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Zachrenu l’chayim: 
“Remember us for life.”

No other time in the liturgical year makes us so aware of the fragility of life as does the season of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur when the words of this prayer are repeated over and over. For all Jews, these holy days are the moment when they come face to face not only with the flaws in their spiritual lives, but with the finite nature of human existence; everywhere, we are constantly reminded that we are basar v’dam, flesh and blood. We come from dust and return to dust. But for those who are ill, and perhaps facing the imminent possibility of death, these words can seem especially poignant and even difficult to utter. The time from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kipper is called Yamim Noraim, Days of Awe; but it may be impossible to feel awe at Adonai’s creation if it is crowded out by suffering and fear about the future.


How painful it can be, when illness threatens, to recite the words of the Unetaneh Tokef, “on Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed… who shall live and who shall die, who shall live out the limit of his days and who shall not.” It is hard to accept these words as only imagery, when death seems near. Can it be true that repentance, prayer and good deeds can avert the severity of the decree, or even “the stern decree”? How easy it is to think: was my illness caused by the fact that I did not ask sincerely enough for Adonai’s forgiveness, that I did not pray hard enough, that I did not do enough good deeds?


Feelings of fear about the future may be intensified by the Yom Kippur Yizkor service, the remembrance for those who have died. “Who will remember me when I am no longer here?” And as a further reminder of the limit of our days, in many synagogues on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur worshippers traditionally wear a kittel, the same white robe that will someday serve as a burial shroud. Wearing the kittel is, as Rabbi Jack Riemer has written, an annual encounter with, or rehearsal for death. Despite the fact that the rabbinic commentaries insist that these holy days must not be seen as a time of sadness, how can someone who is ill not help but feel a sense of loss and despair?  How can this time become one of celebration and joy, in the midst of pain and suffering?  Is there some path by which the Yamim Norain, the Days of Awe, can become a journey into healing?

One strand of the answer can be found in the rabbi’s explanation of the original purpose of Rosh Hashanah.  The festival, they said, originally signaled the beginning of the New Year, but its closing, the time after the harvest, the time when, after the heat of summer, the earth begins to retreat into itself, to prepare itself for winter.  Thus we are meant to fell hope that, just as the earth can and will be renewed by Adonai, despite the end of the growing season, we, too, are given the opportunity.  Just as the earth retreats into itself, finding during that respite the strength for the coming year, so, too, are we given the opportunity to retreat into ourselves in order to find our sources of strength for whatever might be ahead.
The story of the birth of Isaac, part of which is read on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, provides another strand of the answer. Although the reading begins, "And Adonai remembered Sarah as He had promised," when she had first heard that she would bear a child at the age of 90, she had laughed at what seemed to her to be impossible. The response of Adonai was merely, "Is anything too wondrous for Adonai?" It is true that nothing may be too wondrous for Adonai, but it can be sometimes for us when we are in pain and suffering. And yet, the story seems to tell us, that even as we acknowledge the times of sorrow and despair and uncertainty that we may feel about the future; we can still experience hope and even joy. Hearing the sounds of the shofar is yet another part of the answer. It is, the rabbis said, a prayer without words. It is a still, small voice. It is the trumpet of heaven. We can hear the sounds of the shofar echoing within ourselves, calling upon Adonai to hear our prayers with compassion. It is a call to put our lives in order, not only with Adonai, but with each other, and for ourselves. 
Each note has so many meanings: teruah, which warns us to make ready, to leap up and fight, but described by the rabbis as a shrill wailing sound; tekiah, a long, deep, unbroken sound to awaken us to the dangers that threaten human life and make it so precarious, while at the same time reminding us of Adonai's presence; shevarim-teruah, whose broken notes resemble sobbing, and are meant to remind us that human life is often filled with sorrow and frustration. But there is also tekiah gedolah, the prolonged concluding blast, which contains the hope of redemption.  In the Yizkor service, there is another kind of hope. We are not meant to be paralyzed by the recognition of the limit of our days. Rather, Yizkor is meant to serve as a reminder to live our lives, no matter how long or short, with meaning, for such a life, the rabbis wrote, is a way in which we can weave ourselves into the fabric of Adonai's creation. It is a disclosure of the eternal.
“By three things is the world sustained: by Torah, by divine service, and by deeds of loving-kindness.”
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