. — but behold! you have even blessed!”
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1 “Who has counted the dust of Jacob or numbered a
feath of the upright, and may my end be like his!”
"! Balak said to Balaam, “What have y
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W M — The death of the upright. Bal
death, he, like the Jews, would have a ¢
foresaw that if he were to die by the . sword,

31:8 and Baalei Tosafos to Exodis 1:8). Indeed, the
designates him as one of four individuals wh

World to Come. Balaam died at thirty-three or
O )
Talmud (Sankedrin 106b) points out.
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++ WD NN — May my soul die. . . Balaam prayed th;f-ﬂis"'
death be like that of the righteous of Israel and that when his
life ended, he should be admitted, like them, to the World to-
Come.
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dje the death of the righteous among Bnei Yisrael. There is nothing
more physical than death itself. A person passes away and his body

‘May my soul die the death of the upright — Bilaam wished to ;

is laid to rest in the ground. Is there anything more corporeal than
this? Yet if Bilaam desired to die the death of the upright, he must
\'( have been able to discern tP}_z_a_F death, for the Jewish people, was
“* on a higher plane than the death of others. Through his prophecy,
Bilaam was able to recognize that the three things that are the most
closely associated with the physical world — earth, procreation,
~ and death — take on a whole new
meaning when it comes to the
Jewish people. They are trans-
o formed from seemingly mundane

and physical into kedushah,
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12 Let’s Face It!

would you want to work up a sweat, when you can have a ride in
an air-conditioned Cadillac?"

At the crest of the hill, the route levels out. Before beginning
his run, Gary had placed four hurdles at fifty-meter intervals on
the shoulder of this stretch of back road. The Cadillac quickly
pulls up to the first hurdle. The driver jumps out and pulls the
hurdle out of Gary’s path. “There, son, now at least this won’t be
in your way.”

2 Gary, frustrated and ahgry, shouts: “I wanted the hurdle
there so I could jump over it!”

XThis parable illustrates two approaches to life. Most people, like
the Cadillac driver, deem it crucial that wherever they are going, they
get there in comfort. Even people who are unclear about their goal mea-
sure the success of their day, week, or life according to how smoothly it
ran, how few obstacles they encountered, and how much contentment
they enjoyed.

Rare people, like the Olympic trainee, care less about the ease of
(the journey than about who they become in the process. Their goal is to>
be great in some field. Therefore, they relish difficulties, because they
appreciate the growth which results from tackling obstacles. Whether it
is an athlete building his muscles and endurance, or an artist perfect-
ing her skill, or a political dissident honing his powers of resistance,
¥ they are aware that greatness results from challenge.
i-) All people come into this world to become great human beings.
Therefore, the Creator provides them the exact number and type of chal-
lenges necessary to develop that greatness. The challenges bestowed
on any human being are no more random than the number of rungs in
the DNA helix, or the number of stamens in a daisy. Just as every cell
and cell component in the body is purposeful, so every hurdle we en-
counter is purposeful. Its purpose is to jump over it.
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1 Jebs Face

Gehinnom (not to be confused with the Christian notlon of hell) is
not a place of literal blazing fires. Gehinnom is simply a place without~ -
designer apparel, baseball games, gourmet food, and television. For}

ome people, that’s hell.

J At that point, the avenue of rediscovering the inherent joy of spiri-
t%connection is closed. Who you have made yourself in this world is
who you are. And who you are at some point must face life without the
physical body. If you have cultivated your spiritual side, then when you
o find yourself in the next world, which is a totally spiritual world, you

Y3
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w111 experience it as heaven.
The Hebrew term for the world of souls sans bodies is olam
haba, literally “the coming world.” Many people misunderstand this

term to mean, “the world which is coming in the future.” In truth,
olam haba exists right here and now. We can’t observe it, because
% our physical bodies obscure its perceptxon Olam haba is who we ac-
tually are.
~J Imagine being taken to Symphony Hall to hear a virtuoso perfor-
mance of all nine of Beethoven's symphonies. If you have cultivated a
taste for classical music, the seven-hour concert will be heaven for you.
If you have never developed a taste for classical music, listening to
seven hours of Beethoven will be hell for you.

’) What is death like for the righteous? We have a description of the
death of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, the second-century sage and mystic.
He was aware of his forthcoming death and called his students to be
with him. The light that was radiating from him was so brilliant that
only two of his ten selected students could bear to be in the room with
him. He dictated the entire Zohar, the basic text of Kabbalah, on the day
of his death to Rav Aba. When he finished, he called all his students in
and blessed them.

His last words were a quotation from Zehillim: “1 will elevate You,
God, because You have drawn me forth, and You have not caused my
enemies to rejoice.” Which enemies was he referring to? The enemy
that lives within himself. He saw death as the final victory, the final re-
lease from all of the conflicts with which the physical world confronts
ap human beings. The Talmud compares the death of a tzaddlk to drawing
a hair out of a glass of milk. )
~v The degree to which a person identifies with his spiritual essence
is the degree to which his death is an experience of liberation and joy.
The degree to which a person identifies with his physical body is the
degree to which he experiences pain, and even agony, upon leaving
the physical world. To most people death is something of both. They
experience reluctance to leave and pain in leaving, but also (as de-
scribed in the secular books concerning near-death experiences) a de-
sire to move towards something greater and an awe at their first in-
kling of the light and love of olam haba.

e —

Thisis precxsely the preciousness of life in this world: not the plea-
sures it offers, but the opportunities for growth and change, which are
unique to the physical world. Only in this world can one choose to

o Stretch out one’s hand to give money to a beggar. In the other worlds,
which are purely spiritual, one sees with perfect clarity the value of giv-
ing charity, but there are no hands and no money with which to perform

the act. Regret rages like a fire for all one could have done.

That is how the soul feels after death, looking clearly at the tre-
mendous potential which life in the physical world offered for spiritual
growth. The experience of one’s failure to fully utilize that potential is
called gehinnom in both Nevi’im and in the Talmud.
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