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SH’MA KOLEINU

On the first Friday of every month, we offer a birthday blessing to anyone who
was born in that particular month. Each month I say that in addition to celebrating
with family and friends, birthdays are a very good time to think about the year that
has passed and to make plans for the year to come, just as we also do at the High
Holydays. Your birthday is your personal Rosh Hashanah.

This past summer I turned 59 which of course means that, on my next birthday I
will be 60. When Jews hear how old someone is we respond by saying, “ad meah
v’esrim – to one hundred and twenty.”  In Yiddish, “bin a hunert un tzvantsik.”  By
this we mean that, at whatever age you are, we hope you have a very long life.
From whence comes the number 120? This is how long Moses lived, and tradition
holds this up as the ideal lifespan. Knowing what can happen to us as we age, you
might not think wishing this longevity on someone is much of a blessing. But the
Torah says that even at 120, “Moses’ eyes were undimmed and his vigor
unabated.” If you can promise me that, I’ll sign up for 120 right now.

If we use Moses’ lifespan as a guide, then when I hit 60, I will have officially
reached middle age.  All this really means is that one is literally at the mid-point;
there is as much life ahead of you as there is behind you. My personal hope is that
I’ve learned enough from the first 60 years to do the second half even better. But
people tell me that this is more than just a number, that things really do change at
midlife. If that’s the case, then one thing I am really looking forward to is finding
out what my midlife crisis will be. Maybe you’ll come here next year and see a red
sports car in my parking spot!

Midlife crises occur because our sense of mortality finally kicks in. In our teens
and 20s and 30s the future feels spread out in front of us beyond the horizon. There
is time enough for everything.  The story is told that Satan and some of his minions
were discussing how they could stop people from atoning for their sins. There were
lots of suggestions. Finally, Satan says, “I know what to do. We’ll just tell people
not to worry because there’s plenty of time.” Midlife is the point at which we
realize that while there still may be plenty of time, it doesn’t go on forever.

Some people use this realization as a spur to create a bucket list, made up of all
the things you want to do before you “kick the bucket.” I suppose it’s a good idea
to have a plan for the next chapter of your life or even just a list of things you want
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to do. The trick is to not make it overwhelming. My colleague, Rabbi Mitch
Wohlberg, says that when he turned 60, someone gave him a copy of the book
“The 1000 Places You Must See before You Die.” He checked the table of
contents and was at first pretty impressed that he had been to nearly 100 of those
places. Then he quickly went from being impressed to being depressed because he
realized there was no way he would have time to see the other 900! This feeling is
now known by the acronym FOMO - fear of missing out.  Rather than allowing
what we have already accomplished to make us feel good, we instead allow all of
the things we haven’t yet done to upset us. This is a recipe for unhappiness. So, at
whatever age you are, go ahead and make a list. Just don’t let it depress you.

Actually, though FOMO and the dawning realization that time is finite may
trigger mid-life crises, it is not the biggest fear of older people.  Their most
common fear of is the one we express in a prayer the Cantor chants four times
during the High Holydays – the Sh’ma Koleinu – “hear our voice.” Sh’ma Koleinu
asks God to renew our days, and to allow us to return. The particular line that
captures our fear and moves some of us to tears is this one, from the Psalms: “Al
tashlicheinu l’eit ziknah, - Do not cast us away when we are old, as our strength
diminishes do not abandon us!”  This is what we really fear as we age.  That we
will be cast aside, abandoned, forgotten. Perhaps not by God, but by our family
and by our community.

“Our ancestors understood this. They took the plea not to be abandoned in their
final years quite literally. Worse than death, they feared an old age in which they
were robbed of well-being and dignity. They had nightmares not of dying, but of
dying alone. An old Yiddish aphorism asks, why can one parent could support ten
children while ten children have difficulty supporting one parent?” Michael Gold]

My parents are 25 years older than I am, so, since we’re all going to live ad
meah v’esrim, to 120, I figure I’ve got another 35 years to be a good and attentive
son. I do not want them to have to ever say to me “al tashlicheinu – don’t forget
about us.” And, selfishly, this also gives me an opportunity to continue to model
for my own kids how I want them to treat me when I reach that age.  We all know
the saying, “Your kids are the ones who will choose your nursing home.” Long
before there were nursing homes, our ancestors noticed that the parent-child
relationship was often one-directional.  They wondered why, and they decided that
it all went back to the beginning.
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The kabbalists say that all of our human emotions derive from Adam and Eve.
Adam and Eve were created as fully formed adults, so they had no childhood,
which means they had no idea how a child was supposed to behave toward a
parent. They did however have children. This, said the mystics, is why Adam and
Eve could transmit to future generations the love of a parent for a child, but they
could not transmit to future generations the love of children for their parents. That
is the reason that the Torah never says that parents must love their children; it’s
natural and instinctive.  On the other hand, children’s love of parents has to be
taught and encouraged and cultivated which is why there is a commandment to
honor your father and your mother.

As children we learn how to handle relationships by watching our parents.
Children who are treated well tend to treat their own children well. And it seems
that children who see their parents treating bubbe and zeide well will do the same
when their own parents are older.

The story is told of a successful rancher who began to feel his age. He called his
only son to him and said, “Son, as I get older I am finding it difficult to run my
business. You and your wife are young and energetic. Here is what I’d like to do. I
will give you the entire business, all my cattle and sheep, and you and she will take
care of them. You won’t have to wait until I die to achieve prosperity.”

The son kissed his father, thanked him for his kindness, and he and his wife
promised to take care of him. They gave him a fine room in what was now their
house and a servant to take care of his needs.

The business prospered. When a son was born to them the old man was full of
joy. The parents thought of nothing but the son’s future, and how to ensure that he
would have enough money set aside for him when he grew up. Thinking this way,
they began to grow selfish.

Little by little they denied the old man more and more. First they took away the
old man’s attendant. They began to have many important guests whom they needed
to welcome, so they took away the old man’s fine room, and moved him to the
attic. They had dinner parties and suddenly they were embarrassed to have the
doddering father who spilled his soup join them at their fine table. So they moved
him into the stable. This is where he spent his days and ate his meals, sleeping at
night on a pile of rags in the corner. He was by now nearly forgotten by everyone,
and neglected by all.  Well, by almost all.
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The one person who did remember him was his grandson, now five years old.
He would go each day to visit his grandfather. He did this quietly, for his parents
did not like him going into the stable in his fine clothes.

One day the boy’s father saw his son outside playing a strange game using two
large heaps of blankets. Though he was in a hurry he went over for a few minutes
to see what the boy was doing.

“What are you playing there?” he asked.
“I’m playing ‘Father and son’,” said the boy, not looking up from busily

arranging the two piles of blankets.
“What kind of game is that?”
“Well, I take a pile of blankets from the house and place them in this heap. And

I take rags and rubbish out of the cellar, and out of the kitchen, and out of the
stable, and I put them in this pile.”

“And why do you call this game ‘Father and Son’?”
“Well, you’re the father and I am the son,” said the boy, “and I am saving these

rags for you when you get old like grandfather and live in the stable, and these rich
and expensive blankets I shall keep for myself so that I can always be warm and
happy.”

We reap what we sow. Al tashlicheinu – do not forsake us. May we not forget
our older relatives, and may we not be forgotten as we age.

There’s something else I’ve been thinking about as I get close to 60.  I’ve been
thinking about being physically fit enough to continue to do the things I want to
do.  I don’t want my body to forsake me.  So I’ve started working out at the JCC.
Judging by how many of you I see there at 7:00 in the morning, you are thinking
the same thing.  I definitely feel better than I did a year ago.  But no matter what I
do, there’s the likelihood that at some point, I won’t be quite as spry as I am now,
so my environment will need to accommodate my changing needs. I will need to
say to my community, al tashlicheinu – do not forget me as my strength
diminishes.

The renovation of this building has not been about beauty, though that has been
a wonderful by-product.  The renovation of our building has been about treating all
members of our community with the dignity and honor due to them as human
beings. It has been a long process.
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The congregation’s first building, built over 100 years ago, was down on Valley
Street. The interior was a clone of an Eastern European shtibl. Men were
downstairs, women upstairs.  It was sexist, true.  It was also unfair in another way.
If you were a physically challenged man, there was really no impediment to you
coming in the building to pray.  If you were a woman who could no longer climb
stairs, you were out of luck.

When the Hebrew Congregation of Tarrytown and North Tarrytown moved to
this brand new building in the 1950’s and became Temple Beth Abraham, it was
still sexist and it was still not accessible.  It took a number of years to fix the
former, and we’re not quite finished with the latter.

It took a while, even in the Reform sanctuary, for women to be allowed to do
everything that men were. We did not have our first female president until
.Today, we take it for granted that in this congregation all genders are equal, that
anyone may have an aliyah to the Torah.

It has also taken a while – 64 years so far since this building was opened – to
achieve physical accessibility. About forty years ago we put in the ramp at the
front entrance. That meant you could finally get into the building in a wheelchair,
or using a walker.  About twenty years later we remodeled the restrooms, widening
the doorways and adding handicapped-accessible stalls.  Now if you were in a
wheelchair, you could get into the building and also go to the bathroom. (those
twenty years must have been a long wait…).  You could get in and you could use
the bathroom, but you still couldn’t get to a Torah. Six years ago, we completely
redesigned the Reform sanctuary.  We lowered what had been a very high bima.
We finally installed a ramp.  We bought a Torah table that lowers to wheel chair
height.  For the first time not only in this building, but since this the congregation
was founded in 1899 a physically challenged person could be called to the Torah.

What we forgot is that there is more to accessibility than wheelchair access.
We forgot about walking up that hill.  We didn’t realize that dozens of older
members had stopped coming to the building, stopped attending services or classes
or brunches because they were, thankfully, too healthy for a wheelchair, but no
longer strong enough to walk up that hill.  “Al tashlicheinu – do not cast us away in
our old age.”  That is essentially what we were doing, unwittingly, to so many of
our seniors.  This is the reason we have raised several million dollars and, by next
High Holydays expect to have our new entrance, with an elevator.  When that
happens, finally, after 120 years, we will be able to say that Temple Beth Abraham
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is almost fully accessible. Almost. The one exception remains the Conservative
chapel.

[For those who have never gone in, you enter on the upper level, and then go
down 5 (?) steps to the chapel itself.] Three weeks ago on a Saturday morning a
gentleman came here from the Atria in Ardsley.  He knew every one of the prayers
and participated fully in the service.  We offered him an aliyah, but he couldn’t get
down the stairs. He was far from the first to have this problem, but perhaps
because I’d been working on this sermon, it struck me much more forcefully this
time.  I watched him turn down the aliyah, and I thought about this prayer, the
Shema Koleinu, and about that line, “al tashlicheinu” do not forsake us. I thought
about turning 60 and then I thought about all the congregants I have seen go from
their early 60’s when I arrived here to their mid-80’s and who now use canes and
walkers. They will soon be able to come into the building, ride up the elevator,
stop at the bathroom and come to pray. But they will not be able to have an aliyah
in the chapel.

As you heard last week, through your participation and some extraordinary
generosity we have now raised enough to do the scope of the renovation work as
originally envisioned. Though it was not part of the original plan, our architect has
all along suggested a solution to the problem of the chapel, by moving it to a new
room to be built directly over the new administrative offices, and then turning the
current chapel into a youth lounge, or classrooms or a general purpose room.  By
doing it as part of the current work, rather than waiting, we would save a lot of
money, and we would gain new program space, and most important of all, TBA
would be 100% accessible.

I feel so deeply about that last piece that I am about to do something that I have
never done in a sermon and do not plan to ever do again. To extend the scope of
the project in this way, we need $400,000 more.  One family has already promised
to give $25,000 for every $100,000 we raise. If you share my dream and believe in
this project, and if you have the capacity beyond your annual contribution, I am
asking you to help. Let’s finally get it done.

Al tashlicheinu. We do not want our family to forget us. Al tashlicheinu. We do
not want our physical frailties to keep us from our community.  And there is one
more thing.

As I approach 60, I think about the incredible amount of stuff that I have
learned over the years simply by having lived.  Things about Judaism to be
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sure, but so many other things as well.  The same is true of all of us as we
reach a certain age. And we want to share what we know. Once folks reaching
this point in life would have been called Elders – capital “E” - and their
knowledge and life experience would have been valued and actively sought
out. Al tashlicheinu. Don’t discard my knowledge.  Don’t assume that as I age,
the things I know are no longer relevant or important.  In a society that
worships youth, the synagogue should be a place that teaches and models what
a treasure it is that we have Elders to turn to. 25% of our congregation is over
the age of 65.  We are a multi-generational community.  Think what it would
be like if we could integrate the generations.  Think how attractive it would be
to young families to have an organized way to tap into the storehouse of
knowledge and caring that are our Elders.  Think how wonderful it would be
for our Elders to have a way to share their life experience and their love.  I
don’t yet know how to do it, but I’d like us to start thinking about it in a more
structured way. If you’re interested, let me know.

I’m not particularly concerned about turning 60. It’s a number. It was
baseball great Satchell Paige who asked, “How old would you be if you didn’t
know how old you really are?” I’m not worried. I am however thinking a little
bit more about what our ancestors feared when they composed Sh’ma Koleinu,
the fear of being made irrelevant simply by reaching a certain age.  And I’m
imagining how we can be a synagogue that allays those fears, and how much
spiritually richer our community could be if we got it right.

Ad meah v’esrim – to 120.  May all the years of our lives be filled with
continued learning and teaching, may we have health of body and soundness of
mind, and may we be surrounded by caring and love. Amen


