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An elderly man had a brilliant daughter, who was building a successful
career in another city, some five hundred miles away. He was approaching
90, basically healthy but unable to travel. He and his daughter spoke on the
phone once a week, and during each conversation, he invariably touched on
the subject of when she would be coming to visit. And invariably, she told
him how much she loved him and wished to see him, but this was not a good
time; there was a project, there was a meeting. This went on for quite a
while. Finally, exasperated, the father called his daughter, not at their
regular time. “What’s the matter?” she asked. Why else would he be calling
in the middle of the week? “Nothing’s the matter,” he replied. “I just need
to ask you a question that has been bothering me.” “What is it?” “I’d like to
know if, when I die, you’re going to come to my funeral.” “What kind of a
question is that?!? What kind of daughter do you think I am? Of course I'm
going to come to your funeral.” “Well,” he said, “in that case, why don’t
you skip the funeral and instead come now? This visit would do me a lot
more good!”

I’1l do it tomorrow. I’ll get to it. There always seems to be plenty of
time ahead. And then we run out of tomorrows. Why do we make time in
our lives for some things and not for others? How would this daughter, who
truly believes that she is too busy, suddenly find the time to go to a funeral?
Because we know of course that she would go. Why is it true that no matter
how busy we are, we can make time for funerals, but find it hard to do that
for other, generally happier moments?

I have no doubt that there are many answers. Here’s what I think. I think
it might be because funerals are time bound events. They happen on a set
date at a specific time. We know that if we don’t go now, we will never
have that chance again. On the other hand, visits to friends and loved ones
can usually be planned. I don’t have to do it right now when things are so
busy. I’ll get to it when work slows down. I’ll go next month, or next year.
Unless the funeral happens first.



And actually, all time-bound events are not created equal. Leaving work
to take your child to the emergency room would certainly feel acceptable,
both to you and your boss; taking time in the middle of the day to see the
only performance of your child’s class play might not. No matter how busy
we are, no matter what meeting or presentation we have scheduled, we don’t
hesitate - of course I’'m taking her to emergency room. But something
wonderful and very important like the play? “Things are so busy, my
schedule is packed, maybe next time.”

I’ve heard it said that ““You make time for the things you want to make
time for.” I don’t think it’s nearly that simple. It might be true that we more
easily make time for things we enjoy doing. But each of our lives have
many important things that are more obligatory than fun, but we know they
need to be done, and we do fully intend to do them. If they are time-bound,
if we have a solid due date — the auto insurance needs to be renewed by... —
we likely will meet the deadline even if the activity - in this case paying a
bill — isn’t fun at all. The problem seems to be that many of the things that
are truly important are not clearly time bound, do not have and obvious due
date. And many of those things are connected to interpersonal relationships.
If my friend’s wedding is on the calendar, I’ll definitely show up. But many
fall into the other category: I need to call so and so when I get the chance. [
have to remember to answer my friend’s email soon. [ really should get
together with ... It’s been months since I visited...

And it’s not just true of visiting distant loved ones. It is also true of all
the things that we promise ourselves we’ll do, as soon as we have the time.
The things that really do feel important to us, but too often seem to get
pushed aside. I’m sure you each have your own list of things which are
important, but get pushed aside. We know we ought to prioritize them. We
promise ourselves, every time we hear a story like the one with which I
began tonight, that we will get to them. And we really mean it. It’s just that
it always feels like there’s no rush. And besides, life is just so busy right
now. I’ll getto it. There’s plenty of time. Except when there isn’t.

Rabbi Hillel Silverman suggested that one way we might think about
how we do and do not prioritize time is to compare it to the difference at
Passover between matzah and chametz.



Y ou know that the word chametz refers to food which is forbidden on
Passover for a variety of reasons, often relating to the ingredients. But it has
a narrower meaning when talking about matzah. It isn’t a question of the
ingredients, which are just flour and water. Instead, it’s a question of
preparation, and specifically, of time. When the dough is placed in the oven,
it must be removed within 18 minutes. If it takes longer than that to bake,
there is a chance that the dough will rise, and if it rises it will become
chametz — unusable on Passover. In other words, because we were just a
tiny bit late in removing it, the dough is now considered spoiled. Like that
dough, life, too, is spoiled by procrastination.

Our parents are getting older. We want to call or visit. We would like to
share thoughts with them before it is too late. We postpone and postpone
and then suddenly - chametz. They are gone. We’re too busy right now to
enjoy special time with our children or grandchildren. We promise
ourselves that soon we’ll do things, soon we’ll have those heart-to-heart
conversations with them. But life is always so busy and before we know it,
they have grown up and left home. Chametz again. You want to reconnect
or apologize or learn or exercise or whatever is on your own list: you have
every good intention, but you wait and wait. Chametz once more...

We know that there are words of forgiveness that should be spoken,
hatred that should be banished. There is love that should be shown and
kindness and charity to be practiced. There are books that should be read,
beauty that should be seen, music that should be heard, respect that should
be given. Our tradition tells us: “Do not say, I will study when I have the
leisure. You may not have the leisure.” (Avot 2:4)

I do have to say that for a while after Covid, things seemed to have gotten
a little better. It was as though a reset button had been pressed. The
experience of quarantine and isolation gave many folks a changed
perspective on what is important and how they should prioritize their time.
People changed careers, many adjusted their priorities. I’m sure that those
changes have stuck for some, but it seems to many that our lives are slowly
moving closer to pre-pandemic expectations. In many ways, that is a shame.

I was taught that rabbis often choose sermon topics based on the sermon
that they need to hear at that moment in their lives. And hopefully the
sermon rings true for the congregation as well. I have long been a world-
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class procrastinator, and much of what I’ve said tonight rings very true for
me. So I found it surprising - in a good way — that during the 11 months that
my mother was living in the Bristal in White Plains I was actually able to
push past much of the procrastination. I saw her frequently. I didn’t say to
myself — I rarely said to myself — it’s late, I’ll stop by to see her tomorrow.
Now it was certainly easier to get there regularly because she was local, but
as those of you who have had family members with dementia know, the
visits themselves can be difficult, which can make them all too easy to put
off.

[ am not telling you this to pat myself on the back. I'm telling you this
because there have been too many moments in my life and my work which
turned to chametz due to my procrastination. I want you to know that when
my mom died, I was comforted by the knowledge that I had not put things
off, and that has made a very big difference in my grieving. Perhaps hearing
this will help someone else overcome their inertia. For me, I hope I have the
ability to apply that lesson to the rest of my life.

One more story tonight, which I once told at a yizkor service.

This story happened many years ago, well before cell phones and constant,
instantaneous contact, when something known as “long-distance calls” were
charged by the minute. They often ended up costing the caller quite a bit, and
made the phone company a lot of money. As this particular story goes, the
people who ran the telephone company in Alabama had an idea for increasing
revenue. They went to Bear Bryant, who was the legendary football coach at
the University of Alabama, and therefore a revered figure throughout the state.

The phone company offered him ten thousand dollars to do a television
commercial in which all he had to do was speak three words. He had to look
into the camera and growl, in his fiercest football coach way, “Call your
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mama!” The phone company was sure that Alabama was full of young men
eager to do anything Bear Bryant asked of them, and that as soon as they saw
the commercial, they would all run out and start making long-distance calls.

Coach Bryant agreed to the offer, but on the day of the shoot, something
unexpected happened. Everything was set up. The lights were in place, the
cameras were rolling, but when the red light went on, he didn’t growl. Instead,
his eyes welled up with tears and this intimidating football coach said in a

choking voice, “Call your mama - I wish I could call mine.”
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We know the truth of the cliché, “no one says on their deathbed, ‘I wish
I’d spent more time at the office’.” We know that tomorrow is not
guaranteed to us. We know that going for a visit now is better than
attending a funeral later. We know how easy it is for procrastination to turn
plans into chametz. In this new year, may we find both will and the strength
to take the things we say are important and transform them from words into
actions. And may we never find ourselves crying out, “If only there had

been more time.”



