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Story about what you want people to say at your funeral looking into the casket.

Embedded in every joke is a bit of truth which is what makes them funny.  Good comedians draw attention to the human condition, helping us laugh at ourselves, our foibles, our quirks.  So what is the truth this joke points to?  In spite of the fact that it is one of life’s inevitabilities, none of us want to die.  We cling to the illusion that death is something that happens to other people, but not to us.  

Why is that?  In his Pulitzer Prize winning work, The Denial of Death, Ernest Becker calls it “the vital lie”—our refusal to acknowledge our own mortality.  Becker argues that the fear or even terror of death is universal; that, in fact, we are hard-wired this way.  He writes, “Animals in order to survive have had to be protected by fear responses, in relation not only to other animals but to nature itself.  They had to see the real relationship of their limited powers to the dangerous world in which they were immersed.  No living being is free of the fear of death.”  Becker’s proof text for this claim is the appearance of the hero in all of world literature and story telling.  And who is the hero?  Whether we call him Odysseus, or Superman or CIA officer Evelyn Salt, the hero is the one who continually defies death.

Now once upon a time and not so very long ago, we created and accepted systems of belief that assured us of an afterlife helping us to ward off this fear.  Christianity went so far as to say that the next world is a “better place.”  Islam also imagined heaven as a world of great delights.  In those faith traditions that hold to the notion that this life is only one of many, to be reincarnated is not a positive occurrence.  Rather, it points to the fact that we have not completed our work, failed to reach full enlightenment.  While Judaism has always been a life-affirming tradition (after all, we are the only people who toast, L’chaim/To Life) still we have always held that the body’s death is not the end.  Over the centuries different notions may have predominated, with no one belief ever reaching the status of dogma; nevertheless, we, too have assured our adherents of spiritual immortality.  Though I am often asked, “We don’t believe in the afterlife, do we rabbi?”  The answer is, “Yes we do, and always have.”

So what happened?  With the advent of modernity, a new, rational, scientific, mechanistic, material view of the world began to take hold.  In such a system, this world is the only reality.  This life is all I have.  This is all there is.  All the utopian movements, all the “isms” of the 19th and 20th centuries aimed at improving ourselves and the world in which we live, stem from this new belief.   We can loosely categorize them as belief in the “perfectibility of man.”  Because of it, we must admit, much good has been accomplished in the realm of human freedom, dignity, and equality.  But, there has been a downside as well.  Hey, isn’t there always a downside?  

With the loss of assurance of a next world, the biological fear of death dominates the human psyche.  This fear of death evokes anxiety.  Anxiety makes us uncomfortable.  And so we repress the anxiety in a fruitless attempt to make the discomfort go away.  As a result, we have become a death denying generation.  As if all our attempts to defy the ageing process could stave off the inevitable.  Beside the often pathetic caricature this has created, a larger problem looms.  You see, my friends, if we do not embrace our mortality, we can never fully embrace life itself.  I want to repeat that.  If we do not embrace our mortality, we can never fully embrace life itself.  Becker put is this way.  “The irony of our condition is that the deepest need is to be free of the anxiety of death and annihilation; but it is life itself which awakens it and so we shrink from being fully alive.”  How ironic, indeed!  

But the more things change the more they stay the same.  We are not the first generation of people who thought that if we could just tackle death we would be really happy.  In Greek mythology, there is the story of Tithonus who was given the gift of never having to die.  He could choose one path for this century and then try another in the next.  Over time, he grew to hate his life because his choices had ceased to matter.  In the end, he petitioned the gods to become mortal so that whatever he chose might actually count for something.  The gods blessed him by granting his wish. [As retold by James Hollis in, What Matters Most.]  Tithonus achieved our presumptive goal—to never have to die, to stay young forever—and ultimately disdained the gift because life ceased to matter.

Why am I telling you all this, especially on a holy day?  Because Judaism wants us to embrace our mortality.  Yom Kippur itself can be understood as a kind of annual rehearsal for our own death.  Think about it.  On this day we let go of permitted pleasures like eating and drinking and sex; the liturgy we pray stresses our fragility; and we implore God to be inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life, even as we remember our deceased loved ones and the martyrs of our people in the Yizkor service. On this Day of Atonement, the tradition bids each of us (not just the clergy) to don the kittel, symbolic of the simple burial shroud, the tachrichim we are supposed to wear at the end of our days on earth.  It is a humbling and chastening thing to wear one’s own shroud once each year.  It helps us to become more reflective.  Hopefully, it also helps us value and live in the moment.  So profound our Jewish tradition!  

On Yom Kippur our very lives are said to be hanging in the balance and so we examine ourselves with honest scrutiny, we confess our failures and our wrongdoing, we attempt to be complete with each person in our lives.  Sound like a deathbed?  Exactly!  Like death, there is nothing to hide now.  Everything is known, revealed before God’s watchful eye.  Our contemporary resistance to these traditions—“what am I going to wear on the bimah? I can’t go a day without eating—I would suggest, has nothing to do with religion.  But it has everything to do with our fear of death. 

Let us be clear about this.  Judaism is a life-affirming tradition.  We have never celebrated nor made a cult of death.  Nevertheless, we are also anti-denial when it comes to our own mortality.  Over the millennia, we have created traditions and practices that help us navigate the end of life, neither making more nor less of death than it really is.  

We have kriah/the tearing of cloth to remind us that life will never be the same; shivah/seven days which remind us to take time to grieve our loss; we shovel earth into the grave, an act of loving kindness which helps us confront the reality that lies before our stricken eyes.  In these ways and more, our tradition wisely helps us to face our fear of death and embrace our mortality. 

I know this may be difficult for us sitting here today to realize but for most of human experience, as Doctor Ira Byock reminds us in a profound book entitled Dying Well, dying was seen as a natural process, embraced as part of living, while care of the dying was an integral part of the life of the family and the life of the community.  Most people were born at home and died at home.  Today, we have moved far from that, turning birth into a medical procedure while farming out the care of our elderly because on the one hand, they do not want to be a so-called burden to their loved ones and on the other we think we cannot handle it.  Too many of us react to ageing as if it were a disease to be treated, a curse to overcome.  Even our elders have bought into it. We hear them say, “Yuck, I look so old” or “This ageing is for the birds.”  I guess if all we see in ourselves is a physical body that is probably accurate. But we are more than that.  The truth is getting older is a blessing and each day of life is a gift from God for as our physical powers begin to wane, our capacity for wisdom and spiritual grandeur begin to soar, if we but nurture them.

The core of the problem is that we have come to see life as a linear experience, a straight line of ever-increasing productivity and accomplishments.  But it is not.  Life is a circle with the end of our days quite similar to our beginning.  Think about it.  Babies are dependent on others for all their care—feeding, moving, toileting.  They sleep a lot.  And have trouble being understood.  The people who surround them can be cooing one moment, and frustrated the next.  Babies don’t see or hear so well and have difficulty making out what others are saying to them.  They don’t know from one minute to the next what others expect.  Have I just described a toddler or an ageing parent?

Our society reinforces the belief that the loss of normal capacity and independence renders a person undignified, or even worse, useless.  The physical signs of disease or advanced age are considered personally degrading and the body’s decline, rather than being regarded as an inevitable human process, becomes a source of embarrassment.  This is so unfortunate, tragic.  It is a fact of the human condition that as we age and die we will lose some (if not all) of our independence and will need to be cared for.  Is this inherently undignified?  I think the answer lies in exploring our attitudes and assumptions about our individual worth.  You see, most of us have been raised as “human doings”, not human beings.  We think that unless we are doing, being productive we are merely taking up space.  But there is much more to life than that.  Getting older, slowing down, needing others to take care of us, even dying are not undignified; they are simply part of being human.  It is only our false expectations that get in the way of really living at each stage of life.

To be sure, ageing and dying are often messy and unpleasant, presenting us with some major challenges; yet at the same time they afford us limitless spiritual opportunities and have much to teach us.  When the human dimension of getting old and dying are nurtured, the transition from life can become as profound, intimate, and precious as the miracle of birth.  Even as we lay dying opportunities are presented to us to grow in ways that are important to us and our families.  Opportunities to express love, gratitude, and forgiveness; opportunities for growth and development; opportunities to be shalem/whole, complete with ourselves and with others; opportunities to heal old wounds.   Caring for a dying loved one is a powerful way to express love, devotion, and reverence.  And since we love to do for others. allowing a spouse, a sibling, or a grown child to care for us in our time of need becomes a final gift from us to them.  Besides, the physical acts of caring can help family members in their own grief.  

I would like to conclude with a moving memoir of Joan Borysenko, from her brilliant work, Guilt is the Teacher, Love is the Lesson.   It is a reminder that our desire for life should not lead us to deny or hasten death, for in denying death, we run from life. 

When the day of Sally’s death came, I was visiting her in the hospital.  I was scared because I’d never been with a dying person before and didn’t have any notion of what to expect.   Her parents had gone off to have lunch when I came, so I had about forty five minutes to sit alone with Sally.  To my great relief, she seemed comfortable as she drifted in and out of consciousness.  We just sat together in silence.  Then after a while I screwed up my courage and asked, “Where do you drift off to Sally? Your face looks so peaceful.”  She opened her eyes and turned to look at me.  Her eyes were full of love and wonder.

In a tiny, soft, and very amused voice she said, “Well, you may have trouble believing this, but I’ve been floating around, touring the hospital. I’ve just been to the cafeteria, watching my parents eat lunch.  Dad is having grilled cheese. Mom is eating tuna.  They are so sad they can barely eat.  I will have to tell them that my body may be dying, but I am certainly not. It’s more like I am being born—my consciousness is so free and peaceful.”  Sally faded out for a while and when she came back she told me, “It’s so beautiful Joan…”  And after squeezing my hand, she added, “Don’t be afraid to die.  Your soul doesn’t die at all.  You know?  It just goes home.  It just goes on from here.”   

The purpose of life is to recollect that our seemingly separate being is part of a Greater Spirit, the Source of Life, a part of Eternity, a part of God.  You and I, and everyone that ever lived, everyone who was ever a part of your life, and everyone who will ever be, are part of this Spirit.  Our task, it seems to me on this Yom Kippur day in the year 5772, is to embrace our mortality so that we may truly live.

G’mar chatimah tovah—no matter what life brings you, no matter what challenges you may face, may this be a good year for you and all the ones you love.

