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This past November, just days after Thanksgiving, I found myself, with very little notice, in San Francisco.  My Uncle, my mom’s brother, had died.  He suffered from a terribly painful illness, and despite his relatively young age, it was in part a blessing that he no longer had to suffer.  It had gotten really difficult for my uncle to go out anywhere but he did manage to get out that night to celebrate Thanksgiving with his wife, Joy and her extended family.  He ate his fill, but he wasn’t feeling well.  So Joy drove him home, helped him to bed and my Uncle encouraged her to go back to the party.  By the time she had returned home, he had already passed away.  Now, they wanted me to take the words of my family and extended family, their memories and misgivings, and somehow offer some redemption in the face of my uncle’s death at far too young an age.  Redemption, because 57 is just not ripe.  Redemption, because my uncle’s life wasn’t pristine.  It was complicated and it was challenging.  But whose isn’t?  OK, so his was a bit more than most.  But I call this to mind tonight because redemption, in the face of the sum total of our lives, is what The Ten Days of Repentance, beginning tonight and running through next Monday, is what this period on our Jewish calendar is all about.  Indeed, redemption is what we seek as we turn the pages of our prayer book.  We look to see if we can discern the outline of our souls, as we strain to see past this moment and the year past and then into our lives in the year to come.  Redemption is forcefully brought to mind with these days’ questions with every note of the shofar.  “Tekiah!” (chanted) – “Am I living my life with meaning and purpose or am I too often asleep?”  “Shevarim!” (chanted) – “Will my footsteps matter to others when I am gone?”  “Teruah!” (chanted) – “Will the length of my life be highlighted by moments of healing, of loving, of caring, of repairing on behalf of those I love?”  Indeed the answers to these questions are the eulogy that we write with every day of our lives.  

Eulogies, I believe, are about redemption.  They’re about drawing together the most meaningful parts of our lives and shining a light on the redemptive results of our very being on earth.  Did it matter that we were here?  When we clergy sit with mourning families as they share and they cry, and sometimes even laugh over memories of a loved one who lived a long and meaningful life, its hard of course but its never really unfair.  

Redemption comes in waves as they remember and feel connected to the deceased because of all they that they feel so lucky that remains with them.  But the ones whose lives were difficult or painful or short lived or who made others’ lives difficult or painful - those are the eulogies that are crafted with so much more pain.  We become stuck with the piercing question, “Where is the redemption in this?”  “Where is the meaning, where is the purpose?”  “Where is God?”  

I had been close with my Uncle Steve as a kid but as things happen, we drifted farther and farther apart.  I judged my uncle for a long time, at least somewhat unfairly,

for having made what I thought were bad choices.  A lot of short sightedness seemed to have guided him for too long. And unfortunately, that was how I had come to see him.  

But then I listened to his wife, Joy, and his son, David, talk to me about a man whom I had forgotten.  The funny, really, really smart, larger than life man who believed with all his heart, soul and mind that he indeed did know everything about baseball, Hollywood and Berkeley in the 60’s.  And the frustrating part was that too often he was right.   

I watched David that cloudy November day in San Francisco, eulogize his father.  

His deftness, his wit, his depth touched my soul in a way that caused me to ache for my uncle.  To have time with him again, on the phone, in person.  David, my articulate, funny, engaging young cousin, was indeed his redemption.  Proof that even with my Uncle’s difficult circumstances, pain and premature death, he had lived a life of meaning and purpose.     

The funeral concluded with lots of words and lots of tears and lots of stories.  Family was drawn together for a reunion that we were all grateful for but sad about at the same time.  There was some closure.  Uncle Steve was finally at rest.  He had been hurting so long.  And now, he didn’t have to hurt or regret or suffer any longer.  But I was still left with regret and an emptiness that remains with me today.  Maybe it’ll always be there.  Maybe it’ll dissipate over time.  Or maybe redemption will come as I discern the impact he made on me.  Maybe I’ll seek to live differently because I knew him and because I loved him.  Maybe I’ll learn to avoid the pitfalls that I accused him of myself.  There is a proverb that teaches, “Memory is the secret to redemption.”  Perhaps because forgetting those who came before us, gives us a very imbalanced view of the world.  And keeps us from learning not to repeat their mistakes.  It’s the key to both discovering the impact the deceased made on us as well as the positive impact we can make on others as a result.  This notion of redemption is a very practical one, one that places much of the onus in our hands.  

But there are other more common notions that are a bit more superstitious and supernatural than I am willing to embrace.  A Christian understanding of redemption comes in the form of a personal Messiah.  Jesus is their redemption.  God in human form identified and sent for a second time by God to bring universal peace and well-being.  One traditional Jewish view of redemption is defined by the moment when the Jewish people unite in a purposeful and synchronized observance of the commandments.  At this point, tradition teaches that he will gather up all the Jews of the world, those alive today and those long dead and now resurrected, and we will find ourselves, all of us, doing the greatest Hora ever danced on the ground of the rebuilt Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  The Hora is my addition but you get the picture.  Now I can’t tell you that either of these is wrong.  I don’t know.  Maybe there is some broad, super natural plan that will tie all the loose ends of the world together.  That this world, like many of the religious views of the world suggest, is indeed an anteroom, a waiting area so to speak, before we get where we really are going.  I can’t tell you that’s not true.  But I can tell you that I believe that living with the idea in mind that what matters is what comes later, in the next life, is a strategy for life that I find ultimately un-redemptive.  And I’ve found, it requires a great deal of apology to keep intact.  

Every one of us can tell our own version of a tragedy that happened to someone who didn’t deserve it.  These stories gnaw at my soul.  They unravel me in ways that make me want to scream, to forever do away with the notion that just rewards are supposed to belong to the just.  Isn’t the tragedy enough?  No, we have to add insult to injury, in order to make sure that we feel completely let down by God as well.

Even the Torah isn’t immune to this.  We are told that Aaron’s sons, Nadav and Avihu, priests of the Mishkan, the Tabernacle, offer up eish zarah, strange fire, and God zaps them, literally, with divine retribution.  Now, say what you want about what strange fire means, but in no theology that makes sense to me, should two young boys new at their job be blasted by God’s divine power for messing up.  Take it from a former young boy who messed up a lot.  Immediately following their deaths, however, Moses approaches Aaron, and says, “This is what Adonai meant by saying, ‘through those near to Me I show myself holy.  And gain glory before all the people.’”  The text follows with two simple words, “vayidom Aharon, and Aaron was silent.”  Now I don’t believe that Aaron was silent out of agreement.  I believe Aaron was silent for the same reason Moses should have been.  The tragedy of the loss of his children could not possibly be redeemed in that moment, if ever.  As if the idea, that their deaths could enlighten the meaning of the words of Torah, could possibly offer consolation for the loss.   This is a theology that is both false and dangerous.

Redemption does not come from sweet poetic words, idealized visions of a world beyond this one, a picture of a kingly god who manages the lives of the residents of the world as if laid out on a spread sheet.  Of what good is it indeed if this too often affirmed theological orientation were true?  That God controls it all. That all bad things and all good things that happen to us, and those that happen to the ones we love, are simply the result of God playing a big board game of Life, with us as the play pieces?  None of our victories would then be worth the sacrifice.  And none of our tragedies would then be worth the grief.  I believe that in order for us to have lives of meaning, God must be a presence who is not in control, or at least not exerting that control. Even the greatest example of God acting on behalf of His people, the Exodus from Egypt, isn’t clear-cut.  What ultimately made the Israelites escaping from Egypt free?  It wasn’t Moses.  And it wasn’t the plagues.  It wasn’t the miracles and it wasn’t the signs and portents that God brings forth in unnatural ways.  I contend, it comes when once again Moses promises that God will save the Israelites as the Red Sea lapped at their feet on one side, and the attacking Egyptians threatened from the other.  God says to Moses, Ma titzok alai? Why are you crying out to Me?  Tell them.  Tell the Israelites, Va-yi-sa-u! “Go. Get up and go, cross that sea but do it of your own accord.  Haven’t I done enough?”  The redemptive moments of our lives vibrate into our souls from that very moment.  If we are to act in redemptive ways, we must hearken to God’s demand, Va-yi-sa-u!”  Get up and go and don’t wait for Me!”

The mark you make on the world is in your hands.  The redemption you bring to others is in your hands.  For the Israelites as they stand at that fateful moment in their lives, God doesn’t want to hear anymore about their inability to move forward because of their slavish minds.  No, right then, this is the moment of truth.  Either someone is going to lead, driven by the notion that it is time to write a new story or not.  God doesn’t want to hear anything else. And then, as the Midrash teaches, one of the Israelites, Nachshon ben Aminadav, starts walking into the water.  The tradition teaches us that his commitment to freedom is so profound that he keeps entering even as the water of the Red Sea fills his mouth.  He says aloud, “Who is like You, God of the Universe?  Who amongst all the gods that are worshipped?  Who loves freedom, so much so that you want us to write our own story?  Only the God of Israel.”  And with that proclamation, Nachshon writes that the waters would part.  Nachshon writes the story of the Exodus.  He says, not va-yi-sa-u, but Va-ni-sa-u!  Let us move forward, let us cross the sea.  It is time for us to act for ourselves.  Va-ni-sa-u!  Redemption at the sea comes at this moment when we choose to no longer wait for a miracle that may or may not come and that isn’t worth waiting for in any case.

Time and again, our tradition reminds us that God’s desire is that we learn to act, ourselves, in redemptive ways.  That with our own minds, our own hands, our own resources, we must redeem the world from pettiness and greed and grief and loss and loneliness and sickness.  This is the redemption that the memory of our people Israel, the memory of the members of our families, should inspire.  Our High Holy day liturgy, at first glance, belies its true intentions.  Tomorrow morning, we will read, “Who shall live and who shall die?  Why by fire and who by water?  Who by strangling and who by stoning?…..He musters and numbers and recounts and remembers.”  These words sting each and every year.  Do we indeed sit here praying to be written into the book of life and goodness, to change or affirm the decree that supposedly is beginning to be written right at this moment?  Does our liturgy truly mean that when Yom Kippur is concluded and the gates of repentance are closed, that our fate is sealed?  If that is true, then what indeed is the point of life?  Why indeed would God care for us at all if our actions do not change the course and meaning and impact of our lives?  The truth is, we don’t know what our fate may be.  We believe in the future.  We believe in possibility.  We believe in potential.  Despite the fact that we just don’t know how long we will have here, on this earth, together with the ones we love. And we will never know for sure.  So the prayer concludes, “u’teshuvah, u’tfillah, u’tzedakah, maavirin et roa ha-g’zeirah.”   “But repentance, prayer and charity lessen the severity of the decree.”  Not that these acts will change how long we live or how we will meet our end.  But that teshuvah, how we mend bridges with those we have hurt, t’fillah, how we build a spiritual relationship with God and our Jewish community, and tzedakah, how we share our blessings with those who are less fortunate than we are, these are the fundamental measures of how well we affect the decree of the meaning and purpose and impact of our lives.  The legacy that we create with our lives, drawing from the examples and lessons of others who came before us, looking at the world and understanding that we are the change we have been looking for, is indeed what redemption means in the most earthly of ways.  

And we are all so regularly drawn to stories of redemption.  They arrive in our Inboxes, friends relate them over the phone or at lunch, these little jewels of reminders for how one person can make a true and lasting impact on the world.  This one was sent to me this summer.  Its about a man named DJ Gregory.  DJ Gregory is just a simple, mostly unknown man who always loved golf.  Since his youngest days, living with Cerebral Palsey, DJ was obsessed with golf.  But despite his disability, the greatest of which, is a very challenging gait, DJ embraced this sport that requires a heck of a lot of walking.  He set himself a challenge a few years back – to walk the entire PGA tour.  Over the course of a year, this would mean that DJ would walk 1,000 miles, that’s 1 ½ million steps ... This is a feat that no journalist, no pro golfer, no caddy with a fully able gait, had ever performed.  

The article reads, “It's the game he loves; this journey wasn't for the recognition. 

He wanted to be involved with the game at the highest level, and we learned about a person functioning at their peak. Sometimes it wasn't pretty on the outside, but that inner glow melted even the toughest of pros.  Each pro said they were the lucky one's having D.J. follow them for a week. They gained a little bit of something, that something you can't put a finger on. D.J. brought that to the course every day, and it rubbed off on all of us.  None of us realized what he had accomplished until that final round at Disney. It was appropriate; miracles happen there and when he walked up the final hole with a smile and a few tears, I offered him a chair. He refused. D.J. had autographs to sign, friends to hug, and a gallery to inspire.”

This miracle happened because DJ Gregory set out to do what others said is impossible.  

He envisioned it.  He made it happen.  He is another Nachshon ben Aminadav, making his way across a sea that would normally have seemed impossible to cross.  His redemption comes in his story being retold, in his impact being enlarged, in his vision enlightening our hearts.  No divine plan.  No foretold fate coming to fruition.  Just a person who was willing to say, “I can do it even though the odds are against me.”  

And when I do, I will open the sea for so many others to imagine that they too can make their way as well.  That is redemption.  

I think I would like to create a new bumper sticker that says, “Who have you inspired today?”  Inspiration to reach farther than what we imagined was possible, to dare to step outside of ourselves for a moment, to deny the staid, old excuses that keep us from changing.  Sometimes, what we, and others need is a breath of fresh air, that only another can inspire from within our souls.  I think it is so a propos that in Hebrew, breathing and inspiring share the same root word.  They both are drawn from the same source.  Inspiration of others, drawing on the lessons, the gifts, the blessings bestowed by others who have touched our lives is integral to what it means to be a human being.  We can resuscitate those out of breath.  And this is really what tonight is about.  There are new worlds within each of you that are yet to be born.  They are there within each of us.  They contain within them all the potential energy they need.  And the spark can come from the redemptive power of memory.  Who touched you in your life?  Who helped you become who you are today?  Who said the thing or did the thing without which you wouldn’t have become the person you are today?  These are not gifts to relish and cherish unto your self.  These gifts only matter when they are then shared with others who now need you to be the spark they require.  There are people in your life who are waiting for you right now to say the word they need to hear.  And only you know what those words are.  

Redemption will come from the acts of kindness and generosity that you weave into the fabric of the lives of others.  Redemption will come in the drawing forth and offering to others of the life force that you carry that came from others who did this for you.  There is a spark of life that is built into each one of us. While for some, it is a raging fire of energy and confidence and skill, for others, it is a wavering, flicker of fire barely holding on to the tip of a match.  Who are those people in your life?  What are the gifts you have yet to share with them?  

I’m not asking who are the people who make it easy to give your gifts to.  I’m asking, who needs what you’ve got?  The puzzle piece that only you can provide.  Not for the sake of the kudos you might receive.  But for the sake of the spark of life in another that is yearning for the energy only you can provide.  There is a child in your family who needs to know you love her for who she is.  Reach out your hand to her soul.  

There is a friend in your life who needs you to listen to his sorrows without judgment.  Reach out your hand to his soul.

There is a parent in your life who is lonely who needs to know that you still need her.  Reach out your hand to her soul.

There is an uncle in your life whose phone doesn’t ring very often with a family member at the other end of the line.  Reach out your hand to his soul.  

This is your redemption that you can sow into the world for the sake of others.  These are the actions by which the meaning and purpose of your lives will be judged.  Redemption is what we do with our lives today.  It is what we give of our beings today.  It is what we give of our soul’s passion today.  Dig inside yourself and find that generous heart, that willing hand, that understanding ear and that empathic eye.  You are the miracle worker.  You are the one, not someone else, you are the one that he or she has been waiting for.  Don’t stand around and offer excuses, rationales or apologies.  What do you want your eulogy to sound like?  How do you wish to be judged and remembered and reflected upon once you are gone?  It is time to start writing.  The Book of Life awaits your signature.  Signed, sealed and delivered.  
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