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Finding Healing in a Broken World
It is my last night in the hospital.  I’m awoken at two-thirty in the morning with a page.  The voice on the other speaks of a pediatric death in the Emergency Room, “Chaplain, come quick.   The mother is here as well, we haven’t told her yet.”
 
I dress as quickly as I can and walk the long corridors down to the ER.  There I am immediately confronted by a Medical Resident who tells me about the situation.  The mom and 5-year-old were struck by a cab. It was a hit and run.  They tried to save the little boy, but were unsuccessful.  The mother has a concussion, but is otherwise all right.  She has been asking for her son.  We are just waiting for other family to arrive.  They are on their way.

“Thank you for being here,” she looks at me.


I take a deep breath and wait.  The family comes in separate cars, first the boy’s father, then his sister, and brother.  Every half-hour, or so, another group arrives, speeding, crying, lost.  They have all heard the information differently; word spreads quickly in the city.  I sit with each group as they come.  The Olympic men’s basketball final is on in the background; security guards are gathered by one of the television sets watching intensely.  It is the middle of the night, yet outside of ER it feels strangely like day time.  Small children comfort one another, tears running down their cheeks.  


The father wants to wait until his pastor arrives before telling his girlfriend.  He thinks she will not be able to handle the news without the pastor’s support.  I know that she will learn about what happened anyway, better sooner than later.  The patient’s mom arrives and tells her daughter directly, against the advice of the boyfriend.  The pastor arrives as well.  They all go in to see the little boy, tiny fragile, broken.  Both grandmothers stand beside him, crying and praying.  I imagine myself in their shoes.  How awful to lose a little boy like this.  On the one side, he is the only grandson.  On the other, he is one of many.


Afterward, the attending doctor comes over to me.  He begins to speak and I can see he is still processing the night’s events.  
“I just don’t understand,” he says.  
He tells me about the mother, the son, the cab driver, all changed in an instant.  “This stays with you your whole life.”  
It turns out that his wife had had a still birth some ten years ago.  The rabbi had refused to have a funeral.  The hurt is strong, like it happened yesterday.  One minute on an ordinary August night.  One minute that everyone wished they could just have back.






**************

On Yom Kippur the Torah reading begins:  “The Lord spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they drew too close to the presence of the Lord.”  


This is the frame for the description of the ceremony of the scapegoat, the ritual cleansing on Yom Kippur that involves one goat being sacrificed and the other being sent into the wilderness of Azazel.  Here is Aaron as High Priest officiating at their High Holiday ceremony.  Here is Aaron the father, mourning the loss of his two sons.

The story of his sons, Nadav and Abihu, occurs several chapters earlier in Leviticus.  An ordinary day, Aaron had just completed the sin offering.  His sons bring a fire pan forward.  It was an “Eish Zar” a foreign fire, and the Torah reads: “fire came forth from the Lord and consumed them;” an ordinary day, not so ordinary any more.



*********************************

As a chaplaincy resident in the Intense of Care unit of Albert Einstein Hospital, I saw many lives broken in an instant.  
· A 60-year-old man, semi-retired, fell while pruning his tree at home.  Both his wife and his son rush to him immediately, but the damage has already been done.  
· An 18-year-old girl, the summer before she starts college, sneaks out of the house to be with friends.  At 3:30 in the morning her parents get a call.  Their daughter is in the emergency room, she has fallen from a two-story house.  “No, that can’t be,” they both say, “she’s at home asleep.  I just said goodnight to her a few hours ago.”    
· A young-man celebrating with family and friends on New Year’s Eve.  The cops are alerted to an incident, they begin shooting through the door.  The young-man, in his early twenties, is struck in the head.  He survives several days, but the bleeding is too much for him, he succumbs to his injuries. 
·  A police officer on an ordinary stop at Dunking Donuts.  A robbery is taking place.  Before he has a chance to react, the gun-man has shot him in the head.  He was a year away from retirement.

All of these and more are just normal days in the ICU.  I could always tell when something had happened.  The waiting room would be filled.  A confused family would be consoling each other, trying to make sense of what had happened.  How had their lives changed so dramatically, so quickly?  In this age of incredible miracles and medical inventions, we are able to keep alive so many people with serious injuries, sometimes even bringing them back to full health.  I personally witnessed such a recovery.  A young-man, first year of college, struck on Christmas day by an SUV head-on.  He had wandered, tipsy, into the street.  Five months later, he laughed and joked with me on a return visit to the hospital.  The young lady who had fallen from the roof, had recovered to talking before I left Philadelphia.



*************************************

One of the most powerful lines in the Torah occurs after the death of Nadab and Abihu.  Two words, “Vayidom Aharon,” “And Aaron was silent.”


Moses gathers together the remaining family and tells them, “Do not bare your heads and do not rend your clothes, lest you die and anger strike the whole community. But your kinsmen, all the house of Israel, shall bewail the burning that the Lord has wrought.”


How do you react when tragedy has befallen?  Some scream and pound, they throw chairs and curse the world.  Some continue as if nothing has happened at all.  They are in shock, they cannot respond.  
In my chaplaincy training, I learned always look for the silent ones, the ones who cannot or do not know how to respond.  Seek them out.  Encourage them to mourn, to feel.  As the Kutzker rabbi once said, “Nothing is as whole as a broken heart, and the scream of silence.”



**********************************


My second week in Buffalo, I was invited to a luncheon with the Superintendent of Schools, Dr. James Williams.  He wanted to meet with local clergy and the regular meeting was on Shabbat.  They arranged for a separate meeting with the rabbis.  There was a Baptist pastor present there that day.  He was trying to build interfaith coalitions to heal Buffalo.  “You know, rabbi,” he told me.  “I buried my sister last week.  It was a normal death.  Tomorrow, I will bury another sister who was murdered this week.  I will be officiating at the funeral.”


I took a second to see if I had heard right.  “Did you say that both of your sisters died in the space of a week?”


“Yes,” he said.


“Why are you here at this meeting?”


“I just got to keep going, keep going,” he told me.


I was so touched by his story that I went to the funeral the next day.  The room was filled with people when I arrived.  A tenor in a nice suit sang a soulful melody.  I had never been to a Baptist funeral before.  I asked my Baptist colleague in Philadelphia how to dress.  He said dress to the nines, in dark colors.  I came in a dark suit.  The room was filled people in colorful suits and dresses.  They stood and danced as the tenor sang.  The message was about hope.  Even in moments of darkness we have places to turn.


A chaplain spoke.  He had been on duty the night she was shot.  A large African-American man, he asked everyone who had been affected by gun violence to raise their hands.  The entire community had their hands up.  “We need to do something about it,” he shouted.  “We need to take back our city.”


At the end of the ceremony, the pastor spoke.  In a speech that was evocative of Martin Luther King Jr. and other black preachers, he repeated the phrase “I am caught in between.”  “Should I lash out in anger at the people who did this, or should I be forgiving? Should I mourn or should I stand up?”


“The most powerful thing we can do,” he said, “is to forgive our enemies.  If we can forgive those that have done this to us, we can heal our world.”


Afterward, I spoke to the pastor and asked how he was.  “I’ve just got to keep going,” he said.


One of the things that stood out in the church was sign behind the podium, “let all the earth keep silent before him.”  This is a verse from the Habakhuk, one of the minor prophets, who attests in a vision about the power of God and the fear and awe God inspires.  Yet, here, in the background of this pastor’s grief it held a different meaning for me.  This pastor, like Aaron thousands of years before him, was kept silent by his duty.  His responsibility to his community and family, outweighed his own mourning needs.  As he said, “I’ve got to keep going.” 




************************************


I’m reminded of the refrain of a song by Johnny Rivers that one of my colleagues at the hospital was fond of quoting: “Tunesmith, tunesmith Sing me a song. Give me your laughter Give me your tears. Tunesmith, tunesmith Sing me a song. But who sings a song for the tunesmith? Who sings a song for the tunesmith?”

Indeed, how do we take care of others, and also take care of ourselves?  For, the attending doctor that night in the hospital, all the many family members that I cared for in the hospital, the pastor who lost his two sisters, and myself, as chaplain, as rabbi.  For all of us who are caretakers for our families, friends, clients, patients, customers, and strangers.  For all of us, “caught between” who need to “keep going.” “But who sings a song for the tunesmith? Who sings a song for the tunesmith?”

****************************************************


Clinical Pastoral Education, or CPE, the primary method of training chaplains, teaches that we learn how to take care of others by first taking care of ourselves.  The year program I was part of at Albert Einstein Medical Center, taught me as much about myself, as it did about the many patients that I offered pastoral support to.   For in the worst times, the times where we are in crisis and have the weight of the world upon our shoulders, we almost always return to one place - that being, our family of origin.  We are back with our parents and siblings, the traumas of our childhood played out endlessly, as we revert back to who we were when we were first learning about the world and how to behave inside of it.  In order to be chaplain, you have to be able to open your heart at times when your instinct is to look away.  It is not enough to be present, but you must also be emotionally there as well.  And, if, for some reason you are not, then there is usually a reason why, and that reason is usually because it has tapped into something you have experienced and do not want to experience again.  By healing from those old wounds, and, I say healing, not removing, we are able to face any situation that life can put in front of us.


I will tell a story about one particular day in the Intense of Care Unit.  It was late morning sometime after Jarah was born, in February or early March.  I was called to two crises that were happening simultaneously.  

In one, on one end of the ICU, a woman was about to lose her husband to cancer.  He had been fighting for several years and the cancer had finally overtaken him.  They had been married late in life and they had developed a strong, loving relationship.  The wife’s brother was present, a stoic man, he did not know what to do with his very emotional sister.   

In the other, on the opposite side of the ICU, a young man had just arrived with bacterial meningitis.  He had been at the hospital several days before, but they had missed the diagnosis.  By the time he arrived this time, it was too late.  He was surrounded by his fiancé and parents.  At home, he was a new parent himself, with a baby only a few months old.

I found myself going back and forth between these two rooms.  I encouraged the brother of the first to open up.  As he told me about his relationship with his sister and how she had found love with the patient who was dying, I found myself crying; to wait so long for love and then to have it stolen from you so quickly.  I thought of how I had found love with Ashirah and what it would be like to lose her.

I then went to the other room and spoke with the young man’s father.  I encouraged him to hold his son’s hand.  I asked if he remembered holding his hand when he was a little boy and began to cry thinking of the pain of losing a child.  I realized I was back with Jarah, holding her little hand and thinking about what it would be like to lose her.
Back and forth I went, from room to room, tears flowing for each of the stories, each of the patients and their families.  Finally, one of the family members fainted in a room I was not in.  “Rabbi, rabbi,” they called.  I realized that I could not be in two places in one time and that I didn’t have to be.  Pulling out my pager, I called a colleague, “Come, I need your help.”

We do not need to be “caught in the middle.”  We do not need to “keep on going.”  We do not need to be silent.  We are here on High Holidays to re-energize, to heal from past wounds, so that we can face the future with open hearts.



****************************************************

After the death of his sons, Aaron and his remaining sons, Eleazar and Ithamar, are instructed by Moses to perform the grain offering.  They are told to eat the offering in the sanctuary, but they do not do so.  Moses becomes angry with them and questions, his brother Aaron, about why his other sons did not follow their instructions.


Aaron speaks: “See, this day they brought their sin offering and their burnt offering before the Lord, and such things have befallen me! Had I eaten sin offering today, would the Lord have approved?”


In other words, “Look what happened when my sons brought the offering.  And, now, you want their brothers to put their lives at risk again.  Shame on you, brother!”

These are his first and only words about the incident.  In the portion we read today he is silent.

“Nothing is as whole as a broken heart, and the scream of silence.”


We must allow each other to mourn, to grieve.  The first rule of chaplaincy is that you cannot fix.  One moment can and does change the course of a life.  But out of that brokenness and out of that scream of silence, sometimes we can heal.  As our tradition teaches, “saving one life, saves the world.”  For in each and every one of us is the capacity to change the world.

May it be so.


G’mar Chatimah Tovah, 

May we be written and sealed in the book of life.
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