Rabbi Daniel Victor – Oct. 1. 2013; 29 Tishrei 5774

Rodeph Sholom, Bridgeport, CT

“To everything turn, turn, there is a season turn, turn, turn, and a time for every purpose under heaven.”(Kohelet, the Sukkot Scroll, then by the Byrds)
Ladies and Gentlemen we have come together today to remember the life of Esther Kelman.   When recalling the face of a friend or loved one; when we reflect on who a person was and how she lived (PAUSE), sometimes we think of specific times with a specific purpose and sometimes we think of the general qualities of a person that come with the turning of the seasons.  As we sit here together, friends and family; siblings, children, grand-children, and great grand-children, we turn the dials and crank the gears, we take a long look at how Esther’s life has impacted us and what it was about this woman, through the long stretches and the short exchanges, that have become part of who we are.  Though she is gone, Esther is so deeply a part of the details and the larger story; that inspire so many of us today. 

We are presently just concluding the whirlwind that is the month of Tishrei on the Jewish calendar (two days of RH, one long day of YK, and nine days of Sukkot). We have also just begun a new cycle of weekly readings from the Torah.  This weekend, we read the second parsha, parshat Noah.  We are only two parshiot into the first book, but already so much has happened; from the generations of Adam and Eve through the generations after the flood.  This is akin to how many of us feel right now (PAUSE) coming out from under the excitement and craziness of the holidays.  A new year 5774 has only just begun (we are only month in), but already so much has been done.  Ether’s passing this week, right after the holidays, and during the week of parshat Noah, causes us to stop, see, and hear, the rhythms of our calendar and the message of our tradition.  

Leave it to a past executive director of a synagogue to understand, “a time to laugh and a time to cry.”  Though her days in Hospice care went through the holidays, she waited until after the holidays were over to pass from this world.  Esther, who because of her many years of service to a synagogue, knew so intimately how busy the holidays are.  And some rachmanus on her son the rabbi, giving him and the family time to mourn without a holiday on the horizon.  For the Kelman family there will be an additional element of bitterness (more than the absence of holidays) in the coming month of Cheshvan (which begins Friday).  The holidays are busy for rabbis and executive directors, they are busy for everyone.  In order for the holidays to have the transformative effect they are meant to have, someone needs to be making sure that all those dials are turning and the gears are cranking.  This is a common metaphor I have heard when people have told me about Esther.  She made sure those gears were always turning.  She understood that the mundane ensured the holy.  An executive director is like an offensive lineman in football.  You know they are doing their job well, when their name isn’t mentioned.  This is the point where the calendar meets the parsha.  In parshat Noach, an Ark was needed to bring a small crew through a storm to start the world over again.  If Noah, his family, and all those animals, were going to make it through the flood they needed to be aboard an ark that was more than just sea worthy.  Our bar mitzvah this Shabbat – Sam Meyers - keenly observed that God spends a lot of time on the details of how to build the ark.  Why so much time on the details? Shouldn’t more instruction have been given to say, how exactly to repopulate the earth?  One reason is that, as the holidays continually teach us, we need to spend time on the building process to make for a successful voyage.  A ship must be continually maintained - and I am sure Noah did a ton of perpetual maintenance.  God put the emphasis where we didn’t expect it, so that we would be drawn into the reality we are meant to see. In her role as Executive director of this great synagogue (and I mentioned our upcoming bar mitzvah because I want Esther to know that we are still going strong) she knew she had to keep the ship running from deep below deck.  

But I will tell you – don’t think that because a person spent so much time “below deck” they don’t get to become part of the larger story.  The truth is one who shows such care, attention, and love for the vessel, becomes as much a part of the story as its other great leaders who got to stand up at the ships’ bow.  
As Pirkie Avot, the teachings of our ancestors tells us.  Al tistakel b’kankan – elle b’ma sheyesh bo.  We don’t put our value in what is on the outside, as much as on that which is on the inside.  And that defines who Esther was and what she cared about.   I now call up Rabbi Stein, my teacher and friend, who worked intimately with Ether for Sixteen years, to share more formal words of remembrance.   
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