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In Australia, just at the entrance to Sydney Harbor, there sits a rocky cliff called “the Gap.”  An incredibly steep cliff leading down to the rocks below with only a tiny 3-foot fence at its edge, it is a perfect spot for committing suicide.  Authorities say there has been, through the years, about one completed suicide a week there.  

But not everyone who has set out the edge of “the Gap” has gone over.  Some, I’m sure, have had a last-minute change of heart.  Others, I guess it’s fair to say, lost their nerve.  But for almost 50 years, there’s another reason they might live and not die and that is an ordinary, unremarkable man named Don Ritchie who, in those terrible moments when someone stands at the top of the cliff wondering whether or not to jump, asks them quietly, “Why don’t you come and join me for a cup of tea?”  

How is it that Don is there at just right the moment to save their lives?  Well, you see, he -- and his wife, Moya – live right there in a modest 2-story home facing the top of the Gap.  Every morning, he sets himself down on a green leather chair in his living room and scans the cliff.  If he spots anyone standing alone too close to the edge, he hurries to their side, offering them an ear to listen, a shoulder to cry on and a warm smile as he asks them back to his home for tea.  Sometimes that’s not enough.  Sometimes they are too far gone, too desperate.  But often that’s all it takes to save a life and, in fact, when Don was recently honored as Citizen of the Year, it was estimated he had saved at least 160 lives over the years.

Unsurprisingly, when he was presented with this award just a few months ago, Don responded modestly:  “You can’t just sit there and watch them…You got to try and save them.  It’s pretty simple.”  And maybe it is.  Maybe what Don does is pretty simple and pretty ordinary.  But I don’t think so.  I think those who speak of Don as “an angel who walks among us” say it just right.  To me it’s clear:  Don is an ordinary man doing extraordinary work, an angel pure and simple, literally so and nothing less.

Now, I know what some of us are thinking.  Angels?  Are you kidding me?  Everyone knows there’s no such thing as angels.  But, my friends, as I live my life, I am increasingly certain they are real and they are here among us.

Now let me be clear here.  I’m not talking about those harp-playing, winged creatures who fly up in the clouds and do magic on our behalf, not those cherubic beings who decorate Christmas trees or dangle in the aisles at Norman’s or feature so prominently on Oprah.  I’m talking about the kind of angels our Jewish tradition recognizes, human beings doing God’s work right here on earth.  

It’s true.  Our Torah speaks regularly and often of such creatures.  “Malachim” it calls them, usually translated ‘angels,’ but really “messengers” because whoever they are, they bring a powerful message of consolation, hope and love from God.  In ways that sometimes obscure or mysterious, ways we sometimes fail to recognize until long afterward, they come to do God’s work in this world.  

Some of these angels, like Don Ritchie, come into our midst to protect and save us.  We don’t have to look very far for such angels in our Torah tradition.  Do you remember the story in Genesis of the angel who comes to Hagar, Abraham’s wife, when she is at her most desperate.  She’s been turned out by Abraham and Sarah and abandoned in the wilderness, without food, without water, without hope.  And so she lays herself down in the sand and prepares to die.  

At that moment, when Hagar sees absolutely no way out, an angel of God finds her by a spring of water.  Now, that life-saving spring is right there beside her – has been all along -- but, because of her utter despair, she can’t see it.  So the angel tells her to open her eyes and see that she does not need to die, that there is abundant water provided by a loving God who wants her to live.  In this way, the angel literally saves her life.

Does this sound outlandish, crazy, angels who save human lives?  It shouldn’t.  I think we all know such messengers who come into our midst to save and protect us, usually at moments when we are most desperate, lost and afraid.  

One such angel was Oskar Schindler’s wife, Emilie.  In an interview she gave after being honored for helping save so many lives, she said:  “What did I do?  Give an apple to a little child?  Some soup to the sick?  Sulfa drugs to an old man?  What is that?”  When the interviewer went on to talk to those who had been saved by the Schindlers, one of them said:  “I was going to give up.  Many of us did.  All you needed to do is go to sleep and not wake up.  That morning I walked into the factory, Emilie slipped an apple into my skirt.  An apple!!  I hadn’t seen one in 2 years.  I shared it with 4 other girls.  We cherished that apple.  Each bite.  The Nazi guard that day was one of the meanest ones.  He would have turned her in if he had caught her, we knew that.  I thought if she could endanger her life for me…I couldn’t let her down by dying.  I had to live.”  

And if you want to know about a whole community of angels, look no further than the French village of Le Chambon, a town that saved some 20,000 Jewish lives during the Second World War.  Do you know the story?  It is incredible and absolutely true.  In the early days of World War II, as the Nazis prepared to swallow up every Jew in Europe, there was a knock on a farmhouse door in a little town in France.  The woman of the house opened it to find there a frightened, hungry refugee, unable to speak or beg or cry, only to stand and look up plaintively into her eyes.  

The woman of the house quickly figured things out and asked, “Are you Jewish?”  The desperate woman on the doorstep, knowing that a positive answer might mean certain death, nevertheless responded “Yes.”  Without a moment’s hesitation, the farmwoman cried out, “Father, children, come quick!  We have at our door this moment one of God’s people.”  From these beginnings, an elaborate system of safe havens for Jewish refugees was born, a system of angels that eventually saved hundreds, even thousands of innocent lives.  

Finally we turn to the terror and tragedy that was 9/11, an event whose ninth anniversary we observed last week on Rosh Hashana Day.  One of the most incredible stories to emerge from those terrible attacks was told by a Pakistani Muslim, one Usman Farman, who was employed at the World Trade Center. Fleeing north as the first tower collapsed, he was knocked down by a shower of flying glass and debris. Stunned, he lay on his back as frightened safety-seekers stampeded by him. The pendant he usually wore, inscribed with an Islamic prayer for safety written in Arabic, shone through the darkness. Suddenly, a Hasidic Jewish man bent over him, took the pendant in his hand and read the Arabic out loud. With a deep Brooklyn accent he said, "Brother, if you don't mind, there is a cloud of glass coming at us.  Grab my hand, and let's get out of here."  And grab his hand he did.  And because one angel reached out and another man held on tight, both men are alive today.
 
It’s true.  Sometimes we hold on for dear life to an angel and that angel – in ways we never quite understand – gets us through the blackest of nights.  Perhaps it is a doctor or a nurse, a friend or a parent.  But we all have them in our lives, don’t we?  Today, on Yom Kippur, we need to stop to consider and appreciate these special, saving angels in our lives.

But angels don’t always come to save and protect us.  Some come to challenge us, to test us, to push us.  Do you remember the story of the angel, the messenger who appears to Jacob the night before he is to meet up with his brother, Esau?  Do you remember how Jacob had stolen the blessing away from Esau by dressing up like him and serving his father his favorite dish?  Naturally, when Esau returned and saw what had happened, he was enraged.  But by then Jacob was long gone, and now here he is, some twenty years later, preparing to meet up with Esau, wondering if his brother still wishes him dead.  

At this terrifying midnight of the soul, Jacob comes face-to-face with a mysterious creature, a “malach” the text says, a messenger from God with whom he wrestles fiercely and unrelentingly through the night.  This creature wrenches Jacob’s hip bone at the socket, so wounding him that he forever afterwards walks with a limp.  Yet, when the dawn breaks, Jacob is still there, struggling with this adversary, unwilling to let him go until he favors him with a blessing and a new name.  

Now, whatever else this strange episode might mean, it is clearly a moment of testing for Jacob.  Surely, the angel is there to bring out the fight in Jacob, to push and prod him to do and be the best that he can, to force him to rise up and realize what is within him.  I am certain you and I know angels just like this one, angels who push us to achieve our best even when we resist them every step of the way.

I think of such angels as Dr. Bernie Siegel, author of Love, Medicine and Miracles, who pushes his cancer patients, asking them to act as if they KNEW they were going to die in a day or week or year and so not waste a precious moment in self-pity.  I KNOW he makes them mad, royally mad.  But I also know he gets from them their very best.  And I know how many thank him for it weeks, months and years later.  For them, it is clear.  Dr. Siegel is an angel.

I think as well of Anne Sullivan, teacher of Helen Keller, who wouldn’t let this poor, deaf, blind, mute little girl feel sorry for herself, but instead pushed her to her limits, driving little Helen practically mad in the process, but, in so doing, helped shape her into the capable, confident, inspirational woman she grew up to be.  For Helen Keller, Anne Sullivan was an angel.

And I can’t help but think of the angels I’ve known in my life, angels whom I sometimes resented, sometimes resisted, sometimes – let’s be honest – really hated, but, in the end, when I had the perspective to look back and see what had happened, I understood just how much I owed them.  I remember teachers (more than one, I’m sorry to say) who said:  “Elliot, you can do much better work than this” and handed it back to me ungraded.  Although I was none too happy with them at the time, I went on to do the “much better work” they expected because they would accept nothing less from me.  

And I remember friends and family members who tore into me (more than one, I’m sorry to say) applying what our tradition calls “yesure ahava,” “lashings of love,” forcing me to look at myself and consider the hurt I had caused by my words or my deeds.  I know how much I resented them at that moment.  But, over time, I saw they were acting out of real concern for me; and because they had the courage to stand in my way and confront me, they helped me become a better person.  

My friends, we know it’s true.  If they truly love us, our friends and our family will – when we need it -- push and prod us to do better.  And, while they may not wear a set of wings or a halo or a harp, they are truly angels, angels who push us sometimes so hard we are forced to walk with a kind of metaphoric limp but who send us on our way stronger, better people.  Today, on Yom Kippur, we need to stop to consider and appreciate these challenging angels in our lives.   

Finally, there are angels who bring us good news, confidence that we can go on when we’re in a bad place, those who lift us up when we are grieving or desperate or hopeless.
We see such angels in the story of the three malachim, angels who come to Abraham and Sarah, bearing a message of hope from God.  Their message is that Sarah, though advanced in years, will become pregnant and give birth to a boy who will eventually carry on the traditions of his people.  Of course, Sarah and Abraham laugh at this message.  They are elderly, well beyond their childbearing years.  It is ludicrous, so inconceivable that they simply cannot take it seriously.  Still, against all odds, the divine message these visitors carry comes to pass exactly as they had said.  And because of this, the lives of Abraham and Sarah are never the same again.

We all know there are such angels in our world today, angels who bring hope to those who are most desperate.  We need look no further than the Israeli rescue teams who went to Haiti after the devastating earthquake there this last year.  I know how much pride we all took in the very prominent role these brave men and women played not only in the lives they saved and in the healing they performed but, most of all, in the hope they kindled in the hearts of desperate men and women.

In one article I read, the reporter tells of stopping one member of such a team and asking why he and his buddies rushed off to Haiti and worked for days without sleep, digging through rubble in search of survivors – thrusting themselves without hesitation into other people’s tragedies.  The only answer he could give was:  “Because that’s what human beings do.  We have a need to help – and that’s all...Almost everybody in my unit has lost friends or family in war.  Maybe that causes us to place a greater value on life.”   Finally, he said:  “I grew up with every comfort here in Israel.  That’s why (I do it.)  For this you don’t deserve medals.”  My friends, I believe he’s wrong about that.  I think medals are very much in order.  I also believe this is an angel speaking.

And let me tell you about another angel who brought hope to the hopeless.  It’s the story of a teacher assigned to visit children in a large city hospital and tutor them so they wouldn’t fall behind in school.  One day she received a routine call requesting that she visit a particular child.  She took the boy’s name and room number and was told by the teacher on the other end of the line,”  “We’re studying nouns and adverbs in his class right now.  I’d be grateful if you could help him with his homework.”  It wasn’t until the visiting teacher got outside the boy’s room that she realized it was located in the hospital’s burn unit.  No one had prepared her to find a young boy horribly burned and in great pain.  She felt she couldn’t just turn and walk out, so she awkwardly stammered, “I’m the hospital teacher; your teacher from school sent me here to help you with nouns and adverbs.”  

The next morning a nurse on the burn unit asked her, “What did you do to that boy?”  As she began to blurt out her apologies, the nurse interrupted her.  “You don’t understand.  We’ve been very worried about him, but ever since you were here yesterday, his whole attitude changed.  He’s fighting back…It’s as if he finally decided to live.”  

Later, when asked, the boy explained he had completed given up hope until he saw that teacher.  It all changed when she had come to visit.  With tears in his eyes, he explained: “They wouldn’t send a teacher to work on nouns and adverbs with a dying boy, now would they?”

This is what angels do—when we are down, when we are defeated, when we see no way out, they renew our strength, rekindle our hope.  That’s what angels do and I know we’ve all had them in our lives or, most likely, we wouldn’t be here today.  

I want to ask you to think for a moment of those who were there when you were at your lowest – a friend, a spouse, a parent, a teacher, a mentor, someone who believed in you, someone who knew you were going to be okay, and who infused in you that confidence when you needed it most.  That is an angel in your life, as real and true as any winged, harp-strumming cherub.  Today, on Yom Kippur, we ought to stop to consider and appreciate these special angels in our lives.

My friends, it is true.  Angels are real and they are here among us and we know it because they come into our lives to save us and challenge us and lift us up again and again.  They don’t wear a halo crown or float among the clouds but they are angels, messengers of God – as sure as I am standing here before you. 

Surely there is no better time than today to say “thank you” to them:  to those who teach our children, who rush into burning buildings to save lives, who do business honestly and compassionately, who stock the food banks that feed the hungry, who create beautiful and buoyant art that lifts our spirits, who lead us and guide us and support us and love us.  There are so many angels in our lives and we are blessed by their presence.

But, in the end, our thanks by themselves are not enough.  Because the only fitting way to thank God for these angels is to become angels ourselves.  

We can do it.  We can be angels for each other when we bring a message that says:  “I believe in you.  I will not abandon you.  I will give you everything I’ve got.”  As the poet wrote:  “It takes so little to make people happy – just a touch…a word fairly spoken, a slight readjustment…of the delicate machinery of the soul.  If I cannot do great things,” he wrote, “I can do small things in a great way.”  And so can we.  And in so doing become angels for each other.

Because, you see, this impulse to be there for each other, to be angels for each other is the most precious part of us, what the Quakers call “that of God.”  It is, I am certain, what we need most in this sometimes dark and brutish world of ours.  I believe with all my heart:  we can find that angelic impulse, seize it and nurture it and live it and so make this world a more godly place.

That is why I want to leave you on this most sacred day with one final wonderful story.  

One day a sage opened his bag to share some provisions with a stranger who saw in the bag a precious gem.  The stranger asked the sage if he could have the gem.  Without hesitation, the sage gave it to him.  Overjoyed with his new-found wealth, the stranger ran off to tell his wife of their good fortune.  But, incredibly, a few days later, he came back in search of the sage, found him and gave him back the gem.  “Please, sir,” he said, “I beg you to share with me something more precious than this stone.  Give me instead what enabled you to give it to me so joyously in the first place.”

Do you see?  That sage was an angel possessed of God’s most precious gift – the gift of touching another human being with kindness, generosity and love.  And it is a gift, let me tell you, that is there for each and every one of us.  Today, on this Yom Kippur Day, I beg of you – take hold of that gift.  Make it your own.  All we have to do is imagine a world full of God’s angels.  And then look around and see -- it’s already here.
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