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Come see how hard it was at the hour of Moses’s departure from the world. For when God called 
him to the mountaintop and told him: Your time has come to depart the world, Moses began to 
scream and cry.  

He asked God: “Master of the Universe, Was it for nothing that I labored? Was it for nothing that 
I worked like a horse for Your children? Now shall my end be the grave? Better afflict me with 
suffering but don’t hand me over to the pangs of death.” 
   
Moses drew a small circle around himself, stood in it, and said, "Master of the Universe, I will 
not budge from here until You void that decree."   
  
He wrapped himself in sackcloth, covered his head with ashes and persisted in prayer and 
supplications before the Holy One. Moses's prayer was like a sword, ripping and tearing, and 
nothing could stop it. 

God had it proclaimed that every gate of every firmament be bolted so that Moses's prayer not be 
accepted. The decree concerning him had been sealed. 

In that instant, Moses said to the Holy One, "Master of the universe, You know how much 
trouble and pain I suffered on account of Israel until I inculcated among them the Torah!  I said 
to myself: “As I witnessed their woe, so will I be allowed to witness their happiness. Let me 
enter the Land, live there two or three years, and then die.”  

God responded: “I have resolved that you will not go there.” 

"Master of the universe, if You will not let me enter the Land of Israel, allow me to remain alive 
like the beasts of the field, or the birds of the sky. Let me be like one of these.”  

At that, God replied, "Enough. Speak no more to Me of this matter.” 

Moses said to God: “Master of the universe, shall the feet that went up to the firmament, the face 
that confronted the Presence, the hands that received the Torah from Your hand - shall these now 
perish?” 

The Holy One replied: “Such was My design from the very beginning, and such must be the way 
of the world: each generation is to have its own interpreters of Torah, each generation is to have 
its own leaders. Until now it had been your portion to serve Me, but now your disciple Joshua's 
portion to serve has come.” 
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Moses said to the Holy One: “Master of the universe, rather than dying to leave my post for 
Joshua, let me be his disciple and he shall be my master, just don’t let me die!” God said: “If that 
is what you wish to do, go right ahead!” 

When the people said to Moses, "Moses our teacher, teach us Torah," he replied, "I no longer 
have the authority." They said: "We will not leave you until you teach us."  
Then a divine voice came forth and commanded the people, "Be willing to learn from Joshua." 
With that, the people submitted to the command to sit and learn from Joshua's mouth. 

In that instant, Moses cried out in anguish and said, "Rather a hundred deaths than a single pang 
of envy. Master of universe, until now I sought life. But now my soul is surrendered to You." 

Moses pleaded one last time, "Let me at least glimpse the Promised Land." God responded, "In 
this point I will comply with your wish." God thereupon imparted such strength to Moses's eyes 
that he could see all of the land. What lay in the deep appeared to him above, the hidden was 
plainly in view, the distance was close at hand, and he saw everything. 

God told him: “Only half a moment remains for you to depart.” 

Moses hurried: “Please wait until I bless Israel. On account of the warnings and reprimands I 
heaped upon them, they never found any ease with me." Then he began to bless each tribe 
separately, but when he saw that time was running short, he included all the tribes in a single 
blessing. 

Then he said to Israel, "Because of the Torah and its precepts, I troubled you greatly. Now, please 
forgive me." 

They replied, "Our master you are forgiven." In their turn they said to him, "Moses our teacher, 
we troubled you even more, we made your burden so heavy. Please forgive us."  Moses replied, 
"You are forgiven." 

Then, from the highest heaven of heavens, God announced, “The moment for your departure 
from this world has arrived.” At that, the Holy One came down to take the soul of Moses. The 
Holy One kissed Moses, and took his soul with that kiss. 

At that moment, the Holy One wept and said,  

  ְוֹלא ָקם נִָביא עֹוד ְּביְִׂשָרֵאל ְּכמֶׁשה

 "No prophet again arose in Israel like Moses."   1
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"No prophet again arose in Israel like Moses” and yet Moses, our greatest prophet, was 
completely unprepared to confront his death! Moses, like any of us, passes through Elisabeth 
Kubler-Ross’s famous five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and, finally, 
acceptance.  2

If even Moses was completely unprepared to face his own mortality, isn’t it too much to ask of 
us?  

And yet, confrontation with the “ultimate unimaginable” is, in many ways, what Yom Kippur is 
about.  

As my teacher, Rabbi Larry Hoffman puts it, “on Yom Kippur you are in a dress rehearsal for 
your own death. You're wearing white, you are wearing a kittel, which is what you're buried in, 
you are fasting... And most significantly, the Torah scrolls are removed from the aron 
hakodesh…and it's as if you're looking into an aron, a casket. You're staring at this empty wood 
box, and you're dressed in white, and you're saying a confession. If that isn't your deathbed, what 
is?”  3

And so, having stood before the empty aron, clad in white, feeling perhaps the beginning pangs 
of hunger, we find ourselves aware once again of that terrifying reality that each of us will 
eventually die.  

The question is, what do we do with this heightened awareness? What can we learn? 

For some of us here tonight, perhaps more of us now that we’re living through a pandemic, this 
question of how we might respond when faced with death is not a hypothetical one. For some of 
us, Moses’s story sounds all too familiar.  

Seven years ago, I was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, a type of blood cancer. I was in 
my thirties, with a husband, an 18-month-old daughter and a great job as a rabbi in Westfield. Joe 
and I had just accepted exciting new positions in Washington, DC and bought a new home. In the 
midst of planning for our move, I felt a lump on my neck and, after a whirlwind of doctors’ 
appointments, the phone rang with biopsy results. It was cancer. I never imagined that this would 
be part of my journey!   

We moved to DC and I started chemo the same week I started my new job. The doctors 
explained that I would need a combination chemotherapy regimen that was highly effective and 
that a few months later, when my treatment was finished, I would be in remission and eventually 
cured. It was scary, but I had a plan.  

And then that plan fell apart. 
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Despite a clear PET scan at the midway mark, the scan one month after my treatment ended 
revealed that the cancer had returned. My doctors determined that the type of Hodgkin’s I had 
was particularly aggressive and that I needed several more rounds of chemo and a stem cell 
transplant.  

After three more months of chemotherapy treatments, Joe and I returned to NY for the stem cell 
transplant. We said goodbye to our young daughter, who would live with my sister and brother-
in-law and their kids in Virginia for six weeks while I was sequestered in the hospital’s bone 
marrow transplant unit.  

My stem cells were collected and kept frozen until the day of the transplant. For six days, I 
received incredibly strong chemotherapies that destroyed the cancer, and my body’s immune 
system. On the seventh day, the chemo stopped and, as I rested, my doctor returned my own stem 
cells to my body. Very biblical.  

Five weeks later, I left the hospital for the first time, bald and weak, with a compromised 
immune system and an abiding fear that this invasive treatment wouldn’t work. That the plan 
once again would fail. It would take another full year before my doctors declared the transplant a 
success.  

Several times during my treatment, from the day of my diagnosis until the one-year mark after 
the transplant, I found myself holding Joe’s hand or sitting with my daughter on my lap, 
imagining their lives without me. Two years earlier, these thoughts were the farthest thing from 
my mind.  

And yet, despite facing the unimaginable, over and over again I challenged myself to figure out 
how I might “do cancer” well.  

How could I get through the grueling treatments and at the same time keep living with intention? 
How could I get over my natural inclination towards privacy in order to share my story with my 
community and not feel so alone? How could Joe and I support each other, when suddenly I was 
a patient and he was a caregiver?  

How could we be parents throughout the treatments and the long recovery that followed, so that 
our daughter could feel safe and cared for and continue living her life with joy instead of fear? 
How could I face the possibility of my own death without spiraling down into despair? How 
could I live fully for however long that remained? 

Like Moses, I went through all the stages: I denied being sick; I got angry; I bargained; I cried—
oh did I cry; until I finally began to accept that this was my present reality and I began to shift 
my attention to the blessings in my life.  
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Now this may sound strange: But during this time there were many moments when I felt like the 
luckiest unlucky person in the world! No doubt, to be a young woman in her prime who suddenly 
had cancer was extremely unlucky. But I was so lucky to have amazing doctors and health 
insurance and treatment options. Yes, it was unlucky to have a variant of the disease that required 
a radical medical intervention and a long stay in the hospital, but how lucky was I that it worked!  

And through it all, I had a loving network of family and friends who constantly reminded me that 
I was not traveling this difficult path alone.  

I also had my own spiritual resources to draw upon: How lucky that the God I believe in is a God 
of compassion and love and hope and strength and not a God who punishes us for some misdeed 
by sending cancer our way. 

How lucky I was that I knew songs that would nourish me and that I had rituals and a prayer life 
that could continue even when I was in the hospital – making my time there feel like part of 
Jewish time, a continuation of my life and not a suspension of it. How lucky that my body – 
which had faced death – was once again able to give birth. Our daughter now has a happy, 
healthy younger brother whom we all adore, just as we adore her.  

The thing is, some of it was luck, a matter of chance, out of my control. We don’t know why 
some people get cancer and then why certain treatments work for some people and not others. 
When I was first diagnosed, many people in my congregation responded by saying “How could 
this happen to you?” implying that as a rabbi I should somehow be immune to life-threatening 
illnesses. My response was always “Why wouldn’t it happen to me?”  

My story is, in many ways, about the random confluence of when and how the human body and 
disease and medicine work - or don’t work - together. Much of it came down to luck, to chance.  

But not all of it. I didn’t have a choice about having cancer. But I could choose how I would live 
once I received that diagnosis. Ultimately, Moses didn’t have a choice about when he would die, 
but he eventually realizes that he can choose how to spend his final moments. 

Moses’s story in confronting his own death is the story of Yom Kippur. Being proximate to our 
fragility and our mortality and, acknowledging that each of us has limited time, we ask “what 
will I do with the time that I have?”  

Yom Kippur is a dress rehearsal for death. In re-enacting the urgency of the final moments of our 
lives, Yom Kippur challenges us to not wait for the “ultimate unimaginable,” but rather to ask 
these deep and difficult questions—as Moses did—now, today, this evening:  

Who am I? How do I want to live my life in whatever days I have left?   

What diminishes me, as Moses’s envy of Joshua diminished him?  
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What are my blessings and what blessings can I offer others? Blessings were, of course, Moses’s 
parting gifts to the Children of Israel.  

Whose forgiveness must I seek and whom should I forgive? Moses realized that while he could 
never take back all the time he spent “troubling” the Children of Israel—nudging them, berating 
them—he could express his regret, his wish that he had done something different in the moment. 
And in so doing, he gave the Israelites an opportunity to express their regret for all the stress and 
strain they put him through. With sincere expressions of apology and forgiveness, reconciliation 
is possible.  

The ultimate question of this moment is: How can we “do life” well? How can we use our 
awareness of the “ultimate unimaginable” to act and speak with intention, as a parent, a partner, a 
friend, a member of this community?  

The psychologist Erik Erikson wrote that the last stage of a person’s psychosocial development is 
associated with the virtue of wisdom. Wisdom, at its core, is linked to sight. Wisdom enables a 
person to look back on their life with a sense of completeness, to see their experiences and their 
choices as part of a whole, and to look ahead toward death with an awareness of what will 
endure after they are gone.    4

Toward the end of his final earthly encounter with God, Moses pleaded, "Let me at least see the 
Promised Land." God responded, "In this point, I will comply with your wish." God thereupon 
imparted such strength to Moses's eyes that he could see all of the land. What lay in the deep 
appeared to him above, the hidden was plainly in view, the distance was close at hand, and he 
saw everything." 

How can we “do life” well? Perhaps, once we’ve worked through the denial and the anger and 
the bargaining and the depression—legitimate responses that we all have, as human beings, to a 
capricious world—perhaps then we find our way to a little bit of wisdom. We find our way to 
greater awareness of “What lies in the deep above, the hidden in plain sight, the distance that is 
close at hand.” The point of Yom Kippur is that we don’t need to be at death’s door, we don’t 
need cancer, or a pandemic, to help us get to that place.  

Perhaps all we need is an empty belly, an empty aron, and then…with the proper intention…we 
too can stand on the mountaintop and glimpse a better view of how we want to live in the year 
ahead.  
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