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ATime To Tear And A Time To Mend
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There is a season for everything, a time for every want under heaven
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a time to give birth and a time to die
a time to plant and a time to uproot the planted
a time to kill and a time to heal

a time to demolish and a time to build

a time to weep and a time to laugh

a time to wail and a time to dance

a time to throw stones and a time to gather stones
a time to embrace and a time to reject embrace
a time to seek and a time to lose

a time to guard and a time to discard

a time to tear and a time to mend

a time to keep silent and a time to speak

a time to love and a time to hate

a time for war and a time for peace
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Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

A time to tear and a time to mend is one pair of human wants that arcs across necessary poles of
our lives. We might ask: Is tearing in grief really a want? Let’s admit that, in its moment, the
tearing that opens grief is precisely what we want; exactly what we need. With tearing we
proclaim in language beyond words that—for the moment—all we can do, and all that we want
to do, is split the fabric of well woven life with the muscle of anger and sorrow.

The following pages bring classical sources and modern poetry into a brief “aloum” portraying
tearing and mending as Jewish responses to loss. We join these texts in conversations in honor of
the Hevra Kaddisha groups, the Burial Societies of the Durham/Chapel Hill/Raleigh Triangle
area, those faithful stewards of Jewish traditions of tearing and of mending.

Rabbinic sages were careful to present tearing as a response to death learned from the ancestors;
from King David mourning Saul and his son, Jonathan, who was David’s dearest friend; from the
prophet, Elisha, mourning his master, Elijah; from Aaron, the priest, mourning his sons; and
from Aaron’s surviving sons, Eleazar and Ithamar, mourning their brothers. Oh! How we value
being in the company of our ancestors! Better to be wrapped warmly in the torn cloak of the
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ancestors than to be cold and alone with our loss, merely contemporary. Some of the rabbis place
Job among the ancestors, declaring him a sage of the land of Israel. Some insist that he was an
idolater. In that case, we learn that tearing is a human response, not merely a Jewish one.

Tearing must be a substantial act, a commitment to the moment of loss. Grasp a handful of
garment and tear across the stitching; it must be an honest tearing. Stand up when you tear, and
tear when the moment is most hot; herein lies the dignity of responding to loss. Wear the tear in
front for all to see. Tear in public for parents, for teachers, and for that which is mourned by the
community.

Tearing exposes the weave of community. A young child has no legal obligation to tear, but
tearing a child’s garment fulfills an emotional duty to a healthy, supple community. But for the
desperately sick, there is no tearing—or even informing of death—so that his soul not be ripped.

Tearing strengthens a community that lives mindfully with its losses. Wearing a garment torn
accidentally pretending that it was torn in grief cheapens the honor of the living and the dead.
Even if we reverse our torn garments in public as Bar Kapparah did at the death of his beloved
teacher, Rabbi Judah the Patriarch, tearing opens an emotional hole that will not allow us to put
grief behind us; his colleagues recognized the truth.

The community enables and honors tearing: If a traveling cloak is loaned with full knowledge of
impending loss at journey’s end, then that garment can be torn, repaired, and returned. Tears that
must not be repaired must remain torn from one owner to the next. The seller is obliged to tell
the purchaser of tears for lost parents or for the ruins of a community. Compassion is sewn into
the marketplace when the purchasing community cares and also curates, preserving the jagged
scars—a record of grief preserved beyond the grieving.

Tearing honors life that is hanging by a thread. If one tears a garment, having mistaken
unconsciousness for death, one need not tear again if that life immediately flickers out. But if life
lasts only long enough to say, “He has died,” then another tear is necessary. It takes only a few
breaths to renew our expectation of life. After only a few seconds of renewed life, loss becomes
new, requiring another tear.

As in the story of Rabbi Judah the Patriarch’s death, the tearing that marks the end of a life
unraveled also signals the beginning of peace and repair. Ecclesiastes implied as much: a time to
tear leads to a time to mend. One poet reminds us that there are peaceful tears in the world, such
as when the warp and woof are parted for an instant so that their continuing can take place.
Another poet reminds us that skilled, gentle, caring, and strong guardians of the arc from tearing
to mending—such as the members of the Hevra Kaddisha—help us towards forgiveness and
repair.

Ralili Steven Sager, Dinector of Sicha
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A TIME FOR TEARING AND A TIME FOR MENDING
39N NYY VIIPY NY

(Eccle3|astes 3: 7)

27 VDN 127 NN NZPY TY DX DY) PIAN DY NV YIIP 123D DONNRD DI DY
APNN PR (N0: X 2 HNINY) 7Oy71P2) P12 TIT PINYY -NIP OND 1NN
NbN YD PN vmbn -nw \vub wmu 1219 maAalaly P Sy NIV NINY

_____

mmm m~< mmv wm mm wa ]:1 mm\v ’:n wm ~rnm
-N¥7 1219 OONRN b: 5y ]1"?)"1 N NYIIPY NN -n'nan IN7INM
N7’ 227 27720 -INN DY) VAN DY b>~r:m N - w naY Mmp brr:m
MIN mbsn b\v VIR NINION w nov mp brr:m mzw ()2 1Y) b: L ININ
DNVYY OYIP?) VT2 PIN2Y - DNIT TN 27T NPYL OND :ININ 737
TONVYY Y YT OPN DYIPY MNIY YRYRK .(22:1 2 D350) DY
NXM NYIY INNY 91V ]bu wpiylaYa Bl Sy DNV OOWIP PRNY - N‘JN
0239 NNND XY DIVYHY INNY Y9IV -INK YY) PN Yy .DOWOY -mNb
bo 5y :NNY 37 N P2 RON D AT N)9n -mbnb NP YN
%27 N T2 -INN bm AN by 2222 Yyip -NY A YIIp -NY7 0NN
-INN bm YAN DY .0”92n ]bn DR Y2 5Y : NI 127 N NIANX 92 NN

NN YNP

For all dead, one tears a hand’s breadth, but for one’s father and mother, one tears until the heart
is exposed. Rabbi Abahu said: What is the supporting verse? David took hold of his clothes and
tore them (2 Samuel 1:11). And there is no taking hold with less than a hand’s breadth. For all
dead, even if one is dressed in ten garments, one tears only the upper one. For one’s father and
mother, one tears all of them. And one’s undergarment is not indispensable either for a man or
for a woman. Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar says: A woman tears the innermost garment and turns
the tear around and then tears the outermost. For all dead, if one desires, one splits the collar
stitching; or, if one prefers, one does not split it. For one’s father and mother, one splits it. Rabbi
Yehudah says: Any tearing that does not split the collar stitching is nothing more than an
unsubstantial gesture. Rabbi Abbahu says: What is Rabbi Yehudah’s reason? It is written:
[Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha saw it, and he cried out, “Oh, father, father!
Israel’s chariots and horsemen!”” When he could no longer see him], he grasped his garments
and tore them in two (2 Kings 2:12). From the fact that it says he tore them, don’t I know that he
tore them in two? But the verse suggests that it looked like two separate pieces. For all dead, one
bastes the tear after seven days and repairs after thirty. For one’s father and mother, one bastes
after thirty days but never repairs. A woman bastes immediately because of her honor. When
Ravin came [from Israel to Babylonia, he brought a teaching of Rabbi Yohanan.] Rabbi Yohanan
said: For all dead, if one wants, one tears by hand; or, if one prefers, one tears with an
implement. For one’s father and mother, by hand. And Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba said in the name
of Rabbi Yohanan: For all dead, one tears indoors. For one’s father and mother, one tears in
public. (Mo’ed Katan 22b)
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MOMENTS OF TEARING: FROM MAIMONIDES
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A mourner is obliged to tear on account of his dead. As it is said: [after the death of Nadab and
Abihu to Aaron and to his sons Eleazar and Ithamar, Do not bare your heads] and do not tear
your garments [...but your kinsmen, all the house of Israel, shall bewail...] (Leviticus 10:6-7).
Thus, others are required to tear. And tearing must be done while standing. As it is said: [after
the death of Absalom] the king rose and tore his garments (2 Samuel 13:31). (Maimonides,
Hilchot Evel 8:1)
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For the whole seven days of mourning, the tear is in front. If he desires to change his garments,
he may do so. He is not required to tear the second garment; for any tear not made at the time of
heated emotion is not a tear. Of what do these rules speak? They speak of a death other than a
father or mother. In the case of one’s father or mother, one rips a rip long enough to expose
one’s heart. He must rip apart the border of the garment; he may not tear it with a utensil and he
must tear it outside, in the presence of community. (Hilchot Evel 8:3)
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We tear a child’s garment in order to create an atmosphere of sorrow. For a sick person who has

suffered a death, we do not tear for him, nor do we inform him so that his soul not be ripped up.
(Hilchot Evel 8:4)
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THE FABRIC OF COMMUNITY: MAIMONDIES
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When a person does not have an outer garment to tear but acquires one during the seven days of
mourning, he tears it. If he acquires it after the seven days, he does not tear it. But for his father
and his mother, even after the seven days but within thirty days, he tears his garment. Anyone
who goes out wearing a torn garment before the dead implying that he tore the garment because
of the dead - such a person deceives the community and cheapens the honor of the living and of
the dead. (Hilchot Evel 8:6)
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When one tells a friend: Lend me your cloak so that | can visit my father who is critically ill—if,
when he visits, he finds that his father has died, he should tear the cloak, mend it, and return it,
reimbursing the owner for the tear. If he does not inform the owner that he is visiting a critically
ill person, he should not damage the cloak. (Hilchot Evel 8:7)
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One has a critically ill person in his home and the ill person faints and the host thinks that he has
died; he tears his garment, only to find that the sick person regains consciousness and then dies
in as much time as it takes to say he has died. He need not tear his garment again. If the person
survives longer than it takes to say it, he must tear his garment again. (Hilchot Evel 8:8)
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A TIME FOR MENDING
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Any tear that a person makes over a relative other than parents can be basted after seven days
and repaired after thirty days. For one’s father and mother, one can baste after thirty days but
never repair. A woman who tears bastes immediately, even for her father and her mother,
because of modesty. (Hilchot Evel 9:1)
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Just as one must tear for one’s father and mother, so one is obliged to tear for one’s teacher who
taught him Torah, for the patriarch of the community and for the chief of the court; for a large
part of the community that has been slain and for the cursing of God’s name; for the burning of a
Torah scroll and when seeing the cities of Judah, Jerusalem, and the Temple in ruins. (Hilchot
Evel 9:2)
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Just as the seller may not repair it, so the purchaser may not repair it. Therefore, the seller is
obliged to inform the purchaser that this tear may not be repaired. (Hilchot Evel 9:4)
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Anyone who is present at the moment that someone dies, even if he is not a relative, must tear
his garment... (Hilchot Evel 9:11)
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Tearing: A Human Response Or A Jewish Response To Loss?
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Resh Lakish said: Job never was and never will be. But this contradicts the known perspective of
Resh Lakish who taught in another place in the name of Bar Kapparah that Job lived in the time
of Abraham. But here he says that Job never was and never will be?! By never was and never
will be he refers to the afflictions written about him. And why were they written about him? It
was so that if they ever came upon him he would be able to withstand them. Rabbi Yohanan
said: Job was among those who came up from the diaspora and he was an Israelite whose
teaching was centered in Tiberias. There they would learn from him him about tearing and about
the mourners’ blessing. As it is written: Job arose and tore his cloak (Job 1:20). From here we
learn that one must tear while standing. Rabbi Haninah said: Job was an idolator. This from the
teaching of Rabbi Hiyya: One righteous idolator stood out to me from among the nations of the
world; 1 gave him his reward and pardon. And who was this? It was Job. (Genesis Rabbah 57:4)
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Tears of Compassion, Tears of Finality
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On the day that Rabbi [Judah, the Patriarch] died, the Rabbis decreed a fast and they prayed.
They said: Let anyone who says, Rabbi has died, be skewered on a sword. His maidservant went
up to the roof and said: The heavenly ones desire Rabbi and the earthly ones desire Rabbi. May
it be God’s will that the earthly ones prevail over the heavenly. When she saw how many times
he had to get up to go to the toilet, painfully removing and then rewinding his phylacteries, she
said: May it be God’s will that the heavenly ones overcome the earthly ones. Now, the Rabbis
never ceased their praying. She took a pitcher and threw it from the roof. They ceased praying
and Rabbi died.

The Rabbis said to Bar Kapparah: Go and investigate. He went and found that Rabbi had died.
He tore his garment and turned the rip towards the back so that no one would see it. He began by
saying: Angels and mortals have seized the Holy Ark and the angels have prevailed over the
mortals; the Holy Ark has been captured. They said to him: He has died? He said to them: You
are the ones who have said it; | have not said it.

At the moment that he was about to die, Rabbi spread out his ten fingers towards the sky and
said: Master of the world, it is well known to you that I labored in Torah with all of my ten
fingers but didn’t make a profit from even the work of my little finger. May it be your will that
there be peacefulness in my rest. (Babylonian Talmud Ketubot 104a)
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Tearing
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This was a peaceful tearing

like the peaceful tearing of twilight

when the warp and woof are parted for an instant

so that their continuing can take place

that was a peaceful tearing

like the tearing that parts the eyelids

in the morning

when sleep dissolves before wakefulness rises to a new beginning.

Rivka Miriam
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager
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Invisible Mending

Three women old as angels,
bent as ancient apple trees,
who, in a storefront window,
with magnifying glasses,
needles fine as hair, and shining
scissors, parted woof from warp
and pruned what would in
human tissue have been sick.

Abrasions, rents and frays,
slits and chars and acid
splashes, filaments that gav
way of their own accord
from the stress of spanning
tiny, trifling gaps, but which
in a wounded psyche

make a murderous maze.

Their hands as hard as horn,
their eyes as keen as steel,

the threads they worked with
must have seemed as thick

as ropes on ships, as cables

on a crane, but still their heads
would lower, their teeth bare
to nip away the raveled ends.

Only sometimes would they

lift their eyes to yours to show

how much lovelier than these twists
of silk and serge the garments

of the mind are, yet how much
more benign their implements

than mind’s procedures

of forgiveness and repair.

And in your loneliness you’d notice

how really very gently they’d take Poem by C.K Williams
the fabric to its last, with what Photo by Rabbi Steven Sager
solicitude gather up worn edges

to be bound, with what severe

but kind detachment wield

their amputating shears:

forgiveness, and repair.
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