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Dealing with Grief, a Rabbi Finds
A Nobility in the Human §pi’rit

{Editer's mote: Steven Carr Renben, rab
B of the Kehiillat Ierael Recensiriciiomisn
CORTEReRaleeRn 1 Mo i Pralisades, wriles
it weeklv Torah conmmenrar. The follow-
i exsay wits comiposed on Jume 16 and
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hen people ask me what 1 hike
best about being a rabbi, 1 usu-
ally find myselfl talkimg more
about fumernls than weddings or baby
namings, becayuse the opportunity | con-
stantly have sy & rubbi to be there for oth-
crs at the time of their grestest emodion-
al meed is o rare prvilege, | truly bel
that every one of us has similar needs
and dreams in life. Wi cach wani o feel
that what we do matiers in the lives al
others, that we have the ability 1o make o
difference 1 the world by what we do
and say and that aliimately II1:|-I||__'I|
touching the lives of olhers we know hat
who we are really matiers as well
Hut thas post week has been different. e
has been one of the worst rithbi wieeks of
my e, First was the call from a memiber
of my congregation whose brother Sean
hod been struggling for nearly 20 vears
with the double curse of bipolar disease
amel ackdictions, After nearly a lifetime of
wrestling with his own inner demons and
conquenng them time and again, in & mo-
mient of depression he succuwmbed (o the
screamuing mner need for relief, and the
combination of drags he ingested to dall
the puan stopped his heart instead
Then | wiched in hormor along with
miuch of the world as a small private plane
plunged from the sky owl of control and
crished into an apartment building in the
Fairfix neighborhood, My hormor tumed 1o
personal shock and grief as 1 discovered
that ithse |1||5||I wis i man whose 'I-'.-lq_!l.ll.tilll.': |

Eve

il |'r|_':rf|:-:|111|,'|:I: i1 midimaber of WEArE a0, HE |
his passenger was % moeee Jesiicn I':,lpl:n:l_
the 2d-vear-old daughter of Josh and
Renee, who were congregants | have
known and been close to for many years
Jessie was i young girl 1 had watched grow
up, & remarkable mlent burning with the in-
ensity of a brilliant mind, extraordinary
wiling dbihily and chansmilic charm
S0 the past week was filled with alter-
nating comversations and visils o Sean's
family in preparation for his funeral on
Thursday, and Josh and Benee in antici-
pation of Jessie's memonal service on
Fridoy. The pain and loss and grief was
relentiess, and | have rarely felt as imnpso-
tent in the face of unspeakable somow

len' 15 4 kKind of imstant mbimacy i
death. People say things they other-
wise fmght be [oo reserved or cauhions or
“proper” (o utter. The anger and rage, the
E_'Iit"l- and loss, the numbness and disbe-
liel of it all evokes some of the deepest
reflection on the meaning of life iself,
the futility of loving in the face of cerain
koss and grief, and the wlimate wermor of
r'..1|.'|lt|.' i ]'-:u'ul:l'h WSl |1LF|:|1lr|,|r-;'

What do vou say 1o a family who has
struggled day o and day out for nearly
twir decades 1o rescue their son (rom the
nightmare of his own body chemistry
whach aitacked him over and over again
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andil it finally destroyed him? What can
you sy fo a parenl wiho doesn it even
have |,'||.|1|,|:_|,"||. of her child left o l"ﬂ.ll:'}'.' |
have been a rabbi for 27 vears and | still
haven't found the mght words to say, the
magic formula that will take away the
pain, soften the sormow or crase the gnel.

Biut what 1 did witness once again, a5 |
have s0 many times in the past when faced
with ||||1\p-,','|]-..||‘|'||,' fi-"""-':r' sorrow, i the al-
most astonishing grace of the human <pis
it and the unguenchable longing for love
amed hope el faoth, To watch the hundreds
of individunls of oll ages who opened therr
hearts and arms to these families o hold
them, to cry with them, catch them as they
fell, cradle them in their love, or simply sit
with them i the |:'||::||!'|.:-|l|!u.‘| silemee of their
loss wis b0 see the human spirit of s moss
noble, compassionite and vulnerahle

| saw once again that the real meaning
of life isn't in the sacred texis or philos-
ophy books or brilliant novels, it's in the
|i'.|ItF I_i".'l:lll_' o e L'JFI.'. |i-.||:||._: with
the uncertunties, living with the deepest
questions of our souls, Iiving with the
searching for the meaning itself, living
mol the answers but the questions. them-
el vies, oae 1!.|:. al @ e, ome ounele al a
e, one breath at o time

Ty "s Tornh portion contains the fa-
maous ancient “priesily blessing™ thot has
heen wsed for thowsands of WCrs o bl
b individuals amd the commmminy. 1 have
recited these words thomsamds of nmes over
the years over every baby, al every bar or
bat mitevah, at every wedding, a commu-
mity gathennges and special occasions haoth
public and private. They represent the
praycrs of CVETY T of us that Ciod miay
hless s amd lv.-|.'|:|'l us safe foom harm, g
s spiritud, emotionad, and phvsical whobe-
ness amd shundance and brang us peace

| spoke these words even in the face of
this week's sormows and renlized thm
these ancienl words of |'||-|_“'\.'~1rl;|_' reflact our
desine to have God's “Tace™ shine upon us
add be the source of our blessings. Yet
Jewish tradition has always tasught tha
there are at least 70 faces o God. As |
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ilics this week, 1 realized onee agaun the
simple truth that it was in their faces that
| truly discovensd the many fmces of Ciod

stood in profound gratitude for every loy-
ing soul who shared their owmn pain and
sommow and love with these grieving fum-

Former L.A. Mavor Richard Riordan holids o phove of Erika Whitmare
Crodlwiin, whiile ke lisfens (o Erika’s mothver, Susan, talk about her
dauwghter’s death, Kiordan, who lax lost o chilidren, and othier parenis
Sfilmed paris of a video thizs monith to help newly grieving parenis,
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