to say 
goodbye. Whether in silence, in prayer, or in song, accompaniment restores our sense of connection 
and reminds us of who we are and how we are connected to others and to God.

NiSh’ma
On this page, we offer three takes on a talmudic verse about the need for and the scope of caring friendship. Our three commentators 
introduce us to Honi the Circle-Maker, Honi HaMe’agel, who returns after a 70-year slumber, unrecognized in the beit midrash. 
We learn of his lonely death, and draw lessons about the mitzvah of accompaniment. Visit our online version to comment.  —S.B.

Jon Sommer: This “folk saying” is a reflection on 
the death of the talmudic figure Honi HaMe’agel. After 
having slept for 70 years, he reawakens and has several 
enlightening encounters. Afterward, he visits a house 
of study where he finds that even after many decades 

his reputation endures, yet he himself is no 
longer recognized nor is he accorded proper 
respect. Alone and disturbed by this, he dies.

Jewish tradition draws a lesson from Honi’s 
painful isolation and death: Loneliness is 
harmful to the person, and isolation is anti-
thetical to Jewish values.  Yet in this country, 
we sanction a cruelty our own tradition has 
long abhorred. An estimated 2 million inmates 
live in America’s prisons, separated from sub-
stantive contact with their families and friends. 
The effect of personal and societal isolation on 
these inmates is not unlike what Rava recog-
nized as the effect on Honi. As a consequence, 
penalization often far exceeds what may be 
reasonably expected as suitable punishment.

Mimi Weisel: Rabbi Jon Sommer writes poignantly 
about accompanying a particular segment of our population 
— an act of connection that, I regret to say, is often forgotten. 
We all experience moments when we need accompani-
ment. As Sommer reminds us, the foundational story of 

Adam and Eve tells us that loneliness is 
antithetical to Jewish values. To engage 
with others in moments of joy or times 
of struggle makes the experience more 
real, and enhances the opportunity for 
learning and healing.  

Here are two examples from the opposite 
ends of the emotional spectrum: Once, I 
attended a wedding with only six guests. 
As we gathered around the chuppah, creat-
ing a circle of hope, love, and community, 
I imagined that the ritual would have been 
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a bit less full for the newlyweds had this 
small cluster of guests not been present. 

Another time, as I sat with a mother whose 
daughter had died minutes before, I was 
deeply aware of my role as an accompa-
nier. The mother was engulfed by sorrow 
and frightened that she would be unable 
to return from the depths of her darkest 
grief. At her insistence that she could not 
allow herself to plunge into the darkness, 
I responded, “We will go there together.” 
And the floodgates of her tears opened.

To accompany others, and to allow others to 
accompany us, even without words, helps us 
to be fully alive. Otherwise, a part of us dies.

“Rava said, ‘This explains the 
folk saying, “Either friendship 

or death,” since one who has no 
friends is better off dead.’” 

Taanit 23a

Alison Jordan, a former oncology nurse and psychotherapist, has worked primarily with people facing illness, 
dying, and bereavement. She writes and teaches on Jewish responses to the end of life. Her contributions to the 
study of the deathbed confessional (Vidui) can be found at https://sites.google.com/site/viduivariations/Home. 

In Genesis 2:18, the Torah offers a reflection 
on the nature of loneliness. Seeing Adam alone in the Garden of Eden, God compassionately declares 
that it is not good for one to be alone. The biblical text affirms that meaningful relationships and accom-
paniment are not only at the heart of our communal ethics but also valued universally. Yet, despite our 
recognition of the mental, physical, and emotional damage that can be caused by this deeply traumatic 
isolation, our penal system continues to isolate prisoners — what Judaism sees as an ultimate injury to 
the human soul.
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Upon Entering 
Batya Kaplan

In the romantic languages, the title for a per-
son who accompanies a woman as she gives 
birth emphasizes the role of the laboring 
woman. For example, the word “midwife,” 
from the German, means “with woman.” 
Hebrew focuses its attention on the infant 
coming into the world: “Miyaledet” means 
“who delivers the yilod,” the infant baby. I 
suppose as an English-speaking Israeli, I iden-
tify with both titles. Both mother and baby 
need a kind, professional guide to help them 
to navigate the journey of birth with atten-
tion to both physical and emotional health. 

As a midwife working in a busy Jerusalem 
hospital, I have had the privilege of escorting 
thousands of babies into this world. It is a 
demanding role, but I go to each shift know-
ing that I have the opportunity to bring 
compassion and kindness to a family going 
through a peak emotional moment in their 
lives. There are infinite nuances to the birth 
experience. Some babies slip into a calm, 
quiet, darkened room directly into a cool-
ing embrace. Some fly out into bright, noisy 
spaces filled with what feels like dozens of 
arms waiting to receive them. Sometimes, 
a birth begins in an intimate cocoon but 
abruptly morphs into a public affair. 

Healers, spiritual guides, nurses, midwives, 
and doctors attend births. Each discipline 
offers its own wisdom and follows its own 
agenda. I learn from and apply elements 
from several disciplines. Since I am a  
religious midwife, I am sometimes asked to 
help religious families navigate the  
halakhic voices as well as the multifaceted 
hashkafa — Jewish outlook — with regard 
to labor and childbirth. From the field of 
medicine, I can calculate how the fetus’s 
head is lying in relationship to its mother’s 
pelvis, and thus I can help it to navigate its 
path through the birth canal more easily 
if it is not doing so on its own. Alongside 
those skills, I’ve homed in on how to be 

sensitive to the emotional and psycholog-
ical elements that may slow or even stop 
a birth process. Sometimes, a few words or 
the right touch can open a channel that 
suddenly brings a hesitant baby from its 
hidden womb into its mother’s arms. In 
myriad ways, my experience can quietly af-
firm parents’ decisions and help them stay 
calm and confident. As a midwife, I need 
to decide when to trust a woman’s body to 
give birth naturally and when to address 
the immediate crisis of a complication.

A nuanced tapestry blankets Israel’s  
multicultural society. A recent Ethiopian 
immigrant who had previously delivered 
her babies in a hut wished me to intuitive-
ly understand her need, during labor, for 
the men to be banished, for the lights to 
be turned off, for the bed to be lowered 
flat, and for me to stay silent and hands-
off. More common are the Middle Eastern 
clans, (both Jewish and Arab) who invite 
every grandmother, cousin, and aunt to 
witness each contraction. 

Some births happen so quickly that it 
seems the child couldn’t wait another mo-
ment to arrive. Other births stretch over 
hours and days. In the last stages of la-
bor, when a woman has been pushing for 
what feels like an eternity, she and I may 
reflect on how this child must be wait-
ing for just the right moment to enter the 
world. I might suggest that the child is sa-
voring the last few morsels of Torah before 
descending, based on the talmudic wis-
dom that Jewish children learn the entire 
Torah in utero. One religious woman I at-
tended asked her mother if her baby could 
possibly be learning Torah, since she was 
expecting a girl. The soon-to-be grand-
mother, a Jerusalemite elder, thought for 
a moment and answered: “I guess she is 
learning only what she needs to know.”

I feel so intensely the truth that countless 
miracles converge each time a baby is born. 
When a slippery new child arrives, I invari-
ably say, “Welcome! Tell us what you just 
went through!” This is not scripted, but 
rather my spontaneous response to what I 
have just witnessed. A soul chose this fam-
ily, these parents. A soul chose this mother 
to be the vessel that would carry it into this 
world. The world has changed. I hear the 
newborn telling us the story of an uncertain 
journey into an uncertain world. I feel  
blessed to have accompanied its arrival.

Hospitality for the Soul
Sara Paasche-Orlow

The book of Psalms is known in Jewish 
tradition as a companion book. The psalms, 
in all their familiarity from use in the prayer 
services and Shabbat songs, are like a good 
friend to whom we can turn in times of 
uncertainty or distress. We can return to 
them and find new images. We can see our 
suffering and yearnings and daily challenges 
in their words, and we can enter not exactly 
into a conversation, but into an ongoing 
discourse, a community built on human 
words and the experiences, over generations, 
of people seeking God. Somehow, the 
comfort we derive from the psalms seems to 
come from naming, and then resolving, our 
grief and pain. Psalm 6 offers an example: 
The psalmist pleads with God for mercy and 
healing, describing his groaning and the 
drenching tears that have lasted through the 
night because of his grief and the torments 
inflicted by his enemies. God hears the 
weeping and receives the prayer, and then 
sends away the enemies, who are ashamed. 

Chaplaincy — spiritual care — is about 
accompanying another with this same deep 
listening. Chaplains enter people’s lives when 
they are facing critical illness and death. And 
in order to be fully present to others in those 
moments, chaplains must learn about their 
own experiences with and internal responses 
to loss or grief or despair or hope. If they are 
going to work with people who are facing the 
end of life, they must push themselves to 
acknowledge and understand the meaning 
of their own mortality. For example, if a 
chaplain asks someone to think about what it 
means to approach death, then the chaplain 
must already have struggled personally with 
this question as well. Only then can we 
as chaplains give all our attention to our 
hospice patients and join them where they 
are — not where we might want them to be 
in that moment. 

Too often, we chaplains can be triggered or 
stimulated by a patient’s grief or pain. We 
may then shift the focus from our patient 
to ourselves, reliving a personal trauma or 
pushing it away. In such moments, we are 
reactive, focused more on what we would have 
wanted or needed if we were in grief or pain. 
From that perspective, we may try to offer help 
designed to bring solace to ourselves. 

However, chaplains who are more self-
aware, who have worked on using their 
own experiences as a laboratory, and who 
have grown in their capacity to provide for a 
patient who is facing grave illness or death, 
will be fully present for the other person, no 
matter what that person is facing and feeling. 
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living and 
learning that permeate Jewish culture. The ideas, 
values, emotions, and behaviors they express — 
emanating from Jewish history, stories, and sources 
— provide inspiration and guidance that help us 
to respond creatively and thoughtfully to life’s 
challenges and opportunities. Sensibilities are 
culturally informed senses or memes. This month, 
Sh’ma Now examines four traditional moments of 
levaya, or accompaniment — accompanying the 
seriously ill and the dying, accompanying a baby 
into the world, accompanying the bride and groom 
on their way to yichud, and accompanying guests for 
four steps as they leave one’s home.

Batya Kaplan is a midwife in Jerusalem, where 
she lives with her husband and baby. She fell 
in love with midwifery during her national 
service, and she has been delivering babies for 
the past seven years. 
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We see an example of this type of presence 
in the book of Samuel. There, Hannah, 
who will give birth to the prophet Samuel, 
receives a range of responses as she suffers 
and weeps because she has no children. Her 
husband Elkanah tries to sooth her sorrow 
with his intense love. Peninnah, Elkanah’s 
second wife who has children, actively vexes 
Hannah. And Eli, the priest at the door of 
the temple in Shiloh, appears to compound 
her grief when he sees her silently moving 
her lips and accuses her of drunkenness. 
Hannah rebukes Eli, informing him of her 
suffering and making clear that she has been 
praying. Eli then offers her a blessing — that 
God will hear and answer her petition. Eli 
neither imposes his own ideas on her nor tries 
to draw from Hannah what she has tried to 
keep private. Rather, his presence becomes 
an act of nonjudgmental companionship. In 
this way, Hannah moves from sorrow and 
defensiveness to acceptance and peace.

This is the work of the hospice spiritual 
caregiver, and this is what is taught to 
hospice volunteers. As chaplains, we 
strive to be fully present with our patients 
experiencing critical illness and death. We 
seek to offer some peace, and, if our patients 
are feeling isolated, we work to overcome 
that isolation by meeting them where they 
are. We do not push away fear, joy, or anger, 
but we remain present in order to help hold 
those emotions, and perhaps to offer some 
words of support or prayer.

In the first lines of Psalm 122, as translated 
below,* we get a sense of what it is to 
experience God’s love. As chaplains, we 
hope to serve as vessels offering a complete 
hospitality of the soul. The image here 
of standing together in God’s house, 
in Jerusalem, is the gift that chaplains 
endeavor to give and receive every day 
when caring for people. 

“Joy drenched me when you said 
Come inside my house 
Now our feet stand within your gates, 
Jerusalem 
Planted upon your wholeness 
Jerusalem,  
Place where each is welcome 
All belong.” 

Navigating a Long Life
Richard Address

The awareness comes gradually. It accelerates, 
or perhaps becomes more present, as parents 
and then close friends die. There is no 
timetable for this awareness; it just emerges 
through the mist of everyday life. All of 
a sudden, we are aware that the circles of 
relationships that surrounded us through 
much of our life have begun to grow smaller. 

The revolution in longevity has brought 
forth numerous blessings and opportunities 
never before available. We are, in many 
ways, living longer and living better. This 
revolution has also brought new relevance 
to a great spiritual challenge: What do we 
do with our extended time? What stalks 
and accompanies us as we confront the 
reality of our own mortality? 

I return often to Genesis 2:18, a passage in 
which we are told that it is not good for us to 
be l’vado, alone. Now in my seventies, I am 
beginning to see my circles of relationships 
grow smaller, and I am aware, more than 
ever, of a fear of being alone. I find myself 
seeking community where I can be affirmed 
and supported. After all, death represents the 
most fundamental “aloneness” of all, and, 
with the thought of it, the fear of ceasing 
to be and of being forgotten. This fear of 
nothingness motivates many to create some 
sort of legacy — either an inheritance to 
bestow on others or an accomplishment that 
leaves one’s mark on society. If, as I believe, 
the genesis of religion was an attempt to 
address the reality of our own death, then it 
is of even greater significance that we seek 
and sustain community and relationships in 
this last life stage. As our circles gradually get 
smaller, we face important choices regarding 
our life’s remaining journey. 

Judaism provides a guide for this journey. 
The choices we have made and will make 
now become more crucial. The book of 
Deuteronomy stresses the power of choice, 
and this is reinforced on Yom Kippur, 
when we read that life provides us with 
opportunities to choose between life and 
death, between the blessing and the curse, 
and so, we are told, “Therefore, choose life.” 
(30:19) As we face major life transitions and 
we are confronted with the natural losses 
of aging and of human connection, we face 
the spiritual challenge of how we continue 
to make choices that celebrate life. These 
choices will not only address the need 
for intimacy but, more generally, human 
connection and this generation’s desire 
to remain active and engaged. Possible 
avenues include: meaningful educational 
and recreational experiences, the 

re-imagining of grand-
parenting, the search 
for “encore” careers, 
and seeking meaningful 
volunteer opportunities. 
These are antidotes to 
disengagement, isolation 
and an existential 
loneliness that can 
become a path to 
spiritual, physical, and 
emotional decline.

Our daily prayer pattern 
forms the outline of this 
choice. Each night in 
the evening service, we 
recite the “Hashkiveinu” 
prayer, which asks that 
we lie down in peace and 
awaken to life. Judaism 
knows that there is no 
guarantee that we will 
wake up from a night’s 
slumber, which is 
why, upon waking we 
recite, “Modeh/modah 
ani l’fanecha,” giving 
thanks that we have been 
blessed with another 
day of life. We are then 
presented with a choice 
of what to do with that 
gift. The choices of how 
we respond are very 
personal. Tradition gives 
us guidance, but, in the 
end, we must choose 
our own way. We walk a 
tenuous path in the last stage of life. None 
of us knows how much time we will be 
granted, and we recognize that “ultimate 
aloneness” is what always attends us on this 
journey. If we allow it to, the acceptance of 
this aloneness can free us to see in this life 
stage continuing opportunities for our own 
spiritual enlightenment. 

None of us can escape our own mortality. 
Rather, we must accept and embrace it, 
letting go of fears that inhibit our ability to 
live each day to its fullest and to treasure 
remaining relationships, either in real time 
or in memory. None of this is easy, and it is 
brutally personal. I, like many of you, have 
seen close friends and both my parents die. 
Like many of you, I am beginning to address 
my gradual physical losses and limitations. 
Yet, the thrust of Jewish tradition keeps 
reminding me that I can choose the path I 
will take in this next life stage.
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Introduction

Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition and 
the contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is the theme 
of “levaya”— “accompaniment.” Judaism stresses four moments that require 
accompaniment: accompanying the seriously ill and dying; accompanying guests four 
steps out of our home; accompanying the bride and groom on their way to yichud (their 
first moments of being alone); and accompanying a baby into the world. To address 
our theme, I solicited essays that share a profound wisdom about how we sit with, walk 
with, and observe people in need. 

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an individual 
activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically designed to help 
you to consider the idea of going forth independently or with others, formally and 
informally.

How to Begin

This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for individual 
contemplation and informal or structured conversations. We suggest that you use this 
guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat meal, or, for those who are more 
adventurous, to lead a planned, structured conversation, inviting a small group of 
friends and family to your home or to a coffee shop. If you would like more information 
about ways in which this journal can be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now 
editor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the entire 
issue at http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion

If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines may help you 
to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration through sharing:

•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal reflection that 
happens through group conversation. 

•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: Avoid 
commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make room for everyone to 
speak. Step into or away from the conversation appropriately. No one participant 
should dominate the conversation. Let silence sit, allowing participants to gather their 
thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the article in 
question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a moment to read it in 
print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•  Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a second 
time, before moving into the discussion.
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Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Elliot Kukla [page 1] introduces readers to the transitional moments in Judaism 
that require companionship. Among the four specific moments are accompanying 
the seriously ill and dying; accompanying guests four steps out of our home; 
accompanying the just married bride and groom on their way to yichud (their 
first moments of being alone); and accompanying a baby into the world. In these 
moments of accompaniment, he writes, we “can neither fix suffering nor safeguard 
joy, but we can ensure that no one is alone.” Turning to the book of Ruth, Elliot finds 
comfort in the model of the deep friendship between Naomi and Ruth; Ruth becomes 
an exemplar of the value of accompanier. How do you understand the purpose and 
the role of the accompanier? What are the serious challenges of the role? Why does 
Judaism choose these four moments as ones calling for accompaniment? What is the 
difference between friendship and companionship? 

•  In NiSh’ma, [page 2], our simulated Talmud page, three writers explore a talmudic 
verse about the need for and the scope of caring friendship. “Rava said, ‘This explains 
the folk saying, “Either friendship or death,” since one who has no friends is better off 
dead.’” (Taanit 23a) Rabbi Jon Sommer connects the loneliness of Honi the Circle-
Maker to the isolation and loneliness of prison inmates. He cites the biblical text 
of God seeing Adam isolated in the Garden of Eden, where God “compassionately 
declares that it is not good for a man to be alone.” And yet, “despite our recognition 
of the mental, physical, and emotional damage that can be caused by this deeply 
traumatic isolation, our penal system endures.” How should we approach the national 
issue of the isolation of these prisoners? Does Jewish wisdom offer advice about 
addressing loneliness and alienation? What does Jewish wisdom teach us about 
incarceration and the trauma caused by penal institutions? 

Reflective Questions  
can help one to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own  
sense of self. 

•  Rabbi Sara Paasche-Orlow [page 3], a hospital chaplain, writes about the creative 
tension that exists between her role as a rabbi, hoping to help someone in need, and 
her role as a chaplain, knowing that the most helpful thing she can do is to simply 
sit there and be fully present for the dying person. She trains hospice care workers 
and volunteers to sit with an individual without any plan to “fix” them, without 
awkwardness. How do we accompany those in need without crowding them? In what 
instances is simply being there preferable to doing something? Jewish history offers us 
some situations in which we are instructed not to accompany someone —such as the 
High Priest on his path into the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur. What distinguishes 
that solo journey into the Holy of Holies? Are we alone in death?  Is the process of 
dying meant to be a solo journey too?

•  Batya Cohen [page 3], a midwife, or “doula,” who lives in Jerusalem, writes about 
accompanying a baby on its journey into the world. She writes about her demanding 
role, but acknowledges the privilege of attending a birth. She shares a slice of her day 
at work: “I go to each shift knowing that I have the opportunity to bring compassion 
and kindness to a family going through a peak emotional moment in their lives.” 
What are some of your experiences welcoming new babies at a brit milah or a baby-
naming ceremony? How do rituals around welcoming a baby serve not only the 
family but also their guests and their community?
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•  Rabbi Richard Address [page 4] writes about the challenges and hardships of aging 
as one’s peers die and one is increasingly isolated on life’s path. He writes, “None of 
us knows how much time we will be granted, and we recognize that the ‘ultimate 
aloneness’ is what always attends us on this journey. If we allow it to, the acceptance 
of this aloneness can free us to see in this life stage continuing opportunities for our 
own spiritual enlightenment.” Are you aware of elders who walk through life alone, 
and can you reach out to them to share their journey? Why are one’s elder years so 
fraught with loneliness? Is it merely that close friends have died, or is it an existential 
condition? Either way, how can accompaniment assuage the ‘ultimate aloneness’ that 
attends us on our final journey? How do you understand the line from Psalm 90:12, 
“Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom”? 
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