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This year's penitential season – the period stretching from the beginning of the Hebrew month of Elul 
through Yom Kippur – was, for me, to a greater degree than usual, occupied with attending to 
congregants and their family members who were exiting or preparing to exit this world.  It always strikes 
me as a strange juxtaposition: to be gearing up for the arrival of Rosh Hashanah, full of anticipation as to 
what the new year will bring, even as members of our community are seeing their lives draw to a close. 

On the other hand, our tradition has long held that this season of teshuvah ("return" or "repentance") – 
and in particular Yom Kippur – is an appropriate time to contemplate life's end.  In fact, many of the 
rites and customs associated with Yom Kippur are explicitly designed to force us to confront our own 
mortality.  Among these are our abstention from life- and pleasure-giving activities such as eating, 
drinking and sexual relations; the tradition of wearing white, anticipating the tachrichin (burial shrouds) 
in which we will be enrobed as we are placed in our coffin; the recitation of prayers and poems that 
speak explicitly of death and loss – selections like Unetaneh Tokef, Yizkor and the Eileh Ezkarah service, 
and even the Neilah service, with its imagery of a one-way passage closing as we pass through it. 

Upon reflection, the rationale behind Yom Kippur's seemingly morbid obsession with death is not 
difficult to discern:  It is human nature to value all things – even life itself – more dearly when they are, 
or are presumed to be, in short supply.  Thus, the Psalmist asks God to "teach [him] to number [his] days 
so that [he] might acquire a heart of wisdom" (Ps 90:12).  That is to say, as part of his quest to find 
meaning in his existence, the Biblical poet hoped to be imparted with a visceral awareness of life's 
finitude and, perhaps, brevity. 

The majority of us are, I dare say, not so different from the author of this psalm.  While we would like to 
see ourselves as thoughtful, self-reflective beings – and in so many aspects of our lives we are – but we 
find it hard to maintain focus on life's passing.  With all the things that we need to squeeze into every 
day, the routine tasks that seem to occupy almost every waking moment, we often lack the "bandwidth" 
to contemplate "bigger truths."  So, the questions that really matter – What do we hope to accomplish 
in our lives?  Who are the people who really matter to us?  What values or what legacy do we hope to 
leave our survivors? – get pushed to the far recesses of our consciousness unless or until circumstances 
compel a confrontation with death, be it our own or that of someone whom we love. 

The Hebrew calendar and the rituals that accompany the passing of the lunar months are all about 
creating occasions on which to attend to matters that too often get relegated to the proverbial "back 
burner."  So I would like to seize upon the spirit of this day to share with you some thoughts on one of 
the most important tasks that any of us will ever undertake: preparing for our own leave-taking, in the 
broadest sense of that word.  I do so with the consciousness that departures comes in various forms, 
some more totalizing and final than others, and that for our beloved cantor, Michael Zoosman and for 
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myself, the next few hours represent a more circumscribed leave-taking as we bring to a close our last 
scheduled set of High Holy Day rites with the Beth El community. 

****** 

One might assume that given the diversity of ways in which individuals choose to pursue their lives, and 
the different habits that each of us adopts in our day-to-day existence, there would be a similar 
divergence in the way that we exit this world.  And there are, indeed, quite distinctive aspects to 
different individuals' leave-taking. 

But what is striking to those of us who regularly come into contact with individuals in the final stages of 
their lives, and with the friends and family members who survive them, is the consistency with which 
certain themes recur.  So predictable are some of these tropes that they have become the basis for best-
selling books, among these: Elizabeth Kubler-Ross' On Death and Dying, which deals with the encounter 
with death itself, and a more recent addition to our canon on confronting the end of life more broadly, 
Dr. Ira Byock's The Four Things that Matter Most: A Book About Living. 

Dr. Byock is a palliative care specialist, a physician who focuses on alleviating some of the most 
burdensome and intrusive symptoms that arise in the final stages of life without seeking to remedy the 
underlying disease or infirmity.  This focus – on helping individuals to derive the greatest quality-of-life 
from their days on earth, regardless of their ultimate longevity – is very much in line with the Jewish 
approach to death, as is Dr. Byock's insistence that the lessons we learn from the end of life can and 
should be applied to all life's chapters. 

Indeed, the subtitle of Dr. Byock's book, "A Book about Living," draws on the same insight as Rabbi 
Eliezer's teaching, found in the Babylonian Talmud's Masechet Shabbat (153a):  "Live every day as if you 
knew it to be your penultimate day on earth."  For there is nothing that so focuses our minds as an 
awareness of our own mortality. 

I would like to draw on Dr. Byock's writings, and on the wisdom of the Jewish tradition, as I share with 
you some of my own observations about the work that we all need to engage in to live our lives 
thoughtfully and reflectively in the coming year, and, when the hour of our ultimate leave-taking draws 
near, to bring our time with our loved ones to a close in a gracious and graceful fashion. 

 

Prioritize Rapprochement  

Dr. Byock, in his treatise, frames the act of gaining closure with those from whom we have become 
estranged in terms of forgiveness – in Jewish terms, selichah (asking forgiveness of others) and mechilah 
(granting forgiveness to those who have caused us hurt).  These are clearly appropriate themes for this 
Day of Atonement, and are also central to Jewish thought more broadly.  But I would like to frame the 
pursuit of "closure" in a still-festering entanglement with another, in particular a loved one, in terms of 
effecting a rapprochement. 

This model is, I believe, truer to the ideal that Judaism suggests in describing perhaps our tradition's 
greatest exemplar of mediation, Aharon HaCohen (Aaron the High Priest, brother of Moses).  We are 
told in midrash that one of Aaron's most important functions during the Israelites' wandering in the 
desert was to encourage feuding parties to approach each other seeking reconciliation.  The actual 
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midrash describing his intercessions is a bit more complex and involves an element of deception, and 
truth be told, the process of effecting reconciliation often is more complex than simply saying "I am 
sorry," or "I forgive you." 

We all know of instances – too many of us, firsthand – in which an incident between friends or family 
members has metastasized into a dispute of long standing.  What began as an acrimonious exchange 
over the Thanksgiving table or a perceived slight at a family simcha grows into a decades-long 
estrangement between the individuals involved.   

What would it take, in instances like this, for one or the other individual to put an end to a long-stale 
dispute that now serves no purpose?  What would it mean for us, if we are one of the disputants, to pick 
up the phone – or a pen – and to say simply, "I am sorry that our disagreement of many years ago has 
created a distance between us.  I love you. I miss you.  I want you back in my life?"   

True, such a statement falls short of the Rambam's (Maimonides') description of an ideal or complete 
act of teshuvah: it does not contain a statement of apology for the speaker's failings, nor an explicit 
statement of forgiveness of their antagonist for whatever wrongs the speaker perceives the other to 
have committed.  However, it is a statement that can work wonders in healing a breach that is causing 
continuing pain – likely not only to the disputants but also to their family members and shared friends 
who have long had to navigate the estrangement. 

What is more, a statement to the effect that you would like your relationship with someone else to be 
closer also works well in the more insidious, but surprisingly common, situation in which two individuals 
or family units drift apart, not in response to a specific falling out but simply because neither sees the 
other as particularly valuing them or their relationship.   

I am always saddened when working with a family that is facing imminently, or has just experienced, a 
loss and I ask the surviving relatives if there are relatives or close friends they need to contact.  After 
rattling off a list of people to whom they or the deceased is close, they pause before adding, "Oh, we 
should probably get word to Uncle Morris and his kids," then someone turns to me to explain that Uncle 
Morris "has always been the 'black sheep' of the family" and has long been out of contact with the rest 
of the clan.  What a lost opportunity this time represents in a family's quest to build meaningful 
relationships! 

Lo ha-metim y'hallelu-ya – It is not the dead who will voice the ameliorative words that could effect this 
reparation (Ps 115:7).  The burden rests with us in life. 

Before I leave this topic, I want to make space for instances in which a rapprochement is not possible – 
for instance, in situations in which even attempting to reconnect with someone who has harmed us, or 
has harmed someone close to us, may not be safe.  There are situations in which the cause of a break 
between family members is truly serious, a situation of abuse or implied violence, a situation in which 
one party has used their proximity to another to intimidate or compromise them or their family 
member. 

In such instances – or in instances in which our window to reconcile with the one from whom we have 
become estranged has already closed, because they have passed away or lost the mental acuity to 
meaningfully engage in dialogue.  In these cases, the best that we might hope for is to let go of the knot 
of anger, hurt or resentment that continues to gnaw at us, and to forgive, perhaps, other family 
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members whose silence may have made them complicit in our victimization or who have failed to 
understand the pain that we experienced.   

We can still reach a degree of closure with even the most toxic, painful parts of harmful relationships by 
circumscribing their ability to cause continuing damage in our own lives.  And in so doing, we can work 
to repair those relationships that can yet bring us support, hope and joy. 

However difficult it may be to take that first step towards closing an open wound, such actions bring us 
closer to reaching the close of our days – or simply moving forward with our lives – freed from the 
tremendous burden and emptiness that an unresolved rift can perpetuate. 

  

Expressing Appreciation/Making Others Feel Seen and Cared About 

I am sure that all of us are familiar with that tender scene from "Fiddler on the Roof" in which Tevye 
approaches his wife Golde with the question "Do you love me?"  It is, on its surface, mildly comical, 
especially as Golde responds with all the activities in which she has engaged on Tevye's behalf over the 
decades.  But we all sense the underlying pathos, the uncertainty that Tevye is experiencing in that 
moment as to whether Golde is as committed to him emotionally as she obviously is in the practical 
collaboration required by day-to-day life. 

It would be nice if Tevye's question was confined to the Broadway stage, but I can tell you that in my 
experience attending to grief-stricken survivors, some of the most heart-breaking moments are when 
surviving partners, parents, siblings or, especially, children have confessed to me a suspicion, or even a 
fear, that the family member they are laying to rest never truly loved them, that they were seen as an 
encumbrance, a disappointment, an afterthought. 

It may be obvious to us as parents, spouses, children, friends that we value the people with whom we 
engage in these unique and priceless relationships.  But it is truly shocking how often our deepest but 
tacitly held sentiments are – or become – the subject of doubt in the minds of our beloved.   

I have repeatedly found myself in conversation with bereaved family members who reflect on their 
relationship with a deceased relative by saying, “Well, I suppose Dad really loved us, even though he 
wasn’t much inclined to say things of that sort.”  Or more troublingly, “I know my mother adored my 
father, because she often said as much, but me?  I sometimes think she found me an inconvenience or 
disappointment.  When she spoke to me, it was always to express ways in which I had fallen short.” 

It may have been clear to more distant family members, friends or acquaintances that the deceased 
parent indeed both loved and cherished their bereft child.  In fact, it is not unusual for others in the 
circle of bereavement to comment, “She took incredible pride in her children.  She would brag about 
them all the time.” 

But if these comments were never spoken to the loved ones directly, there is a danger that they will be 
unable to hear these words from others and so may persist in their doubts about the deceased's true 
sentiments. 

I came upon an inspiring counter-example in a conversation with a bereaved relative just a few months 
ago.  As we were preparing for her parent’s funeral, she shared with me a pattern that they had fallen 
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into many years before.  It was her custom to call her parents every Sunday evening.  They would catch 
one another up on their lives and the events of the day and then, at the end of the call, they would sign 
off by wishing one another a good week ahead.   

This was, the daughter reported, in keeping with the tenor of their conversations throughout their lives.  
They were always cordial, but never expressively affectionate. 

For some reason, though, it occurred to the daughter at some point that she had almost never heard her 
parents express to her that they loved her.  Nor had she done so in reverse. 

She decided that she was going to do something that seemed quite bold -- in fact, as she spoke, you 
could hear in her voice just how audacious it felt to her still.  At the end of that week’s conversation with 
her mother, she put forth the proposition: “Mom, how would you feel if I were to say to you, ‘I love 
you’?  Would that be okay?” 

Her mother thought about it and replied in the affirmative.  So, she concluded the conversation by 
saying, “I love you, Mom, and I hope you have a good week.”  Her mother surprised her by 
spontaneously responding, “I love you too.” 

This became their weekly routine, to close their calls by articulating – explicitly – their love for one 
another.  Over time, the woman extended this practice to her conversations with her father, who was 
suffering from dementia but still conversed with her by phone.  She began saying to him at the end of 
every call, “I love you, Dad,” and to her surprise, he responded with words that she literally never 
recalled him having spoken: “I love you.” 

This ritual continued among the threesome literally until the time of the mother’s death, with the 
father, who had predeceased his wife, closing his last conversation with his daughter by saying -- 
spontaneously –  “I love you.”  This seemingly banal ritual transformed their relationship, and following 
her parents’ passing became one of the daughter’s most cherished memories. 

What a beautiful example for each of us to follow!  What would it mean for our relationships if we made 
it a conscious practice to articulate to those who matter most that we love them, we cherish them, we 
miss them when we are apart?  Expressions of affection need not be reserved for “special occasions,” 
for is it not the nature of intimate relationships that every moment and every communication is, in its 
own way, worthy of being cherished? 

 

Creating Time to Talk About the Things that Really Matter to You 

Americans are masters of small-talk, and not just at cocktail parties.  There are few societies that have 
more assiduously cultivated the art of conversing for hours while saying almost nothing of substance.  In 
fact, a friend of mine's parents once regaled their guests with the story of their first meeting with their 
future machatonim (the parents of their daughter's fiancé).   

Over the course of a long evening, the two older couples talked about mixology, the climate of coastal 
Connecticut, and the decor of various rooms in their house.  Not once did these parents, whose children 
had committed to building a life together, delve into any more substantive discussions: their aspirations 
for the upcoming marriage or for their children's future, their understanding of what constitutes a 
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mutually affirming partnership, the relationship they hoped they would build between the extended 
families. 

You could argue that such "weighty" topics were better broached under different circumstances, at a 
time when the families were better acquainted (or at least after the chuppah had transpired).  But to 
quote the Sage Hillel, "If not now, when?" 

As we all know, in the life of a family and in our exchanges with family members and close friends, not 
just months but sometimes decades can pass without our ever finding the "right time" to discuss the 
core ideas and values that motivate us, and without our finding time to share the life experiences that 
have shaped us and our views of the world.   

We need to create opportunities to share these ideas, especially with our children and their children.  
For there is no guarantee that an "obvious" occasion will present or that, if it does – typically toward the 
end of life – that we will be of sound enough mind and body to meaningfully communicate the messages 
we seek to impart. How many people end up taking leave of this world with their intended "last words" 
to loved ones left upspoken? 

The Torah includes a few examples of the "come to the mountain" address, speeches in which a parent 
– typically nearing death – articulates to their children their life goals and their aspirations for the next 
generation.  The most famous of these is Jacob's parting "blessings" to his sons (and in the case of 
Joseph's children, grandsons) as Jacob lay dying in Egypt.  He sets out for each of them his assessment of 
their strengths and challenges and provides a prophecy for their future. 

Far more extensive than Jacob's parting words, and more widely applicable, are the words that Moses 
shares with the free-born generation as it prepares to enter the Land of Israel.  This is a journey on 
which Moses knows he cannot accompany them, so his final words are a compilation of the life lessons 
that he – and, presumably, the future conquerors' now-deceased parents – gleaned during their forty 
years wandering in the wilderness.  This extended valedictory, which comprises the Book of Devarim 
(Deuteronomy), contains many of the most oft-quoted and insightful statements in the entirety of the 
Torah. 

One need not be a Moses to commit one's most heartfelt beliefs, sincere aspirations, closely held values 
and life goals to paper.  Since the Middle Ages, the Jewish people have had a tradition of ethical wills, 
known in Hebrew as tz'va'ot, in which people communicate to their children (and, in some cases, their 
children's children) the most important insights they have gleaned over the course of their lives.  More 
than just an exercise in composition or pedagogy, the ethical wills also provided their authors an 
opportunity to reflect on their own lives and accomplishments.  It was not uncommon for ethical wills to 
include not only descriptions of the "high points" in the parents' lives, but also confessions of where 
they had fallen short, along with hopes that their heirs would avoid similar pitfalls and forgive the 
parents for their human failings. 

In our own day, the tradition of the ethical will is being revived after having fallen into relative disuse for 
several centuries.  I know that my predecessor, Rabbi Carl Astor, offered a course in the crafting of an 
ethical will as one of his final contributions to this congregation – apparently rabbinic minds travel in 
similar channels – and a book, entitled The Forever Letter, by Jewish author Elana Zaiman, is now making 
its way up the charts in the Amazon rankings. 
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Without meaning to discourage any of you from penning an ethical will or "forever letter," I would like 
to reiterate a message often included in conversations about more prosaic end-of-life documents – 
medical directives, power-of-attorney authorizations, wills.  While it is well and good – in some cases, 
legally necessary – to commit your ideas to paper, it is at least as important to make their contents 
known to your survivors before you are in extremis. 

It is not just that in delaying such communications we may forego the opportunity entirely.  It is also that 
a meaningful verbal exchange on the things that you value, the touchstones that have guided you in life, 
carries so much more weight than a static document, and unlike a post-mortem letter, it invites further 
meaningful exchange – in both directions – while such conversations are still possible. 

 

Acknowledging that the End is Coming 

Of all the subjects that Americans, including American Jews, put off discussing, none is avoided more 
"religiously" than death, which surely tops the list of the all-time most taboo of topics.  There are 
superstitions that persist – indeed, we see them in the practice of leaving the room during Yizkor if one's 
parents are both living – that conversations about death somehow hasten the advent of the reality.  But, 
in fact, what these delays really accomplish is to narrow the window in which to have the important 
aforementioned conversations and to talk about death itself as a chapter in life. 

Judaism has long advocated forthright conversations about death, not only in the abstract, but also 
concretely.  Indeed, the Talmud relays multiple vignettes of scholars – and occasionally lesser-known 
folk – having meaningful exchanges with those around them about what lies ahead as their passing 
looms. 

Furthermore, we have the tradition of trying to fit among our final acts a recitation of the vidui, a 
confessional that in some ways resembles the liturgy by this name that we revisit repeatedly over the 
course of Yom Kippur.  In the case of a deathbed vidui, however, the text consists not of a litany of 
theoretical transgressions, but a request to be released from outstanding obligations and forgiven for 
prior failures for which we have yet to make adequate amends. 

It can be remarkably liberating to walk into the next chapter of one's existence – whatever it is that lies 
beyond our mortal days – without the burden of regrets, the weight of emotional work left incomplete.  
In fact, in more than one instance I have seen individuals able to peacefully release their hold on this 
world once they knew this task was done. 

But how much more liberating would it be to release some portion of this burden while time still 
stretches before you, while you still have the chance to build upon the renewed relationships, the 
chance to discuss genuinely difficult differences of belief, expectations or recollection.  How much joy 
might come of sharing with those who will survive you that which you cherish in them and in life itself, 
as you anticipate more opportunities to do so together. 

 

So, as I draw to the close this address, which will likely be the last occasion on which I address this 
congregation in these numbers, let me begin this important conversation.  First, let me thank you for 
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inviting me into so many intimate moments in your lives and the lives of your families.  There is no 
greater privilege that the rabbinate affords. 

Let me open the door for those who have taken exception to things I have done or said – or failed to do 
or say – to bring these to me, that we can discuss them frankly and try to make some shared peace 
before the opportunity slips away. 

And finally let me tell you how I have cherished the opportunities that we have shared to delve together 
into the beliefs and practices that lift our lives beyond the quotidian and allow us to aspire to be more 
than we are, to connect to something greater than any of us.  

As we transition now into the Yizkor service and contemplate our own lives in light of an ongoing chain 
of being and belief, let us not lose sight of how the insights gained from life's finitude can inform the 
way we walk this world and the relationships we cultivate during our time here. 

 

 


