Parshat Re'eh:

The verse in Devarim, Chapter 14 , verse 1, reads: “You are the children of the Lord, your God. You shall neither cut yourselves nor make any baldness between your eyes for the dead”.

What is the connection between 'you are the children of the Lord', and this particular mitzvah? The answer is that one depends upon the other, meaning, the reason that underlies this mitzvah is because you are children of the Lord, and therefore your enjoined from cutting yourselves and making baldness between your eyes. The practice of cutting into one's flesh or making bald  between one's eyes for the dead, is an exaggerated expression of grief and mourning over the  death of a loved one. However, the Torah has a different perspective regarding death. Certainly life is sacred, but death is part of a Divine plan, and is not to be viewed as antithetical to life, but rather very much a part of life. How is this so? The Divine purpose of death is that the human body should return to dust. The transition between the human body as a live organism, and the dust of death, is in truth a transition between man as a servant, and man as a son. Death is to be viewed as a bridge between physical material life, and life in the thereafter. Whereas man as a physical being is finite and limited, the soul of man post humorously is immortal. The transition between man as slave, and man as son, is expressed in this verse, “you are the children of the Lord”. Metaphorically, a father has a storehouse where he keeps an assortment of precious possessions. He invites his son to enter into the treasure house and take whatever his heart desires. Our verse emphasizes that father-son relationship which is a reflection of the relationship between Almighty God and His chosen people. It is because we are children of God, that we are commanded neither to cut ourselves nor make any baldness between our eyes for the dead. As children of the Almighty, we appreciate that death is not final, it is not the last stop on the on the road, but rather a preparation for becoming a son in the fullest sense.

Our nation is a holy nation, and as such, we must always separate ourselves from death, and the memory of death. Our state of 'memory' is a very significant one, and we are constantly aware of immortality. It is obligatory that we connect our conscious and certainly subconscious minds constantly to the world to come, the world of infinite existence. The world to come is ultimate life, and any awareness of the world of infinity is the opposite of forgetfulness. The concept of forgetfulness is connected with death. The ideal state of remembering is achieved by forgetting involvements with matters that are this-worldly, matters that are material in nature. Material matters are outside the purview of the infinite world to come. When man is preoccupied with the pursuit of pleasures and other evil attributes, he is virtually in a state of forgetfulness, insofar as he forgets and disconnects from the world of infinity, the world of true existence. As long as man is preoccupied with this world and refuses to forget and emphasize the significance of material pursuits, he is far away from achieving a state of remembrance. Emphasis on the intellectual and emotional preoccupation with the pursuance of this world is antithetical to thoughts that connect us to the world to come. These two are irreconcilable. Involvements in matters of this world that are outside the realm of sanctity and the world to come, are connected with the ultimate destiny of physical man, namely death. We are enjoined to disconnect with preoccupation in those pursuits that make us forget the world to come, but rather one should cling both in his thoughts and his feelings, to a remembrance of the infinite world to come. Since we are commanded to constantly remember sanctity and immortality, we are commanded not to exaggerate grief and mourning over death. Over involvement with death, by making incisions into one's body and the like in order to remember death and the dead, is antithetical to being dedicated in one's mind and one's heart to remembering the world to come, the world of ultimate life. Once a person is connected in a constant and profound way to thoughts about the world to come, he no longer exaggerates anguish over death. Why be distressed over death, since death represents the transition from temporary and momentary life, to eternal life, the life of the world to come. It is so typical of pagans who are so far from sanctity and the world to come to emphasize death and to exhibit those cultist manifestations of grief and mourning over the dead including cutting into the flesh following the death of a relative. By doing so, these pagans emphasize their connection to death. By contrast, the Jewish nation, dedicated to sanctity and immortality, will prohibit creating these constant physical reminders of death. The Jew is called upon to overcome the dimension of physical death, and is commanded instead to protect and cherish the awareness of sanctity and the connection to the infinite world to come. Hence the Jew is enjoyed from cutting into his flesh in the aftermath of the death of one of the members of his family. The emphasis on death, and the constant awareness of death, undermines the required awareness of immortality and the world to come. The concept of baldness, of ripping one's hairs out from his head, is antithetical to the Jewish world view. Metaphorically, the hairs on one's head represent an extension of the brain and man's thoughts, thoughts that should be dedicated to life rather than being cut down as an expression of death. Our verse states 'you are children to the Lord your God'. That is the dimension that manifests the connection between the Jew and the world to come and requires that the Jew be constantly connected in thoughts and feelings to the immortal world to come. Therefore do not cut into your flesh nor create baldness, rituals of grief and mourning that undermine the awareness and the remembrance of the infinite world to come. On a metaphysical level, at the time of death, when the brain ceases to function, the hairs on the head represent what is - so to speak - left over from the human mind. Therefore the mourner in his state of grief should not be cutting his hair, because by cutting his hair he is symbolically cutting off the last remnants of the human thoughts of the mind that represent life.
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