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The Unwritten Calamity
One of the hallmarks of this parshah is the sizeable
section known as the tochachah – the “rebuke.” Moshe
Rabbeinu exhorts the people to remain loyal to the
Torah by elaborating on the inevitable consequences
of their actions. Should they observe the mitzvos, they
are guaranteed bountiful blessing and peace. However,
an abandonment of the Torah will result in a host of
misfortunes in the form of maladies, an unleashing of the
elements, enemy plunder, exile, death and destruction.
After presenting a wide-ranging list of terrifying events,
the verse then adds a curious item: “Additionally,
Hashem will bring upon you all manner of sickness
and calamity, which are not written in this book of the
Torah” (Devarim 28:61). Although not explicitly named,
the Medrash asserts that the verse actually refers here
to a specific tragedy: the death and disappearance of
tzaddikim (the righteous).
That a tzaddik’s death is considered a tragedy of
immense proportions should not be surprising; after
all, the Sages consider it equivalent to the burning of
the Beis Hamikdash itself (Rosh Hashanah 18b). What
does appear somewhat mysterious about the Medrash’s
assertion, however, is the derivation; where did the
Medrash see in this verse a reference to the specific
misfortune of the death of tzaddikim? A tragedy “not
written in this book of the Torah” could, ostensibly, be
referring to almost anything!
A closer examination of the Sages’ view of the passing
of a tzaddik could help clarify the matter, as we shall
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soon see:

Good Death and Bad Death

The Mishnah in Sanhedrin (8:5) provides the following
contrast between the wicked and the righteous:
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ִ  וְ ַל ַּצ ִּד,עֹולם
ָ ַהנָָאה ָל
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“The death of resha’im (the wicked) is a benefit to
them and to the world at large. The death of tzaddikim,
however, is detrimental to them and to the world.”
The death of a rasha is obviously good news for the
world; people can now rest easier, no longer concerned
about the harm that could be perpetrated by these evil
schemers. But his death benefits the rasha himself.
Having been removed from this world, the rasha can
no longer continue to commit sins. As such, the store of
retribution awaiting him will stop growing. It is precisely
for the converse reason that the death of a tzaddik is
personally detrimental, as his ability to add to his store
of merits has been terminated (Rashi, Sanhedrin 71b).
For the world at large, the death of a tzaddik is obviously
a tragic and difficult blow. But the exact nature of its
calamitous effects on the world is the source of some
discussion. Rashi (ibid.) highlights the substantial
advantages posed by the tzaddik’s presence. Through his
direction and instruction, he provides his generation with
the means to improve their ways. Through the merit of
his own deeds, the people are afforded protection from
evil and harm. The people are thus deprived of these
crucial benefits with his demise.
There is yet another aspect associated with the tzaddik’s
death, one alluded to by the Yad Ramah (ibid.). He cites
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