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I love you.
Take care of the children.

Please have fun in life and live your life the best you can.
Whatever decisions you make in your life I need you to be happy; I will respect any decisions that you make.

----------------------

Honey, something terrible is happening.

Mommy, the building’s on fire.  There’s smoke coming through the walls.  I can’t breathe.

Laurie…I’m in the World Trade Center and the building was hit by something.  I don’t know if I’m going to get out.

----------------------
I just wanted you to know I love you always.
Know that I love you and no matter what I’ll see you again.

I love you a thousand times over and over and over….  

Goodbye.

----------------------

These powerful words are but some of the thousands uttered in their final moments by the victims of September 11.  Whispered over landlines and cell phones, poured out frantically to spouses and children, siblings and parents, these messages distill human relationships to their most essential, capturing those things that truly matter, particularly when time is short.  Nurturing and protecting our families.  Finding joy and a sense of personal meaning.  Giving and receiving rich, abundant love.  This is what life is about.  As the great sage Hillel once said, “All the rest is details – now go and learn.”
Technology has done for us many important things, and one of these is that it has sometimes made possible the saying of difficult goodbyes.  For victims and their loved ones, I can only imagine that being able to express – and to hear – these heartfelt words brought some small measure of comfort and healing during a time of unspeakable horror, created some small amount of closure no matter how unwelcome.  I have heard of young mothers saving their husband’s final messages so that children might one day grow up to hear the sound of their father’s voice.  Transcripts from taped emergency calls have given family members insight into their loved ones last moments – their courage, their care for others, their small acts of valiant heroism.  Some years ago, Rabbi Irwin Kula of CLAL wove selections from 9/11’s final voicemail messages into a script which he then sang to the trope of Eicha – the same musical system that we use to chant the mournful book of Lamentations on Tisha B’Av and to commemorate a variety of catastrophic events throughout our history.  By doing so, Kula created a new kind of destruction literature – one created entirely from the firsthand accounts of those who had been lost.
For us, too, as witnesses to the great trauma of September 11th, the poignant messages from this day’s many victims serve as an important reminder.  They teach us about the power of words and the importance of expressing what truly matters while we still have the time.  They teach us about what is ultimately most essential in life – joy, meaning, giving to others, the strength of human relationships.  These words teach us that love is strong enough even to transcend lasting separation.  In short, these messages give us brief yet piercing insight into what it feels like to know that one is immanently about to die.  We, in turn, can use this information in order to better live.

This year, of course, is the 10th anniversary of September 11th and as we gather for the Yizkor service it seems only appropriate to remember those men, women, and children who died on that terrible day and in its aftermath.  Yet I share these final words not only to honor the memory of those who perished and to pay tribute to those who mourn them, but also because these messages – despite the horrific particularity of the circumstances under which they were uttered – capture something most universal, the yearnings of the human heart when faced with our own mortality.
In his book The Four Things that Matter Most, Dr. Ira Byock, chair of Palliative Medicine at Dartmouth Medical School, draws upon his years of experience caring for the seriously ill and dying to write about what he has learned from watching so many people approach their ultimate passing.  While the details and particulars, the names and faces of patients change from room to room, Dr. Byock maintains, the broad themes of existence – those things which matter most to us in our final moments– are surprisingly similar regardless of age or life situation, socioeconomic status or even temperament.  There are four things, says Byock, that each of us need to say upon our death beds, four phrases that help pave the way for a good and peaceful passing –

Please forgive me.

I forgive you.

Thank you.

I love you.

Reconciliation.

Forgiveness.

Gratitude.

Love.

These are the themes that will weigh most heavily on our hearts as we approach our final days and perhaps they are also the themes that should weigh more heavily on our hearts right now, even if we feel that we have plenty of time yet to ensure their ultimate expression.  While it can feel a bit uncomfortable to think of the holidays in this way, the Yamim Noraim  (High Holidays) and particularly Yom Kippur are designed to make us conscious of our own mortality and to heighten our awareness of the limited time that each of us has left on this earth.  The theme of life and death is apparent in prayers like the U’ntaneh Tokef where we wonder aloud who will live and who will die and in the greetings that we exchange during this period, wishing one another that we should be written into the book of life.  The theme of human mortality pervades many of the symbols and customs of Yom Kippur as we refrain from life-sustaining food and drink and life-perpetuating marital relations.  The pristine clergy kittle mimics the white shrouds in which we will one day be buried and the viddui, or confessional prayer, that we say over the holidays reminds us of a second viddui, the one traditionally said at the end of life.  The message of the High Holiday season is that none of us knows how much time we have left in this world, so we must make sure to live each year as if it were our last.  When the Talmudic sage Rabbi Eliezer used to say repent one day before your death, his students asked him: “But how do I know when I will die?”  “That is exactly the point,” said Rabbi Eliezer.  “Since no one knows when he will die, he must begin to repent immediately.” 

Rabbi Eliezer’s words are very wise, indeed, and they pertain not only to repentance but also to human relationships in general.  If today were our last day on earth, what are the things we would need to say in order to ensure a peaceful passing for ourselves and those we love?
Are there those whom we have hurt or betrayed?  Friends or family members from whom we have grown estranged?   Are there places of stubbornness where we refuse to give in, even as we know that we are not quite as innocent as we claim to be?  Please forgive me.  I know I have done wrong.
Are there hurts we continue to carry?  Long-ago grudges or disagreements we have let fester for far too long?  Are there those we still shun out of spite, never mind the fact that we deeply miss having them in our lives?  I forgive you.  Let’s start again anew.
Who are the people who have helped us become who we are today, whose presence brings joy and laughter, meaning and delight into our days and our years?  Are there individuals we tend to overlook or take for granted?  Does resentment or competition, jealousy or the stresses of everyday life sometimes crowd out gratitude and appreciation?  Thank you.  I couldn’t have gotten here without your help.
Do we verbalize our feelings to the ones who matter most?  Do we show them and tell them how very much they mean to us, how diminished our world would be without their presence?  Do we let them know the fullness of our attraction and affection, the depth of our devotion and care?  I love you.  You are one of the best things ever to come into my life.
Please forgive me.

I forgive you.

Thank you.

I love you.

Let us not wait until our dying day for these words to pass our lips.  Let us say them now, while we still have the time.  Let them make our living – and not only our dying – all the richer and more sweet!
This morning we join together for the Yizkor service, words of tenderness and memory for those whom we have loved and lost.  Some of us were fortunate to have good and peaceful closings with those we mourn today – to have the luxury of time to say and hear the things we most needed to express in our loved one’s final moments or perhaps to have the luxury of relationships so strong that such sentiments had long since been communicated by the time our dear one passed on.  Others of us were not quite so lucky.  Unresolved hurt and anger, remorse over words spoken or withheld, questions left unanswered – all of these can make the pain of losing a loved one all the much more complicated and challenging.
The rationalists in the room may roll their eyes a bit , but I’d like to suggest that the Yizkor service presents us with the opportunity not only to honor the memory of our loved ones through prayer but also to direct our thoughts to them, to speak to them as it were, to express what we would most wish for them to hear and know this sacred day and by doing so help heal our own hearts, whether or not we believe our loved ones are actually capable of taking in these messages.  The metaphysics of prayer aside, I have always appreciated worship as an opportunity to articulate and express my own needs and desires, fears and places of gratitude.  We may not be able to go back in time and speak directly to our loved ones.  But we can honor them, and ourselves, all the same but telling them now what we wish we could have told them back then.  Adonai S’fatai Tiftach – we say daily at the beginning of the Amidah –God, please open my lips.  It is not easy to say some of what is most important.  Yet with the help of our tradition and our community, may we have the strength to do so nonetheless.

I close with a story about the famous University of Alabama football coach, Bear Bryant.  So well known was Bryant that Southern Bell hired the coach to star in a brief television ad. The idea was for Bryant to bark into a Southern Bell serviced telephone, "Call your mom."  When it came time to film the ad, however, Coach Bryant suddenly teared up.  Instead of shouting into the phone he instead whispered in a soft voice, "Call your mom. I wish I could." The phone company kept these extra four words. And it became one of the most successful ads in television history. Reach out and touch someone while you still can, was Bryant’s powerful message.  Say what most needs to be said while you still have the time.
Reconciliation.

Forgiveness.

Gratitude.

Love.

Please forgive me.

I forgive you.

Thank you.

I love you.

May we not wait until it is too late to utter these sacred words to both the living and the dead.  

We now rise for the Yizkor service on page 290.
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