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It’s a television commercial to make any ‘madman’ proud.  I know we’ve all seen it -- the one where the empty hospital gurney follows behind the poor, unsuspecting victim wherever he goes – to the golf course, to a restaurant, to his office -- trailing behind him, waiting, just waiting for him to have another heart attack.  He, of course, is completely unaware that it’s right there behind him wherever he goes.  But we see it.  We know it.  And, it almost doesn’t matter who we are, instinctively we look behind us to make sure it’s not there.  It makes me want to run out and get a prescription for Plavix even though I have no history of heart disease.   That’s how good the commercial is.

What makes it work so well?  I suspect it’s because it reminds us of that dirty little secret we all know but don’t like to think about:  that we’re mortal, that we won’t live forever, that, sooner or later, something will come along – disease, accident or simply our old tired frame running out of gas – and we “shuffle off this mortal coil.”  We all know it.  But we don’t like to think about it.  In fact we do almost anything we can not to have to think about it.  But, like that hospital gurney, it’s always there right behind us and, no matter what we do – even if we take all the right pills and eat right and work out the required 4 times a week -- it just won’t go away.  It’s like a bony tap on the shoulder from the Angel of Death saying:  “Don’t forget.  Avoid it all you want, I’m still here waiting for you.”  No wonder, once we’ve seen the commercial, even once, we can’t get that gurney out of our minds.    

In a sense, our High Holy Days liturgy – especially the prayers we pray today, on Yom Kippur -- functions in exactly the same way.  Just like that Plavix commercial, it won’t let us off the hook.  It says to us:  Don’t forget.  God is up there somewhere with the Book of Life opened on His proverbial lap, and He hasn’t decided yet whether your name ought to be written there or not.  Don’t forget.  That gurney is waiting right behind you, even if you refuse to turn around and see it.  

Then comes the most sobering prayer of all, the prayer called Unetaneh Tokef.  I’m sure the words sound familiar.  They are striking indeed:

On Rosh Hashanah it is written, on Yom Kippur it is sealed…
Who shall live and who shall die…
Who by fire and who by water…
Who by hunger and who by thirst
Who by earthquake and who by plague
Who by strangling and who by stoning…
Who shall be at ease and who shall be afflicted…
Who shall be brought low and who shall be raised high.

Now, that is a prayer that can really -- if you’ll pardon the expression -- put the fear of God into anyone!  It reminds us:  We’re so vulnerable, the ground beneath our feet so shaky, we just don’t know what’s coming next.  It’s all in the hands of a God who may choose to inscribe us in His Great Book or not.  It’s just that simple and just that stark.  

You may remember the famous words of English philosopher, Samuel Johnson, who wrote: “There is nothing quite like a hanging to focus a man’s mind.”  And it is obviously true.  Forced to contemplate our own demise, we can’t help but focus on ourselves and the nature and meaning our lives.  This prayer, Unetaneh Tokef, has always been our Jewish equivalent of a hanging.  The thought of being left out of God’s book, the very real fear of dying “by fire or water, hunger or thirst, strangling or stoning” has always been more than mere allegory for us.  It is vivid and powerful and real.  It shakes us to our souls.  Like a hanging, it makes us focus.  

But as terrifying as it sounds, it doesn’t leave us helpless, the plaything of a capricious God.  Because, you see, the liturgy doesn’t stop there.  It not only presents the problem, it also prescribes the cure.  Immediately after laying out the variety of ways we might not make it to next High Holy Days, it assures us:  “But repentance, prayer and charity can avert the evil decree.”  

Do you see?  There’s no need for despair.  God may be up there weighing out our acts on a kind of cosmic balance but there is something we can do to tip the scales in our favor.  We can pray with genuine sincerity, perform true acts of repentance and deeds of lovingkindness.  That’s how we seize control of our destiny.  That’s how we take our fate into our own hands.  That’s how we earn for ourselves another year of life, how we postpone the evil decree – at least until next High Holy Days.

Through the centuries these words, this reassurance, provided comfort to our people.  In a world where we held virtually no power, no control, in a world where we really were at the mercy of dukes, bishops and peasant mobs, these words gave us comfort and solace.  They gave us a sense that our fate was in our own hands.  There was something we could do.  We could lead lives of forgiveness, piety and compassion and so be saved.  

There’s only one problem with all of this:  many of us – most, I suspect – just don’t buy it.  We don’t believe there’s some kind of Santa-like Cosmic Scorekeeper up in the heavens, weighing out our acts of kindness and decency against our sins.  We don’t believe in a God who sits down during the Days of Awe and writes us into the Book of Life or alternatively consigns our souls to doom.  And surely very few of us believe there is any act of prayer, repentance or charity that can undo what’s already “in the cards for us.”  We believe, most of us, when our time is up, it’s up and there’s nothing we can do about it.  And since there is nothing we can do about it, well then we might as well enjoy the time we do have.

And enjoy we do.  Because, you see, if there is no one “keeping score,” no divine reward and punishment in this life or any subsequent one, we might as well do what gives us the most pleasure.  If “tomorrow we die,” then “eat, drink and be merry” becomes our mantra.  And look where this has brought us.  With nothing to lose and no price to pay for less-than-exemplary behavior, there is little constraint on our words and deeds.  There’s really nothing to stop us, for example, from stealing other people’s investment money and ruining their lives as we live the good life.  There’s nothing to stop us from crushing the weak and vulnerable if they stand in our way.  There’s nothing to stop us from abandoning anyone who slows us down on our path to glory.  In the end, for so many of us, there is no accounting other than “He who dies with the most toys, wins.”

But, sooner or later, we all discover this way proves empty and unsatisfying.  We’re left unhappy, unfulfilled, cut adrift.  Something is missing in our lives and we don’t know what it is.  My friends, this isn’t just something we rabbis can be counted on to say at the High Holy Days -- although, of course, it is and we do.  Because the truth is:  living this way doesn’t ultimately bring us any nachas and that realization comes to us all, sooner or later.  For some, it comes when we face a moment where our health is at risk and we realize, even with all the money in the world, all the nice things we can afford to do and buy, when our bodies self-destruct, we would happily give it all up to have our good health back again.  

Or we come to a time when we know we’re about to die, when we lie upon our deathbed.  With our end in sight, we realize that what was so important to us until that moment now seems so trivial, our time so badly misspent.  As one writer put it:  “No one ever got to the moment of his death and said:  “If only I’d worked more hours, made more money, bought more things.”  Suddenly it becomes clear to us that “he who dies with the most toys” doesn’t really win very much at all.  

Now, I’m not saying we shouldn’t enjoy ourselves in this life.  As the Talmud teaches:  “In the next world when we stand before God, we’ll be called to account for all the good things which God gave us but we refused to enjoy.”  It’s true.  Judaism is not a religion of self-denial.  We don’t attain holiness by wearing a hair shirt or bathing in a frigid stream.  But that’s not the whole story either, not by a long shot.  Judaism is also clear in saying to us, yes, enjoy the good things of this world but that’s not what really matters in life.  It’s about taking all of God’s precious gifts – our strengths, our talents, our opportunities – and using them to make this world a more godly place.  

That’s exactly where repentance, prayer and charity come in.  Not because they are some kind of “mortality insurance,” protecting us against God’s decree.  But, rather because they take the days we’re given – however many or few – and fill them with a sense that there is, after all, a purpose for our being here.  In the end, we live lives of contemplation, decency, humility and kindness not because they force God’s hand, ensuring our inclusion in His Book of Life but rather because no matter what happens to us – whether we’re healthy or sick, whether we live or die – this is the only kind of life worth living.

My friends, in our tradition we’re taught to “repent one day before our death.”  The obvious question is:  how can we know what day that is?”  The rabbis, of course, knew as well as we do that no one can know the day of their death nor consequently the day before their death.  But, they suggest, precisely because we don’t know when that day will be, because any tomorrow might be our last, we need to ‘repent’ each and every day.  We need to treat each day as if it were our last on earth and LIVE it that way, as if the sands in the hourglass had just about run out.  Not that we should become maudlin or morose or glumly resigned  but that we embrace each moment, celebrate each moment, infuse each moment God gives us with those things that really matter, with a pursuit of what is timeless and holy, good and true.  

That’s why, according to Yoma, the Talmudic tractate on Yom Kippur, there is no eating or drinking or bathing, no perfume or makeup or sex today.  That’s why, traditionally, we dress today in kittels, white shrouds, like the ones in which we’ll one day be buried.  Because today, you see, is a kind of dress rehearsal for our death.  With a clear sense that we haven’t got forever, that the gurney follows behind us wherever we turn, the only thing to do is embrace a world of repentance, prayer and charity since this is the only meaningful way to live as if this day were our last.

And so tonight, on this Kol Nidre evening, I want to make a radical suggestion about how you and I can approach the time between now and the end of Yom Kippur tomorrow night.  I want to suggest that we live it as if it were our last day on earth.  What does that mean?

It means that at least for this one day we mute our tendency to think and speak ill of others.  It means we put a limit on our pride and ego.  It means we speak less and listen more.   It means we do some serious reflection and self-examination.  It means we are more generous with our approval, our support, our love.  It means we exercise greater patience and respect for others – and the parking lot on the way out is a good place to begin.

But most of all, if we are to live this day as if it were our last, we need to focus on those same three things I’ve been talking about all evening, those things our tradition tells us are the true antidote to mortality, to dying without leaving behind a trace of meaning.

So here is what I want to suggest.

I want to suggest that tonight and tomorrow we take very seriously the business of prayer, as if it were our last and only chance.  For how many of us, I wonder, are our words of prayer tonight and tomorrow a trial and an ordeal, a struggle with boredom, an accumulation of sounds which fail to penetrate our hearts and our souls?  Tonight I want to suggest that we can do better than merely going through the motions.  We can “set our intention” before we begin, as my wife’s wonderful yoga teacher and our congregant, Shelly Fisher, always suggests as she begins a session.  We can stop right now – I mean right now -- and decide where we would like our prayers to take us today, how we want them to move and shape us, challenge and lead us.  

For some of us, this might mean we participate fully in the recitation of our prayers – as we’ve always done -- but suddenly find something compelling there because we are open to it, because we are in search of it.  For some it might mean we drift off into our own meditations, taking a private path of personal discovery.  For others, it might mean we sing but don’t read, closing our eyes and allow the music to transport us.  However we do it, with a set intention, a clear and conscious focus on something that really matters to us, we can make of our prayers today something more than mere rote repetition and boredom.  We can pray tonight and tomorrow as if it were our last day on earth and, in that way, powerfully transform this day and the rest of our lives.  

I also want to suggest that tonight and tomorrow we take very seriously the business of repentance, as if it were our last and only chance.  Our tradition teaches that we are to use the days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur to make amends with our friends and neighbors for what we have said and done that may have hurt them during this last year.  We are literally to go to them and say:  “I know I spoke unkindly.  I know I acted rashly.  I know I was thoughtless, uncaring, impatient.  Won’t you please forgive me.  There is nothing more important to me in the world. “ 

That’s what we’re supposed to do on these Ten Days of Awe.  Tonight, we find ourselves nine days into the process and I’m guessing you and I have done precious little seeking of forgiveness from those we love.  But our time is not up yet.  We still have this day -- but only this day.  So I’m asking that we go to one person, one person – someone who really matters to us – a close friend, a spouse, a partner, a parent, a child --  speak to them in person or, if we must, call them on the phone, ask for their forgiveness and so come tomorrow evening to the ‘closing of the gates’ with a relationship newly healed and healthy and alive.  My friends, we can seek forgiveness tonight and tomorrow as if were our last day on earth, as if it were our last chance and, in that way, powerfully transform this day and the rest of our lives.

Finally, I want to suggest that we take very seriously the business of charity, of tzedakah, as if it were our last chance.  If this is the day before our death, it won’t do to postpone, it won’t do to tell ourselves we’ll do it when we get the chance.  Today we live as if there were no tomorrow.  So, since we’ve got only this one critical day, let’s get busy right now and do something concrete and real and immediate to make the world a better place.  Let’s go home tonight right after this service and gather up groceries, groceries of all sorts, groceries that come literally right off our own shelves that would otherwise have gone to feeding ourselves, take those groceries, fill up several bags full of them and bring them to the synagogue tomorrow to help feed the hungry. We all know the terrible need.  And we all want to do the right thing.  But we’re so good at putting it off.  We’ll do it another day, maybe next week.  But if today is the day before our death, we have to do it right now.  It will not wait.  Tomorrow morning, as we walk into this building, I pray we look around us and see the most amazing sight – every one of us, arms laden with food for the hungry, ready to perform this mitzvah as if it were our only chance left to do the right thing and so powerfully transform this day and the rest of our lives.
You know, some years ago, just before the turn of the millennium, I saw a film called “Last Night” which asked the question:  What would you do if you knew for certain that tonight was your last one on earth?   It showed the last night of the planet on earth -- about to end for reasons that are never made clear – on the streets of a large metropolitan city.
Downtown, thousands have gathered for a New Year's Eve-like ''countdown'' to the end. Some, not many, run wild in the streets, looting stores for consumer goods they’ve always coveted but couldn’t afford.  One character tries to live out his remaining unfulfilled sexual fantasies.  Another family gathers for a faux Christmas feast.  Most moving, though, is the desperate struggle of a young husband and wife to find each in the chaos of the last hours.  As they finally reunite on the rooftop of their building, crying in each other’s arm and sharing until-that-moment untold secrets, the film  – and the last night of the world – suddenly fades to black.
“Last Night,” this powerful film, makes us confront what we would do it we had only one day left to live.  Yom Kippur – this powerful day – makes us answer that same question.  It gives us a sacred opportunity to live this day as though it were our last and so helps us understand what is most real, most true, most right.  
My friends, the empty gurney is right there behind us.  That shouldn’t frighten us.  But it should make us focus.  It should make us resolve not to waste a day on what my bubbeh would have called “narischkeit,” “nonsense.”  It should make us turn to what really matters – a life of self-examination, of loving intimacy in our most precious relationships, of building of a more goldly world.  “Carpe diem” said the ancient Romans.  “Seize the day.”  Well, today is the day.  So let’s seize it, before it’s too late.
AMEN
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