Rabbi Landsberg: Thank you.

       As I stand before you, I feel like I should say Hineini. This is a well-known word to American Jews. As a matter of fact, this is the first Hebrew word most of us ever learned. Our teachers would take attendance. You would hear your name, and you respond, here I am.

But it’s a much more powerful word than just present. It is, in fact, a concept. It can also mean here I am with you, here I am with you, here I am for you, and here I am able to do whatever you need done. I’m thrilled to do whatever you need done. Because there was a change that I would never be able to say that again. 

In January 1999, I was in a devastating car accident. My son, Jesse, just celebrated his eighth birthday two weeks before, and he was in the car with me. In fact, I was driving him to Sunday school. He always said, mom, you see, I never wanted to go to Sunday school. Thank God Jesse was not serious injured. I sustained a tremendous brain injury which has affected me physically and cognitively ever since. After my six-week coma, I came home unable to care for myself. Years of intensive rehabilitation have enable me to come this far. I thank God for my rehabilitation. I thank God for my resilience and my religion. I think Judaism is a religion of resilience. Because I’m a Rabbi, Judaism is obviously going to be my frame of reference. 

However, while I’m speaking, please consider how this relates to your own religion. Please think to yourself, my church, my mosque, or my religious community. What I’m talking to you about pertains to all of us. Our traditions all affirm the human capacity for resilience. So, it is for Judaism. 

We move from moments of tribulation. The Passover story is about a people who regain themselves after a long experience of adversity. My family and I celebrated Passover 1999 in the dinning hall of Washington, DC’s hospital. The tradition of resilience was brought home to me. This is my story as a person with a disability. Everyone with or without a disability has a story. We Jews, Christians, and Muslims, all religious people, must listen to and hear each story, for we are all created in the divine image and must find ways to cultivate others’ resilience. 

I’ve identified three ways that the Jewish Community fostered my resilience. All religious groups can use these three ways as a model to help people regain themselves. Let’s talk about prayer first. Throughout my whole hospital stays, many prayers were offered on my behalf. Friends, family, and colleagues all responded, here I am for you, praying for your recovery. My family synagogue held a healing service for me on my behalf. The service was about me, but everyone there had a way for them to handle their fears and helplessness. I cannot believe that God discriminates by healing those patients who pray. I believe prayer strengthens those who pray thereby enabling them to reach out help the ones in need. A few days after my accident, a Rabbi put a note on an online bulletin board. I Judaism Psalms recited for someone’s behalf are thought to be directed prayer. All 150 Psalms made me feel that the arms of the Jewish Community were holding me and keeping me in this world. Jews are obligated to visit the sick. Is this is called literally visiting the sick. The many who visited me were much more than drop-bys. My visitors were the embodiment of here I am with you. They sat with me, held my hand and told me stories. Later I could not talk. They included me in conversation and laughter. Just by being there, my visitors shouted, here I am with you, silently. A priest I knew left me an item of hers that I had long coveted. She gave me her collar. Prayer kept me here. Each visit diminished my feelings of isolation and connected me momentarily to the world. Now I’ll talk about practical support.

As Jews, we hold dear the importance of community. As a person in need of help, I learned the importance of community able and willing to quickly respond. Able to do whatever you need done. The purpose is to transform the whole Synagogue into a caring congregation by inspiring members to reach out to those who are isolated and in need. Once it was clear I would be in a hospital quite a while, the committee quickly responded, here we are, what can we do for you? How can we help? The Jew—in the hospital, the committee and members of the congregation provided dinners for my family. Every Friday, a dinner would be delivered complete with essentials. The candles and wine, after I came from the hospital, the meals kept coming until I stand and, with help from my nurse and husband, prepare dinner. This was for me a crucial realization that I would never be able to do the things I used to do the way I had done them before. People who sustain traumatic brain injuries have to reestablish pathways from the brain to the body. In order to do this, they have to learn everything all over again. I had to relearn how to walk, relearn how to talk, relearn how to concentrate and read. Basically, relearn how to live. 

As my days were spent relearning everything, a wonderful group of people provided meals, rides, play dates for Jesse. Practical support helped put my life back in working order so I could begin thinking about being productive begin. Becoming productive has been a lengthy practice that continues to this day. As I progress, I’m ever impressed that the Jewish community continues to support my resilience. My body has recovered about as much as it will. My mind and sprit continue to benefit from the help. 

The three forms of initial help transformed as I moved from total dependency to who I am today, a person living with a disability. Prayer, visits, and practical support have morphed. Nevertheless, in their morphed form, they continue to play the same important role in my life. They actively support my resilience with one word: Hineini.

This is key, the three initial forms of help-the three morphed forms of support helped me see myself through the Jewish community’s eyes. They see me as a person first, with a disability second. Prayer has become a voice of welcome and inclusion. Typically one’s disability engenders discomfort and negative response. However, the members of the Temple welcomed me back as a whole person. A son wanted to join a congregation. He attended service in quite a few synagogues. They were all handicapped accessible. But, only one did members come to him, look him in the eye, take his hand and say welcome. He joined and became very active. Now let’s talk about how visiting the sick morphed. 

While I was in the hospital, they brought the world to me. Once I got home, my visitors, still the embodiment of Hineini brought me the world. My former boss phoned one day to offer to drive my nurse and me to Baltimore to attend the annual conference of the Jewish council for the public affairs. At that conference, I became reacquainted with the Jewish concept of fixing this broken world. Because of experiences like these, I came to see it in its morphed form as my passport into big world outside my home. Practical support at first altered my world so I could think about becoming productive again. It became opportunities to become productive. I went to the conference, and I gasped when he told me he wanted me back at the religious acting center, affectionately known as the rack. The possibility of returning seemed inconceivable. And the thought of contributing again as well the opportunity to think, learn, and become productive was as irresistible as it was frightening. My self-restricted few hours a week had nothing to do with disability issues. I soon realized there were no distinct voices in the Washington coalition working for the civil rights of people with disability. I thought there was a need for a clean, Jewish voice on the subject. I received the title of advisor on disability issues. I was told I was an effortless multi-tasker, a fast talker and I had speaking engagements across the country and composed my most powerful speeches in airlines and in taxis. I had learned that I can not measure my successes by comparing them to my former achievements. Instead, I’m now thrilled every time I can do something new. This is where the Hineini of the Jewish community comes in the form of challenge. The community, the entire religious community continues to encourage the disabled me to perform at my current best. After I learned how to walk, I was thrilled to be able to load the dishwasher. Since then, the religious community’s numerous challenges have asked me to recite a short prayer, to reading the Sabbath Portioning Hebrew, to giving my first public talk at an interfaith conference on disability. Now I must thank Mark Crenshaw and the Bobby Dodd Institute for raising the bar yet again by inviting me to share my thoughts at this huge conference. 

Before my injury, I belonged to one minority that was cohesive, strong, and articulate, the American Jewish Community. After my injury, I realized I belonged to a second minority that is the victim of discrimination, and yet remains unrecognized and disability. I feel it is incumbent on all people of faith to make sure the severe discrimination discovered by Americans with disabilities, who number 54 million people, is made public. We need to speak out in our house of worship, in the shops we need to speak out in our house of worship, in the shops and restaurants we frequent, to the people and institutions we come in contact with, and to ourselves explain that there is a public as well as a private way to say Hineini. It behooves all of us to see the disabled as full members of our communities every day. They do this by not only making sure we can get into the buildings, but going beyond the ramp. Making sure we can attend our worship services to their fullest ability. To make sure they have access to volunteer positions and leadership positions. They should be considered for key religious jobs as clergy, church staff, teachers, and employees of all religious institutions. The collection of Jewish law and tradition teaches us that the synagogue should be built with windows in the sanctuary. I believe this is so we can see is outside, unable to join us. As people of faith, we must install mental windows to help us understand that those whom we refer to as shut-ins are shut out. Who is not in our midst? Who is not attending religious services because they cannot get themselves there? Who is reading our mailings because of the size of the print or reading anything because we have nothing available in Braille? Who cannot hear our lesions, meetings, or music without special equipment? Who cannot understand anything without a sign language interpreter? Who is not sharing the inspiring spirit of youthful events because we are not ensuring that these are welcoming to teens with disabilities? Who at a tender age is turning away from our religious lesions because no accommodations have been made for children with physical and developmental disabilities? We who never consciously do it, but are unconsciously putting a stumbling block before the blind. We can certainly aid one’s spiritual healing by making prayer. Music, study, all religious traditions accessible to everyone. Where do we begin? We must begin by opening the eyes of the members of our own faith communities, and help them understand that they must change their attitudes. Hineini is spoken verbally and nonverbally. Both religious communities. I’m thrilled that many houses of worship of becoming aware of respecting and including people with disabilities. But I see the role of the religious community as going beyond inclusion to political advocacy. We model positive behavior, but that does not make it law, I know that political advocacy is beyond the purview of this conference. But Hineini is most powerfully expressed when it is directed to the entire population. Especially from a faith perspective. Advocacy information is your packet. Don’t read it now, but when you get home, read it, share it, and act on it. We can all of us learn and understand the many meanings of the word by living them. Here I am, I am for you, here I am with you, here I am listening to you and hearing you, here I am providing support by working to make the religious world and the wider world physically and emotionally accessible to you. Let’s say in unison Hineini. Let’s try that again. Hineini. Let’s help people heal by accommodating the disabilities and urging them to lead fully engaged and productive lives. 

May it be God’s will.

May it be our will.

