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Ralph and Edna were both patients on a psychiatric ward. One day while they were walking past 

the hospital swimming pool, Ralph suddenly jumped into the deep end and sank to the bottom of 

the pool. 

 

Without missing a beat, Edna promptly jumped in to save him. She swam to the bottom, pulled 

him out and lifted him to safety.  

 

When the head of the department became aware of Edna's heroic act she immediately ordered 

her discharge from the hospital, deeming her competent to make sound moral judgments.  

 

When she went to tell Edna the news she said, “Edna, I have good news and bad news.  The 

good news is you're being discharged, since you were able to rationally respond to a crisis by 

jumping in and saving the life of the person you love. I’ve concluded that your act displays 

sound-mindedness. 

 

“The bad news is, Ralph hung himself in the bathroom with his bathrobe belt right after you 

saved him.  I am so sorry, but he's dead.” 

 

Edna turned to her doctor: “He didn't hang himself,” she said. “I put him there to dry. How soon 

can I go home?? 

 

How soon can we go home? That is in fact the question of the day on שמיני עצרת. Isn’t Sukkos 

over? How do we explain what we’re still doing here celebrating a holiday that commemorates 

no particular event, features no meaningful icon and demands the performance of no specific 

mitzvah? 

 

In the process of thinking about this question, I’d like to think about the Jewish response to 

endings more broadly as a number of these endings converge today. 

• We’re marking the end of the Teshuva season that began on Rosh Chodesh Elul.  

• We’re marking the end of the yearlong cycle of holidays that began with Pesach. 

• And we’re marking the end of the Parshah cycle that began last Simchas Torah. 

So the question is, what do we now – or even more precisely – what do we two days from now 

when it’s really all over? 

 

I’d like to suggest that שמיני עצרת and שמחת תורה give us three different answers – three different 

models for how to think and act when we’ve hit the end. 

 

The first answer dovetails with our first question: 

The Midrash famously provides us with a metaphor. Children have come home to visit with their 

father, and before they leave, their father says to them: קשה עלי פרידתכם – it’s hard – it’s hard to 

see you go – can’t you just stay a little longer. We’ve been with Hashem these past seven days 
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and he just wants us to stay a little longer. So he designates a special day just for his immediate 

family – just for the Jewish people.  

 

In point of fact though, this answer to the problem is no solution at all. Delaying the inevitable 

moment of separation doesn’t make that moment easier; if anything, it makes it harder.  

 

But we understand the answer nonetheless. For issues of loneliness and longing are not given to 

neat and logical explanations. They occupy the precincts of the heart and spirit. That someone 

facing the departure of a person he loves would wish to hold on a little longer is no surprise at 

all.  

 

If we can put different words to it, this metaphor represents the first model for what one does 

when an end approaches. I would call it reconciled defiance. We are at once resigned to the 

ineluctable end that must come; but at the same time we fight against it. Rather than simply 

accepting fate or reality, we challenge the prevailing assumption and insist that the story can in 

fact be extended. Yes the end will come, but it needn’t come quite so soon.  

 

The second model is what we do on Simchas Torah. As soon as we hit the end, we start over: 

When we finish the Torah, we immediately begin it again. And the same is really true every time 

we finish a book of Jewish learning.  Whenever we make a siyum and mark the completion of a 

particular volume, we start the next one or restart the entire cycle.  

 

The second approach is not defiant, it’s cyclical. We accept that we have reached a conclusion 

and the story can go no further. The story stops, but its reader goes on. She recognizes both the 

richness of the text and the value of reading it afresh. For even if the text remains the same with 

the passage of time, surely its reader has not. Reaching the end is but a compelling reason to 

return to the beginning.   

 

And then there is a third model. 

 

We all know the first Rashi in the Torah. But how many of us have ever paid attention to the last 

Rashi in the Torah?  

 

Of course the death of Moshe saddens us. And the Torah goes out of its way to highlight the 

depth of his loss. Moshe’s death marks not just the end of a narrative or a book, but the end of 

epoch. In fact, the Torah even forestalls the possibility that such a leader could ever emerge 

again in the future of the Jewish people. 

.ולא קם נביא עוד בישראל כמשה  

Moshe was the greatest. No prophet in Israel will ever rise to his level.  

He did it all: 

 

   לד פרק דברים
  :ארצו ולכל עבדיו ולכל לפרעה מצרים בארץ לעשות יקוק שלחו אשר והמופתים האתות לכל) יא(

  :ישראל כל לעיני משה עשה אשר הגדול המורא ולכל החזקה היד ולכל) יב(

Signs, wonders – everything.   
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Now listen to the words of Rashi: 

  רש"י דברים פרק לד 
שנשאו לבו לשבור הלוחות לעיניהם, שנאמר (לעיל ט, יז) ואשברם לעיניכם, והסכימה דעת הקב"ה  -לעיני כל ישראל 

  לדעתו, שנאמר (שמות לד, א) אשר שברת, יישר כחך ששברת:

Why does the pasuk say he acted in view of the Jewish people? It’s a reference to his decision to 

break the tablets – a decision of which Hashem approved.  

 

What’s the message here?  

The sin of the golden calf – the moment Moshe shatters the luchos - is the unqualified low point 

in 40 years of Moshe’s leadership.  

 

Now it’s true that there’s a textual connection. Rashi is arguing that the lasts word of the Torah, 

 in front of – לעיניכם are a reference to the pasuk that says Moshe broke the luchos – לעיני כל ישראל

their eyes.  

 

But what’s important to Rashi is יישר כח ששברתם – that God approved.  

 

According to Rashi, the final message of the Torah is a powerful one.  

Sometimes what appears to be the end – what might even appear to be a calamity – can in fact be 

an opportunity waiting to be uncovered. 

 

For its readers, the end of the Torah can create a sense of despondency or even hopelessness. If 

not for Moshe, the Jewish people surely could not have been delivered to the frontier of the 

Promised Land. How could one possibly imagine that the story of Jewish history could continue 

without him? 

 

It’s to this question that Rashi responds. 

 

Looking back on the five books of Moshe, the very purpose of the story is for the Jewish people 

to receive the Torah and accept the charge of becoming God’s chosen people. The whole 

trajectory of the Torah – beginning with Avraham – leads to the moment where Moshe is to 

deliver the divine law to the Jewish people.  

 

At this very moment, Moshe breaks the luchos! He not only frustrates God’s immediate 

objective, he effectively foils a plan hundreds of years in the making. And yet in the end, God 

tells Moshe יישר כח ששברתם – I approve. The circumstances justified your response. And the 

future will bring with it a new second set of luchos.    

 

Rashi makes this episode his closing message of the Torah because it captures the single greatest 

argument against despair in the history of our people. The luchos are gone. Our national treasure 

– the very object of our deepest aspirations – is shattered and irreparably destroyed. And yet – 

not only does the narrative continue – the second set of luchos usher in a new era for our people 

– for they are predicated not on divine justice, but on the מדת הרחמים – the capacity for 

compassion and new beginnings.  
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If our first model for approaching the end is reconciled defiance and our second an instinct to 

return to the beginning, then our third is the capacity to rewrite the story entirely. In this model, 

one transforms the perceived closure into a commencement. The end is no end at all – but rather 

a passageway into a world of opportunity.  

 

What I’d like to argue, is that these three models apply to the three worlds that collide this 

holiday at The Jewish Center. 

 

The first is the world of those who remember the deceased in the Yizkor service that we’ll begin 

in a few moments. For when it comes to death – the ultimate end – we are obliged to go down 

the path of reconciled defiance. We fully recognize that mortality is the inescapable condition of 

all humankind. But when faced with the prospect of someone beloved passing away, we not only 

endeavor to extend life and make the most of those precious moments, we defy death 

retrospectively as well. For the influence and memory of the deceased do not perish at the 

moment one’s soul leaves this world. As long as we create the space in our hearts and minds, the 

spirit of the departed lives on within each of us. 

 

The second is the world of Jewish learning that’s captured in every one of us who will be 

celebrating שמחת תורה in a matter of hours. As our year of weekly פרשיות comes to a close, so 

does our program calendar for 5771. It’s an end that calls not for any kind of defiance, but rather 

a willingness to return to the beginning. Our theme this year at The Jewish Center is Jewish 

literacy. Our bar is a high one. Each of us is tasked – not just with competency – but with 

mastery over the texts of our tradition. This year, in addition to our frontal Torah study, we’ve 

opened up avenues for informal and experiential education. We invite you not just to be a 

student, but to be a full participant and even a teacher. Whatever your level and whatever your 

interest, I assure you that something on our docket will appeal to you. Seize this moment. Don’t 

just dance with the Torah tonight; make the Torah your partner throughout the year. 

 

And finally, converging on the West Side this Yom Tov are those in search of more literal 

partners. Whether we ourselves are single or married, each of us is uniquely positioned to make a 

difference. Each of us is possessed of an extraordinary opportunity to be champions of this third 

way: Neither to defy reality nor to accept it – but rather to rewrite it. 

 

In this room today are couples who met at The Jewish Center on Simchas Torah. It might happen 

organically or of its accord. I hope it does many times over.  

 

But each of us should be a matchmaker, too. Yesterday’s successes or failures are irrelevant. 

Rashi reminds us that there is always room for redemption and always room for hope. Today’s 

script is a new one and you are its author. Few and far between are the moments when we can 

change someone’s life. Let it not be said that the moment passed us by.   


