Imagine

November 2008

  Imagine for a moment that you are a cantor.

  Imagine it’s Kol Nidrei.

  Now...imagine that you don’t have a voice to sing with.!

On Friday morning, the morning before the holiest evening of the year, I woke up with no voice to speak of. What had started as a tickle of a cold had turned into a raging sore throat and swollen vocal cords. All that was left was my falsetto; a high, ethereal sounding, half-voice. The moment I had planned for and dreamt of for months had suddenly vanished.

For me, the holiday of Yom Kippur stirs in me the desire to be even more present than usual. My mission is to be a conduit for all the souls whose spiritual yearnings are a mixture of deep contrition and fullness of hope. With humility, I seek to give expression to the notion of second chances, realizing our highest possibilities through sacred song and I take my role seriously. The thought of creating this type of sacred space, in my condition, was daunting.

I wish I could say that in that moment I had some spiritual answer; some calm presence of mind that you might expect of a clerical leader, but what happened for me is what happens for most people, fear set in; a mindset that led to a series of three (3) “What if’s…?” What if I was unable to sing at all?  Who could lead the Cantorial chanting in the service? Who, at the last minute, could learn the repertoire of this community and open hearts sufficiently to create an inspirational

worship experience? Who could I find to bring people together in sacred song, creating a spiritual community with connection and purpose?

What if I was vocally unable to lead the prayers sung by the choir and Tishtones in my cantorial role, would all of our collective work be for naught…? How many people would I let down in the process?  What would it be like experiencing the disappointment of so many? What would their reaction be, harsh or forgiving?

What if I wasn’t physically able to be there to nurture and assist our Jewish teens who had volunteered to chant Torah and lead sections of the service…? Who could they count on for hand-holding, for moral support as they conducted their role in the service? I had given them my commitment that I was going to be there for them; as I was during the process of mastering the

prayer together. Now, I was feeling guilty about the idea a promise remaining unfulfilled; especially on Yom Kippur.

But, of course, the world did not come to an end. What I should have understood all along, I discovered on that evening; it's not about me at all -- my worries, my voice, my role. Losing my voice, like an athlete on the disabled list, required me to take a sideline position and see life through a different perspective. My worst (cantorial) fears had come true, and in fact, turned into blessings. I uncovered several important lessons.

First, so much of life is out of our c o n t r o l . P a r t i c u l a r l y o u r health. Was it that flight from the east coast where I caught that crying baby’s cold? Or the BM student's sniffles? Either way, we can’t control our destiny. Sometimes it is appropriate and necessary to surrender

to, then embrace, the moment.

Secondly, there’s infinitely more to a person than what they do. We are not our job. My fear of greatly disappointing the people around me quickly left, once I realized that I was still Ken Cohen, whether my vocal cords phonated or not.

Lastly, I discovered that our value as a people cannot be judged solely on the basis of our last deed on record, what we’re able to produce. It’s enough just being ourselves, knowing that the spiritual qualities we bring to the world, is our real worth in this life. I was a cantor with only half a voice, but it didn't diminish my worth or value. It was enough.

I began to wonder, could this same experience have happened anywhere else? What was it about

our synagogue family that created this experience? As I arrived in Barnum Hall early Saturday morning, totally beside myself, the first person I saw was my dear colleague and friend, Neil. In the same breath that I shared with him, "I'm sick, I can't really sing very well", he responded

without missing a beat, "How do you feel?" Not, who's going to cover in your stead? He was

more interested in my condition, than fixing the problem. And so on and so forth, it went throughout the day, each person commiserating with me on my physical state. And as each person reflected that kindness, caring and consideration, my fears disappeared, and another light

emerged. I was safe, it would be ok, this too shall pass.

I realize now, and often forget, we don’t have to be perfect in our lives...just human. This means accepting our frailties and vulnerability.  It’s ok to ask for help when we need it. Because we all need help.  The blessing in our own community is that there are those among us who will listen to our call when we need them, remind us of our real value when we feel low, and make their support and friendship available to us, if we but ask them.

I am grateful to this special community for holding me in such a sacred space of compassion, understanding, and love at a time of need.  I pray our spiritual gifts can provide greater meaning in our own lives, and to the world; and that we can feel the blessing of knowing that someone will always be there for us.
