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			PRAISE FOR

			The Beauty of What Remains

			“The wisdom Steve Leder shares in this moving book is an essential part of living a beautiful and meaningful life. Read it and feel inspired.”

			—Maria Shriver

			“With The Beauty of What Remains, Rabbi Leder has given us a profoundly thoughtful book that captures the same wisdom and wit that his congregation has experienced from him for over three decades. Give this book to a friend.”

			—Aaron Sorkin

			“Rabbi Leder has a way of making us all feel better, even when tackling the difficult subject of death. I was underlining and dog-earing from the start. Life lessons on each page.”

			—Hoda Kotb

			“Rabbi Steve Leder’s wise and kind voice gently guides us through his life with his father as well as the lives of so many others he has helped. His personal history makes him and his work so accessible and satisfying. This warm and insightful book teaches us how to remember what really matters in loss and in life.”

			—David Kessler, author of Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief

			“Rabbi Steve Leder writes about grief and pain in The Beauty of What Remains—but also about the joy and love we can find in the most unexpected places. This gorgeous book will provide comfort to many.”

			—Jenna Bush Hager

			“I’ve changed my will because of this book. I don’t necessarily mean the will with instructions for the disposition of my earthly possessions. I mean the will composed not by a lawyer but by my life, the legacy of the love, the values, the virtues that make life worth living. A life lived like that can create beauty even in the valley of the shadow of death. I cried, I laughed, and my heart sang—now, death, where is your sting? Thank you, Rabbi Leder, for sharing your will with us.”

			—Bishop Michael Curry, author of Love Is the Way

			“Steve Leder’s words are a balm to the soul. The Beauty of What Remains encourages us to confront our feelings about death head-on, and reminds us not to fear the end of life on Earth, but to embrace what it can teach us while we’re here. Steve’s own stories and experiences are written in that exquisite way that makes it feel as if you’re speaking to a good friend. This book is a must-read.”

			—Mallika Chopra, author of Living with Intent: My Somewhat Messy Journey to Purpose, Peace, and Joy

			“Through numerous recollections of conversing with the dying, Rabbi Steve Leder takes the reader on a transformational journey providing insights and caring support in releasing all fear of death and really living a meaningful life. I highly recommend this book, particularly for those who are grieving the loss of a loved one.”

			—Anita Moorjani, New York Times–bestselling author of Dying to Be Me and What If This Is Heaven?

			“An exquisite book on the deepest truth we will all face. I wholeheartedly recommend.”

			—Roshi Joan Jiko Halifax, author of Being with Dying
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			To my parents, Leonard and Barbara Leder
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			PROLOGUE

			My first funeral as a rabbi was for a twenty-five-year-old named Ricky who died of AIDS-related illness. I was twenty-seven, fresh out of the seminary, earnest, eager even, as I knocked on the door of the modest home of his parents, Joe and Irena, for what clergy call an “intake” meeting. Joe led me to the Formica kitchen table, where he and Irena sat beside two cups of cold black coffee and a dirty ashtray. Eyes swollen, tired and wary, they smoked in silence and sized me up. I offered some platitudes and the obligatory “I’m so sorry.” Then I noticed the tattooed numbers on their left arms—Auschwitz. They smoked and stared a little longer until I broke the silence to ask about Ricky. Irena answered each question with a few words, took a drag, and waited for the next. Joe said nothing. They were each suspended in some distant, surreal dimension of time. Broken long ago, they were broken again, their suffering commingled with ash. Such a young, inexperienced rabbi, only two years older than their dead son. I must have seemed yet another insult to their injury. They knew, and I knew, I had nothing to offer and nothing to say.

			During my more than three decades tending to more than a thousand grieving families since that afternoon, I have learned a lot about death, which in turn has taught me a lot about life. Two years ago, I decided to share my insights about the ways death gives meaning to life with my congregation in a sermon delivered on the eve of Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish year. That sermon on death turned out to be the most popular sermon I have ever delivered from the pulpit.

			I chose the theme of death and what it teaches us about life because in addition to being a day devoted to seeking forgiveness from those we have wronged, Yom Kippur has built into it several observances meant to mimic death. It is a day of fasting because the dead neither eat nor drink. We wear white as a reminder of the white linen burial shroud. The service begins with a lengthy prayer chanted three times in succession while facing three sacred scrolls, representing the three judges that legend has it each of us will face in the heavenly tribunal. Many of the prayers that day allude to death in one way or another. One of those prayers hauntingly asks, “Who shall live and who shall die?” The answer for each of us is “I will.” We end Yom Kippur afternoon with the very same words that Jewish tradition requires us to recite when a person dies. The idea behind these rituals and prayers is the hope that contemplating death will inspire us to change our lives.

			The sermon was what preachers call a “list” sermon, in which I listed and then elaborated upon ten lessons I had learned about death as a result of seeing it up close for so many years. Requests for copies poured in from all over the world. That’s when I knew I would write this book. What I didn’t know was that my father would be buried one year to the day after that sermon was delivered and that his death would force me to rethink both my sermon and this book. Yes, when I wrote the sermon, I definitely knew more than the day I knocked on Joe and Irena’s door. But just when I thought I really knew something, my dad, much as he had done so many times before in his life, pushed me painfully further in death. Lenny Leder had incredible instincts born of his youth on the streets. My entire life I hated it when he would say, “Steven, where you are, I’ve been. You don’t know shit.” My father’s death forced me to realize that what I knew about death and how it informs life was the result of seeing other families’ loved ones die—other families’ grief, not mine. Sure, I had seen a lot of loss, but vicariously, one degree removed from the truth. I was an experienced rabbi well-schooled in the craft of death. But my dad was right—I was full of shit.

			This book is my apology—setting the record straight for the ways in which that most popular sermon was shy of the deepest truth. I want people to know the deepest truth about what death teaches us of life. I want us all to lead more meaningful, more beautiful lives; less anxious, less frenetic. I am writing this prologue after twelve weeks of stay-at-home orders. Pandemic death has caused the greatest global pause in our history. Death has the potential to change us and to change the world because it reveals the depth of our love for one another and for life itself. Understanding death—its rituals, its lessons, its gift to reshape love through memory, its grief, its powerful reminder that it is not what but who we have that matters—gives our lives exquisite meaning. I still write in part as a rabbi, but this time as a rabbi forced, as nearly all sons and daughters eventually are, to make peace with the loss, love, regret, and pain that result from the death of a father.

			The first time I felt how painfully complicated it would be for me—the rabbi and the son—to face my father’s slow decline was the first Friday afternoon he spent in a nursing home. The home was established by the Jewish community in Minneapolis to take care of its elderly. It was a Friday afternoon, and knowing who I was, the program director asked if I would please lead the brief weekly service in the activities room for the residents to welcome the Sabbath. Then she handed me an inflated balloon.

			“What’s this for?” I asked.

			“Well,” she said, “it’s good for the residents to have a little exercise and stimulation during the service. All you need to do is hit the balloon toward them in their wheelchairs, and when one of them catches the balloon, it’s that person’s turn to answer a question, sing with you, clap their hands, or do whatever else you want them to do to participate in the service. It helps them stay engaged.”

			On my father’s first day in a nursing home, I got up in that cheerless multipurpose room full of old, confused souls and put on my best rabbi act. I was outgoing, full of wisecracks, and loud; I exaggerated my gestures, much as I did most Friday mornings at services for the temple’s nursery school children back home. The same shtick worked equally well in both places. I hit the balloon and watched it drift toward the twenty or so residents on my father’s floor, all gathered together, many unsure why. “Good catch, Sally! Now, help me with the blessing for the candles. That’s it. Come on. You know the words. Okay, it’s coming to you next, Morrie. Attaboy, arms up. Grab it. Good job! Now, sing with me, Morrie. Come on, clap your hands too . . .”

			For reasons and in ways you will understand later, my dad was not like other dads. The idea of playing a game with my father or his catching a balloon or participating in anything with a group was hard to imagine. I had never in my entire life played a single game of catch with my dad. We never shot baskets together in the driveway; not once did we toss a baseball or a football around in the yard. But there he was, my formerly strong, uncompliant, difficult, powerful, frightening, hilarious, crude, successful dad, in a wheelchair in a nursing home, lined up with the listless and the lost, his arms in the air, hoping for a balloon. How could it be?

			I didn’t want to toss him the balloon. I didn’t want to make him part of my act. But he was waiting, like the rest of his new neighbors, for the rabbi to send the magical floating orb his way. So I did. He caught it and smiled a little. “That’s great, Dad. Now, clap your hands with me . . .”

			That first afternoon in the nursing home, my dad actually played a game with me—his arms aloft, welcoming something offered to him by his son, bittersweetly, with regret and love. I finished the service, walked into the hallway, shuddered, and wept. I had begun the journey from rabbi to son—from all that death takes away to the beauty of what remains.

		

	
		
			1

			The Deepest Peace

			
				All the rivers run into the sea, and yet the sea is not full.

				To the place from which the rivers come,

				there they return again.

				—Ecclesiastes 1:7

			

			We were a small group, most of us a year out of college and just back from Israel, where we had spent the first of our five-year curriculum learning Hebrew. Now that we were stateside, it was time to learn everything else required to serve our pulpits and keep our tradition alive. That included a field trip to death’s storefront, the mortuary. Looking at the shallow, twin-bed-sized porcelain table on stainless-steel legs with a drain toward the bottom and a coiled hose above, I realized that I would have to face a lot of death in my career. You’d think I would have figured that out before I entered the seminary, but then again, how many people who decide what they want to be at fifteen really think things through? “This is where we wash and prepare the bodies,” the mortician said matter-of-factly. He went on to describe what happened from the moment he arrived at a home or hospital to retrieve a body to the moment a family drove away from the gravesite, leaving their loved one buried beneath the earth.

			That porcelain platform for washing and prepping, the casket showroom and the little signs with prices, the book of flower arrangements and the makeup room shocked me. I had been to only one funeral in my life: my grandmother’s. I was seven years old. The only thing I remember was my auntie Geta crying in a way I had never heard anyone cry before. My classmates and I made a lot of sick jokes as we moved from room to room. But there was no denying death was going to be a regular part of my life, so I had a lot to learn.

			I became a rabbi for a lot of both simple and complicated reasons. My father and uncle owned a junkyard, where I worked hard as a kid. Hard work was the only thing that seemed to get my father’s attention; it was what he expected and what he valued. Any creative pursuit for which I showed potential—writing, music, acting—was summarily dismissed as frivolous. Sports were laughable. And my young mother, Barbara, overburdened as she was with five kids, made it clear when we were very young that she wasn’t the carpooling, den mother, team mom sort of mother other kids on the block had. It was all she could do to feed us, keep the house clean, and manage the doctor and dentist appointments and parent-teacher conferences. If we wanted to do anything extra, we were on our own. With one exception—the synagogue.

			Because Lenny Leder grew up in the Jewish ghetto of North Minneapolis, Jewish culture was all he knew, and as far as he was concerned, it was the only culture that mattered. My childhood was filled with Yiddish, sour pickles, bagels and smoked fish on Sunday mornings, and little care or contact with the larger world. If I wanted to play hockey or baseball, act in the school play, or write for the school paper, I had to figure out how to do that for myself, and there weren’t going to be any pats on the back if I did. But if I wanted a ride to the synagogue to attend the youth group, Dad and therefore Mom were all in. It seemed as if anything I did at the synagogue made them proud and little if anything I did elsewhere other than sweating it out at the junkyard was even noticed. You don’t have to be Sigmund Freud to understand why I became a rabbi.

			When I was fourteen, I was smoking pot at school most days, failing algebra and Spanish, playing drums in a rock band, and heading for trouble. While my parents were away on vacation, my bandmates and I came up with the bright idea to steal some Bob Dylan albums from the local Target. We got caught by an undercover security guard and ended up at the police station, where my oldest sister had to pick me up and take me home until my parents returned from Florida for the meeting with the detective. I was the fourth of five children, and I think my parents were sort of over being parents by the time I and my little brother came around. The arrest was a warning to them that some oversight might be in order. Wary of psychologists, they went to our rabbi for counsel. He told them he thought what I needed was a change of peers and suggested they send me to a Jewish summer camp in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin. It was there I fell deeply in love. I loved the music, I loved the cool, guitar-playing hippie counselors. I loved the pretty girls from Chicago with flowers in their hair. It was the first time in my life I ever saw a rabbi in shorts and a T-shirt who could throw a baseball. It was a revelation to me that rabbis could be just like normal people yet also seem to possess a special, wise secret worthy of respect. That summer I knew that when I grew up, I wanted to be like them.

			It was the beginning of a twelve-year journey toward ordination, at the end of which the fifteen-year-old in me was sure I would spend my time making camp as great for my future congregation’s kids as it was for me. I would study and teach Talmud. I would write inspiring sermons, read and write wonderful books, and ponder the great mystery that is life itself. Standing in front of that autopsy and embalming table was my first indication that I was heading for something else too. It left me quietly, secretly, afraid.

			Even after finishing my studies I remained afraid of dying and of death. One tour of a mortuary notwithstanding, rabbinical school had prepared me poorly for both. But I was fortunate enough to have a great mentor in the then-senior rabbi of my first congregation, where I have stayed my entire career and now serve as the senior rabbi myself. My first week on the job he took me with him to watch an unveiling ceremony. These ceremonies take place roughly a year after the burial and involve a few prayers followed by the unveiling of the headstone marking the grave. After leading the requisite prayers, the rabbi asked the widow to lift the cloth covering from the headstone. Instantly, she broke into sobs the likes of which I had not heard since my auntie Geta’s at my grandmother’s funeral—primal, uncontrollable, inconsolable, pent-up pain.

			“I can’t,” she wailed.

			I was paralyzed. My boss wasn’t. He put his arm around her shoulder and said, “You can. Get control of yourself. Your children and grandchildren are here. That’s it. Good . . .”

			I watched in amazement as she stepped forward and lifted the cloth covering, revealing her husband’s legacy carved into stone. I saw that people can and do face death and grief even when they think they can’t. I never would have believed it at the time, but I have become much like my first boss and that funeral director whose tour shocked me with its matter-of-factness long ago. From years of experience, they understood that death really is a part of life—essential, universal, expected, mundane even. None of us are making history when we die, and in many ways, all our deaths are the same. I understand that now too.

			

			•   •   •

			Thirty-some years after that rabbinical school mortuary tour I am with my mother at the funeral home in Minneapolis. My father is deep into Alzheimer’s, and ever the planner, my mother wants to make arrangements. The guy in charge knows his stuff, and after my mom introduces me as her son who’s a rabbi in Los Angeles, he knows the same is true of me. We work our way through the checklist: type of casket; flowers for the casket spray; guestbook yes, video montage no; military honors no, Freemason honors yes; burial shroud no, prayer shawl yes. Music? “Mom, we gotta go with Hank Williams.” Limo yes. I was glad that I could help my mom that day; that I had become a death professional who knew the behind-the-scenes machinations of it all. I was trying my best to be a rabbi and a son. And the truth is, if I had not had on the armor of my profession that day, if I had been only the son whose father was soon going to die, I am not sure what I would have done with so much sadness.

			I had never spoken with my dad about what he wanted for his funeral, but I had asked him, a couple of years before this, if he was afraid of dying. I chose that particular visit with my dad to ask him if he was afraid, because I felt it was coming to the end of the time when he could still comprehend questions and respond with a nod, yes or no. The rabbi and the son in me wanted to ease whatever worry or fear he might have had at the time about what was happening to him. “Dad, you got a lot right,” I told him. “I am a success because you taught me how to work harder than anyone else, and that has made all the difference.” It was true. Other rabbis had higher SAT scores, know more Talmud, and speak better Hebrew than I do. But none I know of outwork me. Thank you, Dad.

			“Dad? This isn’t the hardest thing you have ever been through, is it?” I asked next. He shook his head no. “Was the worst thing you ever went through when your parents stopped talking to you because you and Uncle Mort left your dad’s junkyard to start your own?” He nodded yes. “Then you can deal with this too, right?” Again, he nodded yes. As a rabbi now experienced in helping people through their suffering, I knew reminding people facing something difficult that they have faced difficulties before and found a way through helps them face their current challenges too. After that brief exchange, he stared blankly into the distance. He was like that now—here for a moment, then gone. I was trying my best to be his rabbi and his son during what I believed might well be the last back-and-forth of our lives.

			

			•   •   •

			After more than thirty years, I have visited nearly a thousand dying people, and so far not one—not one single person who is really, actively dying—has told me he or she was afraid. In fact, most people summon me to their bedside because they want to speak fearlessly and openly about their death, their funeral; what they want me to say and not to say. A family sometimes asks me to visit with their dying loved one because they are afraid of life without them or they assume their loved one is panicked, but the agenda of the dying is not one of fear, it is one of peace. Often the first thing a dying person says after thanking me for coming is “I’m fine.” And they mean it.

			Lionel was ninety-two years old when he called and asked me to visit. His wife, Terry, had died three years before. She was a beautiful person. We often say when someone has died, “May her memory be a blessing.” For most, it’s just an expression. For Terry, it was a profound truth, a powerful statement about the way she lived and loved. To know her, to be with her, to have her in your corner, in your life, in your heart and memory—this really was a blessing. Anyone who knew Terry felt fortunate. I know I did.

			When my wife, Betsy, and I arrived in Los Angeles thirty-four years ago, after Lionel, who was then president of the temple, decided to roll the dice on a twenty-six-year-old kid from the Midwest, we were invited to dinner at Lionel and Terry’s. We were fresh off the farm, and we walked into that elegant, warm, beautiful home. A Chagall painting to the left—so deeply blue and dark and beautiful—and the most amazing aromas wafting from the kitchen. We were nervous. Enter Terry, smiling warmly—not a phony or privileged bone in her body. There was talk of art, of business, and gentle, kind questions for the new rabbi barely older than a boy and his shy, sweet, equally young wife.

			In some ways Terry was a beautiful contradiction. She was elegant but told the best dirty jokes. She had incredible grace and style, but had no problem mowing the lawn while pregnant. She was a great community leader, but she never upstaged Lionel and remained in some ways the sort of old-fashioned wife whose mission was to take care of her husband. They were beautiful together, laughing, teasing, traveling the world, enthralled with music, art, food, and fun. When times were good, they had a life of laughter and love, respect and teamwork. When times were bad, they had a life of laughter and love, respect and teamwork. They started out in a studio apartment, sleeping on a Murphy bed. You could lie in bed and turn the kitchen faucet on with one hand and flush the toilet in the bathroom with the other. And from there they lived a remarkable life tucked beneath the covers of nearly seventy years. I still laugh when I remember Terry telling me about an upcoming trip she and Lionel were going on to tour the greatest museums and restaurants in Europe. “It sounds amazing,” I responded.

			“It will be a great ski vacation,” she said. I was confused. I couldn’t figure out what museums and restaurants in Europe had to do with skiing.

			“Ski vacation?” I asked.

			“Yeah, S-K-I. Spending the Kids’ Inheritance!” she countered.

			Three years after Terry died, I sat down with Lionel at his home for the visit he requested, and the reason for it became clear pretty quickly.

			“Terry and I had a hell of a life,” he told me. “We really had a good time.”

			“I know you miss her, Lionel. I know . . .”

			“Steve, I want you to know I have decided to stop my dialysis. You know what that means?”

			“I do.” I knew that dialysis three days a week meant he no longer had a single day when he felt well and wasn’t exhausted, but that stopping meant certain death within two weeks or less.

			“And I want you to know that I feel happy about it. I feel relieved. My kids are okay with this. They have their own lives and I have done everything I can for them already. They love me, but they don’t need me. I’m done. You and I have had a lot of good meals together, a lot of good scotch. You’ve done a hell of a job at the temple, and I love you, Steve. I’ve never said that to another man. Now, say goodbye to me, keep up the good work, and enjoy your life with Betsy and the kids.”

			We hugged. I turned toward the door, then turned back around for a smile and a wave. I blew Lionel a kiss and turned away again—deeply moved and quiet, but not in sadness. He missed Terry so much. My mind flashed to the ancient words of the Song of Solomon, “Love is as strong as death.” Lionel’s love for Terry and his wise understanding that more is not always better led him to a place of great peace. It was time.

			How could anyone want to die? we wonder. But we wonder only because we are not actually dying. Dying makes perfect sense to the dying, just not to the living; the same way that breathing underwater makes perfect sense to the fish but not to us. But by the dying, I mean those who are minutes, hours, or days from death. I do not mean you or me. For the living, death is often a frightening, sad, mysterious
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