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LIVING 
WITH OUR DEAD

			 
			In memory of my grandfather, Nathan Horvilleur
 
And for Samuel, Ella, and Alma,
who always bring me back to life.

			 
			I have put before you life and death, 
blessing and curse. Choose life . . . 
—DEUTERONOMY 30:19
 
Life is the totality of functions capable of utilizing death.
—HENRI ATLAN
 
Essentially, if death didn’t exist, 
life would lose its comic aspect.
—ROMAIN GARY

			
AZRAEL
 
Life and Death in One Hand


			It seems inevitable. No sooner am I in the cemetery and about to start conducting a funeral service than my phone rings.

			“I can’t talk right now,” I murmur. “I’ll call back after the burial.”

			This scene is so often repeated that my friends now make a mockery of it. When they call me, they begin by joking, “So who died today?” or “How’s life going in the cemetery?” My frequent visits to a place where others rarely or never go make me a regular subject of interrogation. “Doesn’t it bother you to live so close to death? Isn’t it hard being so often around people who are in mourning?”

			For years now, I’ve been ducking the subject by providing random answers:

			“No, no, you get used to it.”

			“Yes, yes, it’s awful, and repetition doesn’t make it any easier.”

			“In fact, it all depends on the day or the situation.”

			“Good question, thanks for raising it.”

			 

			To tell the truth, I don’t have an adequate response. I don’t know what effect death really has on those who are nearing the end or on their loved ones. Nor am I capable of assessing death’s influence on me, since I don’t know what kind of woman I would have been had I taken care to distance myself from it. 

			What I do know is that over time I’ve adopted rituals or habits some would call superstitious and others obsessive-compulsive. In a somewhat arbitrary way, they help me to limit death’s place in my life.

			I never go straight home from the cemetery. After a funeral, I make a detour to a café or shop—it doesn’t matter which. I create a symbolic airlock between death and my house. Out of the question to bring death home. Whatever the cost, I have to scatter its force, leave it elsewhere—beside a cup of coffee, or in a museum or a changing room—to reassure myself that it’s lost my scent and, above all, won’t find out where I live.

			In Jewish tradition, a thousand tales recount that death can follow you but that there are ways of warding it off and arranging things so it can’t track you down. Numerous legends describe death in the guise of an angel who walks through our towns and visits our houses.

			This angel even has a name—Azrael, the angel of death. Sword in hand, the stories say, he lurks in the vicinity of those he intends to strike. The tales may be fantastical, but they lead to inventive practices. In many Jewish families, when someone falls ill, their first name is changed. The idea is to confuse that supernatural being who’s had the awful idea of coming for them. Imagine: the angel of death rings your doorbell in search of the life of a certain Moses. You can now easily reply, “So sorry, nobody by the name of Moses lives here. You’re at Solomon’s house.” And the sheepish angel must apologize for having troubled you, turn around, and go away.

			This stratagem might make you laugh, but it proffers a subtle truth. Part of being human is to believe that you can keep death at a distance. You can create barriers, stories, schemes to hold it at bay, or persuade yourself that rituals or words can confer this power on you.

			 

			Modernity, with its medicine and technology, has developed its own methods. These days the angel of death is kept far from our homes. He is invited to show himself only in hospitals, clinics, nursing homes, and hospices, preferably at times when they’re closed to the public. Fewer and fewer people die at home, as if to protect the living from a suffering that has no connection to their lives. We prefer to think death has nothing to do with us.

			 

			I often think of this separation of spaces when I walk through Paris and discover historic plaques on the facades of old buildings. Here, so-and-so died; there, such-and-such celebrity passed away. As for the rest of us, we rarely even seem to know if anyone is dying in our own building. We’re careful to avoid thinking of all those who may well have met their end in the very rooms we inhabit. Death has its domains clearly marked out. By delimiting its territory, we think we can constrain it to its own haunts.

			But sometimes history, with its unpredictable turns, reminds us that our power is limited, despite all our ruses and tales. 

			In 2020, across the world, the angel of death decided to visit almost everywhere, knocking at doors on each continent. As I write these lines, he does not seem altogether ready to be driven away. Death certainly still prefers to strike Covid patients in hospitals and emergency wards, far from our homes, yet the pandemic is a reminder that death has the power to meddle in all our lives. The fear that it might infiltrate our territory, or take a family member, is palpable. The angel we hoped to keep at a distance now demands that we make space for him in our lives and societies. He knows our name, our address, and he won’t easily be tricked.

			The pandemic has also transformed both funeral rites and the expectations of mourners. Like all those who accompany the dying, over these last months and years I have witnessed situations I could not have imagined before.

			Bedside visits when our masks and gloves deprived the dying of a smile or an outstretched hand; isolation enforced on the elderly to protect them from a death which would find them anyway but would find them desperately alone; closed funerals in which the number of mourners was strictly counted, where hugs or handshakes were forbidden. We had to endure this and tell ourselves we would reflect on all of it later. Too late.

			 

			One day, at the very start of the first lockdown, a family called me from the cemetery. They were alone with their father’s coffin, without anyone at their side. They had asked no friend to accompany them: they didn’t want to endanger anyone. But they didn’t know a single Jewish prayer, and they begged me to help them from a distance. So, I whispered words into their ears, which they repeated aloud. For the first time in my life, I led a burial service from the living room of my apartment, for a family I had never seen. When I hung up, I told myself that the old separation between life and death was now gone. Without any authorization, death had entered the places belonging to our everyday lives.

			It had found our addresses and stolen into our homes, into our families or our consciousness. Death was reminding us that it had never really gone away, that it had assumed its rightful place, that our own power lay merely in choosing the words and gestures we would pronounce at the moment it chose to show itself.

			 

			Finding the words and knowing the gestures is at the heart of my work. For years now, I’ve been trying to define the nature of that work for those who ask it of me.

			What does it mean to be a rabbi? Of course, it entails officiating, accompanying, teaching. It means translating texts, having them read so that each new generation can hear the voice of a tradition that awaits them to transmit it in turn. Yet as the years go by, it increasingly seems to me that the profession closest to mine has a name: storyteller.

			Knowing how to narrate what has been said a thousand times before, while giving the person who hears the story for the first time unique keys with which to unlock the meaning for themselves—that is my function. I stand by the side of women and men who, at turning points in their lives, need stories. These ancestral stories are not only Jewish, but I speak them in the language of this tradition. They create bridges between eras and generations, between those who were and those who will be. These sacred stories open a path between the living and the dead. The role of a storyteller is to stand by the gate to ensure that it stays open.

			And so, the question of space and separation rests with us. We like to think that the walls are impenetrable, that life and death are hermetically separated, and that the living and the dead need never cross paths. But what if, in reality, that’s all they ever do?

			 

			I remember the first time I saw a dead person. It was in Jerusalem, and she was a woman. I was then a medical student, and that semester was devoted to anatomy. After the theoretical work, we were meant to spend several weeks on dissection. Each one of us was assigned a workstation, in other words a table on which lay a person who had donated their body to science. The heady odor of formalin comes back to me. It impregnated the bodies we were examining—organ by organ, muscle by muscle, nerve by nerve.

			Probably to protect ourselves emotionally, to distance fear and apprehension, we stopped seeing these cadavers as single organisms. Instead, we focused on each anatomical part separately, disconnecting one from the other. The challenge was to reassure ourselves, as efficiently as possible, that every element conformed to the details in the textbook we had meticulously memorized.

			One day we had to study the anatomy of the hand and ensure that we could recognize each of the ligaments, distinguish the artery and the ulnar nerve, the cubital vein and the flexor muscle. On lifting the sheet draped over the right arm of the cadaver I had been dissecting for several days now, I felt a wave of nausea. At the very tip of the hand of this woman who had donated her body to science, the well-filed nails—which had undoubtedly grown since her death—were covered in an elegant pink polish. 

			She had probably applied it very soon before her death. You could imagine that the final layer had barely had time to dry when Azrael knocked at her door, sword in hand, to end the life of this woman whose hand was so prettily manicured. The vision overwhelmed me. I felt as if an unspeakable reality had confronted me, an obvious fact that we medical students refused to articulate: each of the cadavers we dissected told the story of a man or a woman, of an undoubtedly complex and tormented life made up of depths and superficialities, made up, too, of the decisions—possibly formulated on one and the same day—to contribute to the advancement of science and to paint one’s nails. 

			In that anatomy room at the medical school, life and death met at the fingertips of a woman whom I now saw differently. One of the more famous truisms leapt into my mind, a commonplace that for me contains the greatest wisdom ever pronounced: “Five minutes before dying, she was still alive.”

			To say this, even if it’s a statement of the obvious, is to recognize that until the last second, even when death is inevitable, life doesn’t allow itself to be completely taken away. Life makes its presence felt in the very moment that precedes our dying and until the end seems to be saying to death that there is a way of coexisting.

			Perhaps this cohabitation doesn’t in fact need to wait for death. Throughout our existence, without our being aware of it, life and death continually hold hands and dance.

			 

			Their closeness came to me in a book dating from those same years in medical school. In a slightly troubling fashion, I was again focusing in on the hand and its biology. In my embryogenesis courses during which we studied the stages in the formation of life in utero, I had discovered that, like many of the organs in our body, our fingers are formed through cellular death. Our hand first develops in the shape of a palm—a single entity with no spaces between its extremities. It’s only later that, in the normal process of evolution, the fingers grow individualized and separate one by one through a destruction of the cells which initially joined them to each other. To put this another way, our bodies are sculpted by the death of the very elements that composed them. This is the case not only for each of our digital extremities, but also for many of the cavities in our organism: heart, intestines, nervous system. They can only fulfil their functions once an empty space has been excavated within them. It’s the very disappearance of a part of them which allows these organs to work. It seems we owe life to the death which has taken place in its making.

			This phenomenon of death lying at the heart of life has been studied by a researcher and peerless storyteller, Jean-Claude Ameisen, who was fascinated by the process of apoptosis, a form of programmed cell death. The word comes from Greek and literally means “a falling off,” in reference to autumnal trees losing their leaves.

			The seasons of existence both for trees and humans mean that life can only continue if visited by death. Spring only comes for those who undergo apoptosis and allow death to sculpt the possibility of a renaissance. Cancer research today tells us a similar tale: cells which surge with life, near-immortal cells which refuse to die, turn into tumors. Their excess of life condemns us: the very fact that their death has been inhibited is fatal to us. It’s when life and death hold hands that history can go on.

			 

			I studied anatomy, biology, embryogenesis, but I didn’t become a doctor or a researcher. I ultimately chose to accompany the living in another way.

			In my profession as rabbi, it seems to me that what I learned from biology and the life sciences finds other translations. My knowledge of the body enters into a dialogue with the narratives I now hold in me.

			Biology taught me the extent to which death is part of our lives. My rabbinical work gives me daily lessons in how we can make the inverse just as true: in death a place can be left for the living. For that to happen, we need to be able to tell their stories, find the words which will preserve them more powerfully than formalin. Each time I conduct a burial at the cemetery, I try to pay homage to that place and to augment it through the power of stories that leave indelible traces in us, that offer a prolongation of the dead within the living.

			 

			The book you now hold in your hands brings together several stories that I have been given to tell, of lives and of periods of mourning that I have lived through or witnessed. In some, details have been changed in order to respect fully the privacy of the bereaved. Others are completely faithful to reality and have been written with the agreement of the families concerned.

			To all those men and women at whose sides I stood and whose stories do or do not figure in these pages, I address my infinite gratitude and underscore what an honor it was to be with them, hand in hand.

			
ELSA
 
In the House of the Living


			So, tell me . . . ”	
She started each of her sessions with these words. She invited her patients to approach analysis in the same way they might pick up the thread of a story. Elsa Cayat loved stories. She knew how to tell them, write them, and listen to them.

			She never had a chance to hear this one, which begins soon after her death. I would so love to tell her the story of her afterlife, tell her where our grief took us, and imagine the analysis she would have made of this disjointed narrative.

			 

			It’s Thursday, January 15, 2015. It’s noon, and there’s already an immense crowd waiting at the gates of Montparnasse Cemetery. But there’s hardly a sound. Our strangled voices stand in for the muteness of an entire nation. For eight days now, no one has been able to find adequate words.

			Last Wednesday, a burst of shots ruptured time and froze memory. Everyone remembers exactly where they were when the news came of the massacre at the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, remembers the conversation they were having when death interrupted.

			 

			In a few minutes her burial ceremony will start. The journalists and camera people who have come to cover the funeral rites of the “Charlie Hebdo psychoanalyst” are waiting outside the cemetery.

			I weave my way through the crowd of acquaintances and strangers and try to find her family. I soon notice that in fact Elsa had several families—not just her blood relations but also a family of colleagues, of patients, a mass of friends, and on top of all that a family of readers whom her books transformed into kin. Cohabiting in this cemetery are irreconcilable and inconsolable worlds, bereaved children whose destinies have been united through the spilling of blood—the blood of magazine editors, of the customers of a kosher bakery, of a woman police officer.

			There are far too many people gathered by the graves for an analytic session. I don’t know where to begin, how to describe what is happening to us and all that we no longer understand. In French, to express confusion, people sometimes use a bizarre expression: “That’s all Hebrew to me”—as if this particular foreign language were a little more foreign than any other, harder to master.

			So why not begin there—in Hebrew.

			 

			The Hebrew word for cemetery is a priori absurd and paradoxical. It’s beit chaim, the “house of life” or “the house of the living.” This isn’t an attempt to deny death or to conjure it away by erasing it. On the contrary: it’s an attempt to send a clear message to death by placing it outside language. It’s a way of making death know that for all its obvious presence in this place, it is not victorious; even here it will not have the last word.

			The Jews understand this verse from the Torah, formulated in the book of Deuteronomy, as a divine injunction:

			“I have put before you life and death . . . Choose life . . . ” (Deuteronomy 30:19) To prove that they apply the commandment to the letter, the Jews invoke it and choose life in all circumstances.

			L’Chaim, “To life!” they say each time they raise a glass, thumbing their noses at mortality. Death may all too often have knocked at their doors and tried to invite itself into their history, but Jews obstinately pretend that they can refuse it entry, saying, “Sorry, we’re not in. Come back later.” Even at the cemetery, they shoo death away—“Why don’t you take a walk; go see if we’re over there.”

			Let’s pursue this Hebrew lesson a little further and look at a grammatical particularity. The word chaim, “life,” is a plural. In Hebrew it doesn’t exist in the singular. Hebrew indicates that each one of us has several lives, not successive but rather braided into each other like strands that cross over throughout existence and await the denouement to be unraveled. In Hebrew our lives form a tapestry until we can untie the knots by telling our stories.

			 

			“So, tell me . . . ”

			Elsa Cayat invited everyone she met to get to work. Each of her texts, each of the articles and books she wrote, bear the trace of what she tried to untangle for others. I wonder whether she knew that her name meant “tailor” in Hebrew and in Arabic. Across the centuries, an odd love story links Jews to textiles. Lots of Jewish jokes bear traces of this.

			There’s the story of a father who says to his son, “Right, now that you’ve done Science Po,1 Harvard, and the Polytechnic,2 it’s time to choose: is it going to be men’s fashion or women’s fashion?

			Perhaps in her own way, Elsa followed this ancestral tradition in treating her texts much like textiles, carefully checking for flaws thread by thread.

			 

			That day in Montparnasse Cemetery, a house of the living opened to a nation torn apart, I looked for Elsa’s relatives. Her sister, Beatrice, took me by the hand and led me towards a small group of Elsa’s intimates, the Cayat family and her colleagues from Charlie Hebdo. It was to them that Beatrice uttered words which made me wince a little.

			“Let me introduce you to Delphine, our rabbi. But please don’t worry, she’s a secular rabbi.”

			I didn’t know quite what to say, so I stayed silent. Had she said it in jest? Or was there some misunderstanding about what was expected of me? What was my function here?

			I sensed what it was that Elsa’s sister wanted to convey, and I understood her attempt to reassure the group.

			That day, the atheism of the Cayat family, Elsa’s attachment to secularism,3 and the satirical spirit of Charlie Hebdo, home to her celebrated couch, should be able to be in dialogue with the words of the Jewish tradition, which I, as a rabbi, had the responsibility of bearing. There had to be a way of reconciling these two worlds, of weaving all the threads of Elsa’s life together, revealing not only her own complexities but also those of a whole nation ripped asunder.

			It was my task somehow to create a conversation amongst the multiple lives of this erudite, antireligious woman—Sephardi Jew, French psychoanalyst, militant feminist, loving mother, generous friend, cultivated spirit and loud-mouth—so that through her all those who in France in January 2015 thought they no longer had anything to say to each other could speak.

			These many, disparate voices had to be reconciled in the attempt to reconcile all of us. Because at that moment that too was the question: how could we manage to hold together the tatters of a nation?

			 

			On that day, reciting an ancestral liturgy made up of psalms and prayers to the survivors of the Charlie Hebdo massacre, I didn’t become “a secular rabbi”: rather, I understood that I had always been one. Some will judge the notion of a secular rabbi absurd or nonsensical, but for me the phrase expressed a profound truth that I had been struggling to formulate.

			French secularism does not oppose faith with atheism. It doesn’t separate those who believe that God is watching from those who believe just as firmly that he is dead or invented. It has nothing to do with that. It is founded neither on the conviction that the sky is empty nor on the conviction that it is inhabited. Rather, this secularism stems from the defense of an open world, the awareness that there is always a place for a belief that is not our own. Secularism means that our lives are not saturated with convictions or certitudes. It prevents a single faith or affiliation from taking up all the breathing space. And so, in its own way, secularism is transcendent. It affirms that a territory bigger than my belief exists, spacious enough to welcome in someone from another faith.

			 

			I’ve always felt Judaism carries within itself something that resonates with this idea. Jewish identity rests on “vacancy.” First of all, it doesn’t proselytize or try to convince others that it holds the single unique truth. Also, it has difficulty in formulating what exactly constitutes it. No one really knows what makes a Jew, let alone a “good Jew.” Is it a question of origins, of practice, of belief, of a culinary tradition? Jewish identity is more than what one can say about it, and it never allows itself to be reduced to a single, restrictive definition.

			To put it another way: Judaism is always bigger than “my” version of it. It preserves a free space for a conception other than my own. Thus, it has infinite transcendence in the definition which another, and then another, will give to it. Judaism guarantees within it both Elsa’s place and mine, that of a non-believing Jew and that of a rabbi. Neither of us more legitimate, neither a “better” Jew nor more of a Jew than the other.

			And so, if, in my Judaism, I don’t make space for Elsa’s, I betray it altogether. To reduce Judaism to my definition or to hers would be the same as profaning it.

			Secularism is no stranger to this kind of awareness.

			This is what it means to me to be a “secular rabbi”: to welcome—as a blessing—the fact that my belief will never become hegemonic, neither within the French nation nor within the Jewish tradition. And to rejoice that there is enough space beneath the sky for everyone to breathe freely.

			With the power of two words, Elsa’s sister had expressed better than I ever could have what allowed me to stand with the people that day, to pray with the survivors of an “anti-religious” publication, and to affirm that together we could still choose life. I will always be grateful to her.

			Thanks to her, I knew what story to tell, what words I could stitch together to convey, in the language of my tradition, the lives that Elsa had led. I recognized that I would have to invoke my predecessors, those whose history resonated on this January 15, 2015, in a Parisian cemetery. I understood that we had to enter an ancestral conversation, one begun much earlier in the pages of the Talmud and now waiting patiently to be shared.

			 

			This conversation started eighteen centuries ago in a small town named Yavne near Jerusalem. Several wise men took part: a certain Eliezer, one called Joshua, plus the students of their study center. Since then, generations of readers have joined in and continue to pursue the argument.

			In the beginning the debate centered on an object: an oven made of stones held together with sand. The structure of this stove had the sages debating its ritual status. Was this oven vulnerable (or not) to impurities? Could it be used in all circumstances? The question may seem trivial, but the deliberations of the sages in the Talmud often have practical questions at their root, alongside legal and symbolic implications.

			Rabbi Eliezer and his colleagues were not at all in agreement about the oven. Rabbi Eliezer declared the oven pure, contradicting his colleagues, and he added, “If I’m right, this tree will confirm it.”
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