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Perek Shira: The Power of Song - Gehinnom
Rabbi Shmuel Silber
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Gehinnom is saying: “For he has satisfied the longing soul, and has filled the hungry soul with good.”
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The Sages taught: One who counts money for a woman from his hand to her hand in order to look upon her,
even if he has accumulated Torah and good deeds like Moses our teacher, he will not be absolved from the
punishment of Gehenna, as it is stated: “Hand to hand, the evil man shall not go unpunished” (proverbs 11:21);
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Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina, said: Anyone who recites Shema and is punctilious in enunciating its letters,
Gehenna is cooled for him ...
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And Rabbi Yirmeya ben Elazar also said: There are three entrances to Gehenna, one in the wilderness, one in
the sea, and one in Jerusalem. There is one entrance in the wilderness, as it is written with regard to Korah
and his company: “And they, and all that appertained to them, went down alive into the pit [She’ol], and the
earth closed upon them, and they perished from among the congregation” (Numbers 16:33). The Gemara asks:
Are there no more entrances? Didn’t Rabbi Maryon say in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi, and some say
it was Rabba bar Maryon who taught in the name of the school of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai: There are two
date trees in the valley of ben Hinnom, and smoke rises from between them, and with regard to this
statement about date trees that differ from other palms we learned: The palms of Har HaBarzel are fit for the
mitzva of lulav, and this is the entrance to Gehenna. The Gemara answers: This is not difficult, for perhaps this

is the entrance in Jerusalem. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Gehenna has seven names, and they are as
follows: She’ol, Avadon, Be’er Shachat, Bor Shaon, Tit HaYaven, Tzalmavet, and Eretz HaTachtit.
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When Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai fell ill his students entered to visit him. When he saw them, he began
to cry. His students said to him: Lamp of Israel, the right pillar, the mighty hammer, the man whose life’s
work is the foundation of the future of the Jewish people, for what reason are you crying? With a life as
complete as yours, what is upsetting you? He said to them: | cry in fear of heavenly judgment, as the
judgment of the heavenly court is unlike the judgment of man. If they were leading me before a flesh and
blood king whose life is temporal, who is here today and dead in the grave tomorrow; if he is angry with
me, his anger is not eternal and, consequently, his punishment is not eternal; if he incarcerates me, his
incarceration is not an eternal incarceration, as | might maintain my hope that | would ultimately be
freed. If he kills me, his killing is not for eternity, as there is life after any death that he might decree.
Moreover, | am able to appease him with words and even bribe him with money, and even so | would cry
when standing before royal judgment. Now that they are leading me before the supreme King of Kings,
the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who lives and endures forever and all time; if He is angry with me, His
anger is eternal; if He incarcerates me, His incarceration is an eternal incarceration; and if He kills me,
His killing is for eternity. | am unable to appease Him with words and bribe him with money. Moreover,
but | have two paths before me, one of the Garden of Eden and one of Gehenna, and | do not know on
which they are leading me; and will | not cry? His students said to him: Our teacher, bless us. He said to
them: May it be His will that the fear of Heaven shall be upon you like the fear of flesh and blood. His
students were puzzled and said: To that point and not beyond? He said to them: Would that a person
achieve that level of fear. Know that when one commits a transgression, he says to himself: | hope that
no man will see me. The Gemara relates that at the time of his death, immediately beforehand, he said
to them: Remove the vessels from the house and take them outside due to the ritual impurity that will be
imparted by my corpse, which they would otherwise contract. And prepare a chair for Hezekiah, the King
of Judea, who is coming from the upper world to accompany me
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We learned there in a mishna that Rabbi Eliezer says: Repent one day before your death. Rabbi Eliezer’s
students asked him: But does a person know the day on which he will die? He said to them: All the more
so this is a good piece of advice, and one should repent today lest he die tomorrow; and by following this
advice one will spend his entire life in a state of repentance. And King Solomon also said in his wisdom:
“At all times your clothes should be white, and oil shall not be absent from upon your head” (Ecclesiastes
9:8), meaning that a person always needs to be prepared. Similarly, Rabban Yo?anan ben Zakkai said the
following story as a parable to this lesson: The situation is comparable to a king who invited his servants
to a feast and did not set a time for them to come. The wise among them adorned themselves and sat at
the entrance to the king’s house. They said: Is the king’s house missing anything necessary for the feast?
Certainly the king could invite them at any moment. The fools among them went to attend to their work
and said: Is there such thing as a feast without the toil of preparing for it? While the feast is being
prepared, we will attend to other matters. Suddenly, the king requested that his servants come to the
feast. The wise among them entered before him adorned in their finest clothes, and the fools entered
before him dirty. The king was happy to greet the wise ones and angry to greet the fools. The king said:
These wise servants who adorned themselves for the feast shall sit and eat and drink, but these fools
who did not adorn themselves for the feast shall stand and watch. There is a similar outcome for people
who think that their day of death and judgment is far away and do not prepare themselves for it. Rabbi
Meir’s son-in-law said in the name of Rabbi Meir: If the punishment for those who did not prepare
themselves in advance was merely to stand and watch, it would not be severe enough because they also
look like servants at the feast, which is not such a disgraceful punishment. Rather, these and these, both
groups of people, sit at the feast. These wise and righteous people eat, and these wicked fools are
hungry; these righteous people drink, and these wicked people are thirsty ...
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