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Holding Hands

Is there any greater evidence of God’s love for us than the human hand?  We could have been created with quivering antennas, or squirming tentacles, or even cold interlocking cogs at the ends of our arms. But instead we have these incredible receptacles of sensitivity which we use to reach and grasp, pulling ourselves along the monkey bars of life. Each of us begins as a helpless infant flailing our fists in the air till a finger descends and we latch on, instinctively wrapping our tiny crinkled fingers around it. We don’t know why, it just feels right to be connected to another human being tin his way.  
As trusting toddlers we take the large hand that envelops our small pudgy one. Though our sticky fingers are too short to wrap around its width, we settle for curling them into the warm palm pocket secure of our place in the world.  Later still, the soft baby fat gone, the tugging hand of a wild child is held firmly, threatening to break free.  Our parent’s hand knows that soon it will not be their hand we cling to. Then comes the first brush of teen fingers awkwardly interlacing, bony knuckles and clammy palms meet ragged cuticles, and sparkly nail polish. 
New hands, new holds, till one day you find one that you don’t let go of, and the fit feels right and grows comfortable. That is the hand you reach for across the table, and under the table, and in the dark of night. It leaves its imprint on you, and your  two hands become one whole and form new little hands which grow from spider monkey fingers to puppy dog paws, to wiggly rabbits, and finally restless pigeons that can be contained no longer and fly away.

But the hand is a homing pigeon. And the day comes when it returns, almost unrecognizable, as a cool, gentle hand brushing the white wisps of hair from your forehead, and fusing with your sheets, handing you your pills, and a little paper cup half filled with water so you don’t spill it.  Lying in bed, you stretch out your trembling hand with skin like translucent silk as her hand slips behind your head lifting you just high enough to take a sip and a swallow. Laying you back down, she sits on the edge of the bed and takes your frail hand in her steady one. You look up into her eyes and see your own eyes smiling back. You could stay like this forever. With your hand in hers, the doctors are not so scary, the pain is not so bad, and the fear is not so great. With your hand in hers the world is safe and you are not alone. Just like long ago.   

Over the last few years, but especially this last year, so many in our congregation have felt this transformation of hands as our parents age, as our friends become ill, as we confront our own mortality. Some were fortunate enough to have held the hand of a loved one towards the end of their journey. What did you learn from that touch?  Hold on to that wisdom of the hand for it is a prized legacy they have left you.

Such an intimate act, this holding of hands.  But every so often, we have occasion to take the hand of a stranger. Sometimes we have to stand in a circle and hold hands, like in a dance class or a prayer meeting. When this happens you find that the stranger is now connected to you in a different way.  You learn something about that person you didn’t know before- how strong she is, how shy he feels. In that fleeting moment, the stranger becomes more familiar with this insight that has now touched your soul.
On Kol Nidre we take the hand of a stranger. Tonight we hold hands with Death.  This evening we reach across the veil, the thin floating veil that separates the living from the dead. We sit on the edge of the river of life, and dangle our fingers along its dark, smooth surface. By the light of the pale moon the white, bony fingers rise from the depths and with surprising strength take hold of ours.  Come down to the river bank and sit awhile like this.  Let us settle into Death’s chilling grip and wait, to learn through touch, like we did as infants, like we did as teenagers. Holding hands like this, we look into the dark water and our own face is reflected back. 

On Yom Kippur, we get closer to death. It is a dress rehearsal of our own last act.  We neither eat nor drink, not for us the intimacies of flesh, for this is the day we get intimate with Death. We learn the strange inverse relationship between the nearness of death and the preciousness of life, or at least our ability to perceive how precious life really is.  We learn that we don’t really get to choose life or death, we only get to choose how we feel about life or death.  
Holding hands like this, we can honestly share these feelings. You might say, “I am angry at death,” “ I am afraid of death,” “ I am sad about death.”  

Death will then slowly reveal some of its truth to you too.  Through its profound void, Death poses questions by its mere absence of words.  “Why not swim down to the depths with me tonight?  What is so important for you to do up here? Why do you cling so desperately to the bank of the river?”

Like this you can talk through the night and all the next day, till the sunsets tomorrow and the gates of heaven close shut at Neilah. If you don’t push Death away as we are so accustomed to doing, but dare to take this stranger’s hand on this one day, surprising truths will be revealed to you, a knowing that transcends words. And if not, then not. But regardless, one day death will be back to claim your hand forever, till then we have our annual date on Yom Kippur, to sit as the leaves begin to turn, just holding hands for awhile.  

Personally, I have been holding hands with death these last few months.  Over Shavuot, the time of Confirmation, when the Torah was revealed to the Jewish people, it was revealed to me that my sister has brain cancer, a type that is not cureable. She is going to die and she is 49.  This is the truth that was revealed to me top of Mt Sinai, this time around.  

Her diagnosis left me thinking about inmates sitting on death row.  Far from family and friends, I wondered if these prisoners experience any lessons from their imminent demise.  Or if when death is framed as a punishment administered by human hands, is it stripped of any spiritual message? Do people on death row have epiphanies?  Or are they like bored passengers waiting for a train that is delayed but sure to come, picking up random people heading in the same direction, remaining strangers even while on the same train, going in the same direction.  Does the closeness of death give them any further insight into their fellow travelers or themselves?

I don’t know, but this is what holding hands with Death has taught me.  I have gained an incredible awareness of the injustice and suffering in the world.  Not just the intended cruelty, but there is so much suffering that is unintentional and inexplicable. I see this in the news articles and in pictures from around the world. I hear it in the stories and tears my congregants bring me each week. I detect it in the eyes of those who have no words to share but whose bodies radiate their grief.  I witness this in my own sister’s life. This universal ache is so palpable it is almost unbearable. And when I think I cannot stand it for another moment, a great sigh of compassion escapes from my lips. 

I am flooded with tenderness for the truth of it all. The angst and the pain that accompany every stage of life, the misery of youth, and the misery of old age, the anger of not having a job and the anger of having to work all the time, the struggle of being alone, and the struggle of being in a relationship, the problems that come with children and the problems of not having any, the joy of a healthy body and the realization that it is only fleeting, and always our own vulnerabilities to our emotions and surroundings.  Our pathetic attempts to control our lives and our sinking fear that we cannot.  The often meaningless ways that we spend life,  all the things we did which we shouldn’t have done and all the things we did not do, which we should have.  I’ve come to realize that all these failures are true for everyone. 

Yet in spite of all this suffering, people persist in reaching for the next rung on the monkey bars. Every day a tiny crinkled finger reaches out for someone to hold on to, everyday a withered hand gropes in the twilight searching for the same. 
The more I become aware of all this suffering and perseverance, the greater my compassion grows until I see the truth - the compassion is greater than the suffering;  it is greater than death itself. Then Yom Kippur arrives, the Day of Atonement. In Judaism there are two things that atone for our lives- Yom Kippur and death.  

Yom Kippur,  from the Hebrew word kapar, meaning to cover, Yom Kippur, a day of covering. With what shall we cover our lives? On Yom Kippur we realize that we cannot undo any of the pain that we have brought into the world, either through our intentional acts or through our total oblivion. Even if we acknowledge all this, and ask for forgiveness, we cannot erase what has been done nor its consequences.   We can only cover this painful layer of reality with a greater layer of compassion.

All the dead wood and the careless droppings of our life, mix with the fallen leaves, and refuse of humanity, and the broken promises and botched attempts, they all fall to the ground, which is where we will soon enough be joining them.  And there our collective stuff becomes one big layer of decomposition, already nourishing the next sprouts of life. From all humanity drops of blood, drops of sweat and drops of tears fall steadily watering these tender buds of life. Each little shoot rising upwards for a short while, then sinking back into the ground, only to start the upward reach again. 
We, you and I, everyone in this room, everyone not in this room, is part of that cycle. The length of time that each of us has to reach upwards toward the light is so short, don’t waste it. This is the wisdom I have gained by holding hands with Death.   

So on Kol Nidre we take Death’s hand, not to be pulled into the dark water, but to remind ourselves, that is where we are going, that is where we are all going, so what are we doing with this precious short time on top?    


Gently we pry our hand from Death’s cold grip.  Not tonight, we chide, we remind Death that we were just holding hands, there will be time enough for our long embrace.  We reach out and clutch a soft blanket to spread over a loved one, over a sleeping child, over an elderly parent, over a naked lover, over our own cold shoulder, over all humankind and like this covered in compassion we shall rest in peace tonight. 

THE END 
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