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YOUR HOUR HAS PASSED

Whenever I write Divrei Torah or sermons for the congregation I try

not to repeat myself or be redundant. But as the author of Kohellet said,

W ¤n«̈X ©d  z ©g¬©Y W-̈cg̈ÎlM̈ oi¬¥̀  “There is nothing new under the sun,” so

repetition is inevitable.

This morning I would like to expand upon a D’var Torah I emailed to

the congregation after I returned from studying in Israel this summer.

While in Israel I attended a lecture by a very well-respected professor

and creative intellectual giant. He was advanced in years and clearly past

his prime. I had heard him lecture many times at the peak of his career, so

It was upsetting and disheartening to listen to him ramble from subject to

subject, repeat himself, and forget basic facts. When he concluded his

lecture he received a standing ovation. However, it was out of respect for

his reputation and his life's work rather than the night’s lesson.

As I left the auditorium I remarked to a friend that it was unfortunate

that this scholar continues to speak in public, because his otherwise stellar

career will conclude on a melancholy note. People will remember his
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greatness, but they will also remember his inability to step out of the

spotlight when it was time. 

I told my colleague that it is better when people realize that their skills

and abilities are fading and make their own decision to step down. 

In the book of D’varim, Deuteronomy, the great Moses turns into a

tragic figure. From the day that Moses took the Children of Israel out of

Egypt he dreamt of entering the Promised Land. However, because of a

minor breach of faith, striking a rock to produce water instead of speaking

to it as God commanded, God declared that Moses would die east of the

Jordan. He forbade him from crossing into Eretz Yisrael and seeing his

dream come true.

As parashat Va-etchannan opens, Moses tells the Israelites that he

begged God to change God’s mind and allow him to enter the Promised

Land: 

d ½̈aFH ©d  u ¤x́ ῭ d̈Îz ¤̀  Æd ¤̀ §x ¤̀ §e ̀ À̈PÎdẍ §A §r ¤̀  ....xŸ «n ¥̀l `e-¦d ©d z¬¥rÄ d®̈Fd§iÎl ¤̀ o-©P ©g §z ¤̀ «̈e 

:oŸ«pä§N ©d §e d-¤G ©d  aF ²H ©d x¬̈dd̈ o®¥C §x©I ©d  x ¤a´¥r §A x-¤W£̀

“I pleaded with the Lord at that time, saying, O Lord, God, You who let Your

servant see the first works of Your greatness and Your mighty hand...Let

me, I pray, cross over and see the good land on the other side of the
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Jordan, that good hill country, and Lebanon.” (Deut. 3:23-25)

 How does God answer Moses? Not with words of kindness. God

rebukes Moses, 

d«¤G ©d x¬̈aC̈ ©A  cF -r  i²©l ¥̀  x¬¥A ©C  s ¤qF ÀYÎl ©̀  K ½̈lÎa ©x

“Enough! Never speak to Me of this matter again!” (3:26) 

The midrash explains why God refused to reconsider. The Rabbis

said that the situation can be compared to that of a King who had a

beloved servant. The King favored and trusted his servant and charged him

with appointing all of the guards of his palace and the officers of his army.

Time passed. One day the King's subjects saw the beloved servant

stopped at the palace gate. He was begging the King's gatekeeper to allow

him to enter. The gatekeeper refused. The King’s subjects wondered what

had happened. “How can it be that one day this man appoints the King’s

guards and officers and the next day he is turned away from the palace

door?”

The gatekeeper reported the King's decision: “My servant has done

nothing wrong,” said the King, but ezry xear his hour has passed!”

So it was with Moshe Rabeinu, the midrash concludes. Once he was

God's closest and greatest servant, but when he begged to enter the
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Promised Land he was turned away. God said to him,jzry xear “Your

hour has passed!”

It was not that God did not love Moses or empathize with his plight.

But Moses’ time in the spotlight was over, and it was time to turn leadership

over to Joshua and a younger generation. God told Moses he needed to

step aside and allow his successor, Joshua, to take command.

When I emailed my original D’var Torah to the congregation I

received an immediate response: “Rabbi, are you resigning?”

I immediately wrote back, “Of course not. You should be so lucky!” 

But I would be less than honest if I did not admit that this midrash

touched me in a personal way. Perhaps because my friend and much older

colleague, Rabbi Martin Lawson, is retiring at the end of this year, many

people have asked me If I plan on retiring soon as well. I usually ask them

if they know something I don’t know, but then tell them that I have got many

years to.

I am admittedly not the same the same person I was at the beginning

of my career. As I have grown older my interests, priorities, and stamina

have changed. While I don’t have the same energy level as younger
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colleagues, I do have the skills and wisdom that can only come with

experience and time. Besides, I am not old enough to retire. People often

think I am older because I married young and have adult children, not to

mention my lack of hair.

So no, I am not ready to retire. However, I do wonder: “Will I have

sufficient self-awareness to know when my skills, abilities, and acumen

begin to fade? Will step down before someone needs to tell me that “my

hour has passed?” I hope so.

One man who did not have this self-awareness was the great tenor

Luciano Pavarotti. Pavarotti was a magnificent opera singer, one of the

best, if not the best of his generation. But as the years went by his voice

degraded and he continued to perform well past his prime. Arias that he

had once sung magically sounded forced and strained.

When he gave his final performance it was a sham. Leone Magiera,

who directed Pavarotti's final performance, revealed in his memoirs that the

performance  was prerecorded. “The orchestra pretended to play for the

audience, I pretended to conduct and Luciano pretended to sing. The effect

was wonderful.” These words are a sad epitaph for an otherwise illustrious

career. It is unfortunate that Pavarotti did not recognize when his hour had

passed and choose to retire gracefully.
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Contrast that with the end of the career of Beverly Sills (born Belle

Miriam Silverman, by the way), a famously acclaimed opera soprano. Sills

was crowned “America's Queen of Opera” when she appeared on the

cover of Time magazine in 1971.

In 1980, after many successful years as a singer and director, Sills

decided to retire from the stage. But that was not the end of her career.

After she took her final bow she became the operating director of the New

York City Opera until 1989. From 1994 until 2002 she was Chairman of

Lincoln Center and then Chairman of the Metropolitan Opera until 2005. 

But Beverly Sills never sang publicly again. Before she died in 2007

she appeared on The View. She told the audience that she doesn’t sing

anymore, even in the shower. Why? To preserve the memory of her voice.

Singing professionally did not define Beverly Sills. After retiring from

performing she moved on to other interests which not only gave new

meaning to her life, but allowed her to use her knowledge, talent, and

expertise for the betterment of society.

Knowing when to pull back or step down is not an easy decision. No

one wants to admit that their skills, abilities, reflexes, or mental acuity have

paled. However, as painful and difficult as these life decisions may be, they
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can also be transformative. That is, to use the High Holy Day metaphor,

instead of looking upon them as closing the Book of our Life, we can see

them as opportunities to move from one chapter to the next in a continuing

saga.

When Tony Gwynn, “Mr. Padre,” retired from playing ball in 2001 he

did not fade quietly into the sunset. Since that time he has been the head

baseball coach at SDSU and a color commentator for ESPN. Shimon

Peres, after a long and distinguished year as a member of Knesset and

twice serving as the Prime Minister of the State of Israel, is now Israel’s

ninth President. President George Bush, Senior, who left office in 1993

after what was arguably a rocky presidency, became an elder statesman

whose wisdom, presence, and opinions are valued by Republicans and

Democrats alike. 

Closing one door of your life need not be traumatic, as long as you

have another to open. Whether it is starting a new career, investing in a

new hobby, spending time with grandchildren, or volunteering time and

expertise to help others, life can still be exciting, rewarding, and

meaningful.

There are times, however, when passing from one stage of life to

another is much more painful, and entering a new phase much more
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challenging. This happens when you have to give up something precious

for which there is no replacement.

Some years ago I knew a man up in years who, despite having lost

much of his physical and mental acuity, continued to drive his car. Every

time he pulled out of his driveway I prayed not only for his safety, but for

the safety of others. He ran red lights, turned in front of opposing traffic,

and was found at fault in several accidents. Others who had observed him

shared similar tales. He finally lost his license when the DMV pulled it after

he was involved in one too many accidents. Fortunately, he never injured

himself or any one else.

His story is not unique. Many of us have friends or relatives with

greatly diminished capacities who continue to drive dangerously. I have

had innumerable conversations with children who agonize every time mom

or dad gets behind the wheel. They face a terrible dilemma: do they “take

away the keys,” not only infuriating their parents but limiting their

independence and infantilizing them, or do they allow their parents to

continue to put their own lives and the lives of others at risk?

Dealing with a senior who shouldn’t be driving is one of the most

difficult challenges families may face. It is agonizing and guilt inducing.

Seniors would do everyone around them a kindness if they would
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acknowledge their limitations, take driving refresher courses regularly, and

turn in their licenses themselves, before someone else is forced to tell them

that their hour for driving a car has passed. At the same time we need to

acknowledge that the transition from independence to dependance is an

arduous and painful one, and help seniors keep their dignity.

It is not only careers or skills whose hour may pass, it is ideas and

institutions as well.

Last month, the United States military officially repealed “Don’t Ask,

Don’t Tell” which governed how gays and lesbians served in the Armed

Forces. “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was implemented during the Clinton

Administration. Up until then homosexual men and women were explicitly

barred from serving in the armed forces. Many still did, of course, but they

were forced to keep their sexuality a secret. “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was a

compromise. As long as gay and lesbian members of the Armed Forces

kept their identities a secret, they were allowed to serve. However, if they

revealed their sexual orientation they would be discharged.

Sue Fulton, a 1980 West Point graduate and a former Army captain

who left miliary service was interviewed by National Public Radio about

“Don’t Ask Don’t Tell.” She said, “If you think about Don't Ask, Don't Tell, it

seems even-handed.” 
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But in execution, she continued, no one was ever punished for

asking, only for telling.

She left the service because: “I couldn't stand lying about my life,

hiding my partner and my family. I know so many people who that’s their

situation. The 14,000 who have been kicked out are just a small fraction of

those who have been affected negatively by this policy.”

(http://www.npr.org/2011/09/21/140658736/repeal-day-marks-the-end-of-d

ont-ask-dont-tell?ft=1&f=3)

In my opinion, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” was a bad policy. It forced

people to lie about who they were. It would be as if a Jew, seeking

employment, had to keep his Jewish identity a secret, lest he be fired if

found out. “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” was a policy whose hour had passed.

The road to this change was a rocky one. Strong opinions persist on

both sides of the issue. Yet society cannot stay frozen in the ideals and

mores of the past, whose time may have passed. The recent history of

“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” is but one example of a society’s need to continually

reevaluate and reexamine its most closely cherished values and principles

and change when necessary.

Not long after God rebuked Moses, forbidding him for the last time to
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enter the Promised Land, Moses died. 

“Moses went up from the steppes of Moab to Mount Nebo, to the

summit of Pisgah, opposite Jericho, and the Lord showed him the whole

land...So Moses the servant of the Lord died there, in the land of Moab, at

the command of the Lord...And the Israelites bewailed Moses in the

steppes of Moab for thirty days.”

The final verses of the Torah are a tribute to Moses:

d®¤WŸn §M l-¥̀ ẍ §U¦i §A  cF ²r `i¬¦ap̈ m¸̈wÎ`«Ÿl §e

 “Never again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moses–whom the Lord

singled out face to face...for all the great might and awesome power that

Moses displayed before Israel.” (Deut. 34)

It pains me to think of the great Moses sitting in solitude on top of the

mountain. A thousand “could if’s” and “what if’s” must have crossed his

mind. While the Torah tells us that the Israelites mourned Moses and

praised Moses, the Torah does not tell us what Moses was thinking as he

waited to die, as he waited for his final hour to pass.

The midrash steps in to fill the gap. Forbidden from seeing his life’s

work completed, Moses was overcome with regret. Not being allowed to

see his dream fulfilled, he thought that his entire life had been wasted.
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In sorrow and in spiritual agony Moses turns again to God: “Lord, I

bow to Your will. I know that I cannot enter the land of which I have long

dreamed. But at least, Lord, please let me know that my life has not been

in vain. Please show me that all of my toil, frustration, and sacrifice will one

day bear fruit.”

God answers him, “Moses, I will grant your request.”

Suddenly, Moses finds himself magically transported into the beit

midrash, the academy, of Rabbi Akiba many hundreds of years in the

future. He sees the sages discussing and arguing among themselves, but

he has no idea what they are talking about.

Finally one sage asks another: “How do you know that this is the

halacha, that this is the law?”

The second sage answers, “I received it as a tradition that was

passed down from Moses at Mt. Sinai.”

Hearing that the people and tradition for which he gave so much of

his life was alive and well in the future, and knowing that he was given the

credit for transmitting God’s word to future generations comforted Moses.

He was transported back to his own time and died in peace.

What had changed for Moses? Not his destiny. He still would not

enter the Promised Land. What allowed him to die in peace was his
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knowledge that the people he had nurtured and the legacy that he had

bequeathed them would carry on for countless generations to come.

On Yom Kippur each of us is bidden to consider our own life and

reflect on our inevitable death. It is a day of introspection and reflection. We

acknowledge and confess our failings and apologize for any harm we may

have caused to those we have hurt and to God. We are confronted by the

knowledge that we are not eternal and that one day our final hour will pass.

We are spurred by this knowledge to reflect on our own legacies, the ones

that we will pass on to future generations. 

Deep inside each of us, we know whether or not we are living up the

divine potential that God planted within us. Each of us knows whether we

have made good use of our time, or squandered the hours with which we

have been blessed. Each of us knows if our lives are meaningful and

generous, or superficial and self-centered. Today we ask ourselves: what

legacy will we leave behind after our final hour passes?

Have we filled our mouths with loving words or hurtful words?

Do we treat our children as independent human beings or as

extensions of our wants and desires?

Do we invest our time and attention in our work, or in our families?

Do we care about the poor and oppressed, or only about ourselves?
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Are the synagogue, Judaism, and Israel a priority in our lives, or only

a parentheses? 

Do we embrace every simcha as an opportunity for joy and

celebration, or do we squander our hours on trivialities?

How should we live our lives so that we can be a blessing to all those

we love?

Regardless of our past failings, each of us has the ability to change,

to do better, and to be better. Today is the day to begin.

When the clocks of our lives wind down and our final hour comes, let

us pray that when we will leave this world we will have no regrets, and that

our final gift to our descendants and to all those we love and who love us

will be a legacy of hope generosity, goodness, and blessing.


