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Remembering and Looking Forward

A few weeks ago, I was having a discussion about the Gevurot prayer.
This is the second prayer in the Amidah section of the service, and it
speaks of God’s power.

The original language of this prayer conjures the ultimate example of God’s
power: Baruch Ata Adonai, Mechayei haMetim…Bless are You God, who
revives the dead.

Early in the Reform movement, as we embraced science and scholarship,
the language was changed.  Rather than speak about the (impossibility of)
bringing the dead back to life, the prayer has been rendered as Baruch Ata
Adonai, Mechayei ha Kol…Blessed are You God, who gives life to all.

Beyond its use in the Amidah, the traditional blessing is prescribed for two
other moments: when meeting someone whom we haven’t seen in a year
or more, and as part of the rituals done on waking up each morning.

Each of these three, in their own way, speak to the pervasive
understanding of the finality of death.  Even if it is as simple and routine as
falling asleep at night, the rabbis knew that there is often a fear and
vulnerability.

The hymn Adon  Olam, which we typically view as a closing song for
Shabbat services, actually has its roots as a bedtime prayer.  In the final
verse, it says “Into your hands I entrust my spirit, when I sleep and when I
wake, and with my spirit my body also; God is with me and I shall not fear.”
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I don’t know if there is a clear way to respond to the fear of death, and
there is certainly not a universal prescription. The antidote or the comfort
we do have, always, is the power of memory.  When we lose someone, we
can remember them.  The great comfort, in considering our own mortality,
is often the fervent hope that we will be remembered.

I find myself thinking about memory tonight because of the intersection of
three events.

This week, we passed the anniversary of  Kristallnacht, the violent events
of November 1938 that are often viewed as the beginning of the Holocaust.

Today, on the American calendar, is Veteran’s Day.

And, this week, across our country, was Election Day.

I had the privilege of spending the 75th anniversary of Kristallnacht in
Berlin.  I learned two things that stood out to me.  First, while we use the
name Kristallnacht, Night of Broken Glass, the German convention has
been to change the name to Reich’s Pogrom Nacht, the Night of the
National Pogrom.  It is a way of emphasizing that this wasn’t simply a time
of vandalism and mischief, but a deliberate and coordinated effort that
began a nationwide evil.

And the second note is that while November 9, 1938 was Kristallnacht,
November 9, 1989 was the fall of the Berlin Wall.  And so, Germany has
wrestled with how to mark this date…giving great weight to legacy of the
Holocaust but also trying to rejoice in the time of unification and the move
towards freedom.  It is a very complicated layering of generations of
German history.  How best to remember?  What is permanent in the
responsibility to learn from the failings of the past?
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Veterans Day is also a complicated observance.  It is notable that it is
permanently kept on November 11, permanently connected to the end of
World War I on “the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh
month…”  It is not a holiday that moves to the nearest Monday to allow for
picnics and sales.

The tension in remembering is that Veterans Day is primarily a day to honor
those who have served.  It is distinct from Memorial Day, which was
established after the Civil War to honor those who have died.  Nonetheless,
it is very common and I think  understandable that Veterans Day also
becomes a day to mourn and remember those who were killed during
military service.  I don’t believe there’s anything wrong with using this or
any occasion to mourn the sacrifices, but we shouldn’t lose sight of the
broader and also important purpose of thanking and celebrating all those
who have worn the uniform.

It’s another aspect of remembrance, one that is critically important.  When
we remember, we shouldn’t only look back.  We should look forward.  We
shouldn’t only remember those who were lost, we should focus on those
who are still here.  I always say, one of the best elements of a shiva is
when there is a young child around.  The laughter, the play, the hugs…all
are ways of keeping our focus where it needs to be: that we are still here
and there is a future that lies ahead for us to create.
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And this brings me to the third event of this week: Election Day. There is
always a tension in the leadup to Election Day, something that seems to
have gotten harder and harder.  How much do we see our vote as a report
card on past performance, and how much do we see it as a statement of
our future hopes and dreams?  It makes sense that one would reflect on
how happy we are with the current state of affairs and the leadership
actions that created this reality.  At the same time, I would propose that this
democratic exercise is an opportunity to be aspirational…to make a
statement about the world we hope to create.  Election Day inevitably is
filled with memories and the foundation is the past period of time.
Nonetheless, I believe this is a moment when we demonstrate that we are
not limited by the past–or the present.  It has been my practice for a
number of years to write letters of congratulations to the winners of state
and federal elections.  I’ve done so for presidents, governors, county
executives, and mayors.  I’ve done so when I have high hopes for the new
leaders and also when I have grave concerns.  I always do this in the spirit
of partnership, that I see myself as having a role to play in the future of our
community.  And, I do this to urge our leaders to focus on the future and to
see limitless possibilities for what they can accomplish by working together
with a cross section of diverse leaders and community members.

As we remember on this Shabbat, I pray that the memories of those who
died in the Holocaust and those who died in military service will be a
blessing and an inspiration.  As we remember on this Shabbat, I pray that
the past will be a foundation and not a barrier.  Let this be a moment of
reflection that moves us forward, deepening our optimism and our
commitment to creating a brighter and better future.

Shabbat Shalom!
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