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I would like to thank Rabbi Hausman-Weiss for asking me to participate in this Yom

Kippur Healing Service. The situation I found myself in April 2000 is unfortunately not

uncommon now. 

For 30 years I was privileged to have been able to practice medicine. For me this was the

only job I ever wanted and one that I loved doing. In April, 2000 I had an accident that

resulted in lacerated tendons in 2 fingers of my left hand. After surgery and

therapy, I did not regain function in those fingers and I was unable to continue to

practice. I had derived a great deal of satisfaction from the practice of medicine, each day

knowing I had made a difference in people's lives. When I stopped practicing medicine 

there was a great void in my life that I was not certain I would be able to fill. What I had

failed to appreciate was how much of who I was and what I did revolved around being a doctor. The love and outpouring of support by family, friends and patients was overwhelming and much appreciated. 

I would like to tell you that the healing process was rapid, but it was not. I spoke to my family, good friends and the clergy at Temple Emanu-El and when it became know that I didn’t need to be at work by 6:15 am, I was asked to attend the morning minyans at Temple Beth El and Knesset Israel. I derived comfort from speaking with the clergy, attending services, from the study groups I attended and the books I read. I knew that being around the house and “underfoot” was not a mistake I was going to make. I was fortunate to have been given the opportunity to be on several non-profit boards and that was helpful but it still did not fill the void I was trying to deal with. 

After several months of trying to deal with my “loss” with my wife’s loving support, I did what I had suggested to many patients, I sought the help of a psychologist, Dr. Barbara Johnson. Dr. Johnson helped me understand that this was not just a “job” that I was no longer able to do, that next to my family it was the most important thing in my life. She also reassured me that I couldn’t expect to recover from such a loss in just a few months and helped me think of ways that I could fulfill my desire to be productive and help other people.

I was fortunate to have been on the board of United Cerebral Palsy during this 

time and was the Chair of the Program Committee. As such I was acutely aware of the 

healthcare needs of our adult program participants. The system of care was cumbersome

to say the least and there were some services that were very difficult to obtain. The Health and Wellness Center at United Cerebral Palsy was the product of my accident. This center is located in the therapy wing of UCP’s new adult facility LINCPoint. Through our close association with the professional schools at UAB, we are able to provide routine and preventive dental, optometry, medicine and physical medicine and rehabilitation services. My involvement in setting up this center helped heal my personal loss and has been a win-win situation for the staff from UAB and the individuals that we serve.

The process of healing has not been easy for me and I will always miss the practice of medicine. But to me the process of healing has meant recognizing that I got to spend 30 years practicing medicine and to remember it with great love and pleasure. I also had to recognize that there were other avenues that could also be quite rewarding. By helping set up the facility and the process of helping teenagers and adults with cerebral palsy and other special needs receive the medical services they deserve, I have made significant strides in the healing process. 

Alan Davis

At the age of 28, I was living as a single man in Atlanta, enjoying my social life and a great job.  I was physically active playing tennis and running.   I had the entire world at my fingertips, and only high expectations for a great future; nothing could stop me.  A few years later I moved to Birmingham.  I was happily married, had a son and life couldn’t get any better.  I was still running and playing tennis, but I noticed a few things happening to my body that I didn’t understand.   I went to a neurologist to get to the root of the problem.  After the proper tests it was determined that I had multiple sclerosis or MS.  
MS is a chronic degenerative disease of the nerves in the brain or spinal cord or both.  It means that at any time, on any given day, I could wake up and suddenly have another symptom of the disease that plagues me.  I never know when or if it will occur.  I knew this is what I had to live with the rest of my life.
I was devastated.  My entire outlook on life changed in a moment.  The future was unknown.  From that moment on, I couldn’t plan my life the way I hoped, because I didn’t know what the disease would bring me.
As life went on, I had a daughter. My activities with my children were limited.  I could no longer participate in running and tennis, the sports I loved.  It became more difficult to walk and perform physical work, especially in the heat of the summer.  My short-term memory was affected.
I became depressed, but I didn’t know if it was because of the emotions I was feeling for having this disease, or if it was caused by the disease itself or the medicine I was taking.  I lost myself because I never knew what was really just a part of me and what was the disease.  I had to accept that they were one and the same.
My healing process began by accepting the disease I have and just dealing with the various challenges that come with it.   For me, there were two choices in dealing with my problem: the first one was to allow the MS to substantially influence and control my activities, or second, to accept what I have and live with the life changing modifications that would be necessary to allow me to live with my disabilities.  The physical and cognitive affects of the disease are debilitating; as it progressed, it was more important to know my limitations and work within them to allow me to deal with the various life experiences and pursue the activities I want.   

As I get older, wiser and less vain, I try to make things easier for myself so I can have a better life to appreciate and enjoy the various things around me.  I now can say comfortably to people that I have multiple sclerosis, whereas in the past I couldn’t.  When I go to a museum or any exhibit that requires a lot of walking I use a wheel chair to enable me to better enjoy it, whereas in the past I had to concentrate on my walking instead of enjoying my surroundings.
The support offered by friends without even asking has made my everyday life better.  Enjoying life experiences with a loving and caring partner has made life much more enjoyable, rewarding and easier.    
My healing comes from doing things that I am still able to do instead of focusing on the things I can’t do.  My MS has not prevented me from white water rafting, traveling, working out and even dancing.  Although I know some of my activities will cause fatigue, I still pursue them within certain limits.   Right now I know I will recover from my fatigue and things will be the same as it was prior to the activity.  For some reason I don’t seriously dread what my future will be with MS.  I think that I’m realistic but I don’t like living in a “what if world”.  What if I won’t be able to walk?  What if my vision becomes impaired?  What if another part of my body gets affected with an MS symptom?  Why worry about things that may or may not happen?
I am doing the best I can by keeping my mind and body fit and accepting and proactively dealing with my limitations. It is an ongoing process, but it is worth it in order to live a fulfilling life.
Bari Cotton

What Does Healing Mean to me?

Healing to me means getting on with my life, and etching out a new definition of what is normal.  Who am I now?  What about me is still the same?  What has changed?  Healing is returning to wholeness, re-evaluating or regaining a sense of self, always mindful of that scar that the illness has left behind.

Healing for me means staying positive, not losing hope, being in control, and having a plan.  But how do I get there?  Everyone personalizes the meaning of their recovery.  For me, having ovarian cancer and testing positive for the breast cancer gene was not as scary as it could have been. 

I was a member of the health care delivery system, and my area of expertise had been Women’s Health.   But all that did not change the facts.   I knew this was serious.  I am a brave person.  I mean, I don’t like pain, but I am brave and hopeful, and trusting of the health care system, so I always felt I was in good hands.

I want to share a spiritual experience with you, since we are gathered together here in a spiritual place.  As I see it, there are three types of healing.

Physical…scars heal; hair grows back.  Your skin tone begins to look better, your energy returns, and you start getting back out in public.  No more pain meds or treatments.

Emotional…you start getting back to your daily routines.  Not everything is focused on your next medical visit, treatment or scan.

Then there is the spiritual.  I received a call from Rabbi Scott.  He said he had done some meditation with others in my situation, and asked if I would be interested.  I said sure, not really knowing what to expect.  So, he came to my house.  We began by taking slow rhythmic breaths, in and out.  Then I closed my eyes and listened as Rabbi Scott recited beautiful words, a poem, or other narrative, specific for someone with cancer and with references specific to Judaism.  Then he recited a prayer in Hebrew.  This for some reason grabbed my soul.  I wept then, as I may weep now thinking about it.  Hebrew is what I have heard since a young age in temple.  I know it is special and connects me with my ancestors, although I don’t understood a word of it.   Hearing the Hebrew made me feel special, connected, and protected.  This prayer was not part of a temple service, or in front of the congregation….this was just for me.  I became aware of a burden that I didn’t realize I was carrying.  Like for that moment, I didn’t have to worry about my family being OK, kids getting to where they needed to go, etc.   This Hebrew prayer was for me.  I couldn’t have predicted the effect this would have on me.  But I know it was helpful.  Many people were taking care of me.   People I know and many I didn’t know, brought meals for my family for 6 months.   People from different religions and on several continents were praying for me, and I think it was helpful.     

Would my outcome have been any different had Rabbi Scott not engaged me in this way?   Had my soul not been touched in this way?  I don’t know.  But am I thankful?  DEFINITELY.

Barry Marks

It occurred to me some years ago that Judaism is a religion that grows with us.  The older we get, the more we learn.  A good example of this is what we experience on Yom Kippur, the process of Teshuva.  

In Sunday school, we look at Yom Kippur simply as a day of repentance.  We say that we are sorry for things we have done and we are forgiven.  We learn, as we grow older that Teshuva is more, and encompasses the process of returning.  We return to the spark of Godliness in us, the path we were on and the potentially good people that we could someday be.  

It is therefore appropriate that on this day we talk about healing.  A child believes that healing is simply the process of “kiss and make better”; everything goes back to where it was before we felt the boo-boo.  For an adult, however, the promise of being healed is accepted to be not simply a scratch that disappears or even a wound leaving a scar. 

True loss, great and tragic loss is more like an amputation.  We go on with our lives, but, despite all healing, we do not return to the person we were. Our lives become those of the permanently wounded who never fully recover but must face life in a new way.

The fight to gain healing is not only against pain, but against helplessness, hopelessness, isolation, guilt and the loss of joy that is life itself.

As most of you are aware, on December 7, 2007, my daughter Leah, 17 yrs and 5 days old, caught a ride home from a party she should not have attended.  Leah wanted to get home before her self-imposed 12:00 curfew and a little after 11:00 p.m. she arranged a ride home from a boy whose car was located a few miles from the site of the party.  They needed a lift to the boy’s car.

The ride was volunteered by a friend of a friend.  With the assistance of one or more adults willing to provide alcohol and drugs, one or more merchants willing to sell alcohol to minors and a community that allowed such parties to take place and to continue even today, the driver was seriously impaired.  His car went off the road a few minutes after they left the party.  Leah was not wearing her seatbelt. She was thrown from the backseat through a window and suffered massive head injuries.  

Leah had no drugs and only a trace of alcohol in her system. A few weeks before she died, she told her stepfather that Judaism was the most important part of her life. When my father took ill a few years earlier, she surprised me by quietly saying she would pray for his r’fuah shleima, a term I did not know she knew. There would be no r’fuah shleima for Leah.

In the six days before the doctors informed us that there was no hope of her ever returning I found within myself the intense need to pray for a miracle, to bargain with everything I had for a miracle and ultimately to argue with of all of my legal training and to rage with all the anger in my heart that a miracle was due in this situation.  

On December 13, 2007, we disconnected the life support. I stood by her bed, stroked her arm in the way I had when she was a child fighting against sleep and a short time later I heard Leah cough for the last time.  

A member of one of the grief groups I attended, and please let me say that they were quite helpful, asked me how I felt when I realized the miracle I sought would not happen.  After a moment’s reflection I responded that I did get my miracle, although not the one I wanted.  My need to pray established that deep inside me was a belief that there was something more than merely this life.  My need to bargain was an indication that I have a place and a role in this world.  My arguments and rage were proof that, at the deepest level of my being, I know that there is a right and a wrong and that this was wrong. 

These things are the best evidence I have, perhaps the only evidence a rational man or woman can accept, that my daughter continues and waits for me somewhere, somehow.  

The question remains, what healing is there?  The pain has not lessened. There has not been a single day that I have not missed my daughter and there have been many days on which it has seemed unbearable.  The world is not and will never be as beautiful as it was when I went to sleep the night of December 7, praying as I did each night for 17 years and 5 nights that Leah and her sister Lauren were safe. 

The guilt remains, not because there was any specific thing I did wrong but because no caring parent will ever be free from the sense of failed responsibility in such a tragedy. It was my job to protect my child and there must have been something more I could have done. 

As you may know, much of my time and effort have been spent addressing causes of Leah’s death and making the world safer for other kids.  I encourage you to investigate Sit Tight, the seatbelt and child safety organization, the Safe Homes project at the Mountain Brook schools, Leah’s Library and Leah’s Trip Fund here at Temple Emanu-El and the Honor our Children Fund at the Birmingham Jewish Foundation.  

Where is Teshuva in all of this?  By doing these things and by recognizing that there is good in the world and that I can be a part of it, I fight not only pain but helplessness, isolation, negativity and I retain hope for better world for Lauren and all of our other children.  My guilt has ripened to a renewed sense of responsibility for my community, and recognition that there is no greater punishment for Leah’s family than the one we have suffered.

Healing for me is not a return to the person I was.  That is impossible because a large part of that person is now at Elmwood Cemetery.  Healing for me is the return to someone engaged in the world and unwilling to lose hope that the world can be made better and safer. I wish those of you in need of healing the same, a r’fuah shlema of your hearts with hope and strength.
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