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JEWISH HOSPICE AND THE SPIRITUAL ROOTS OF HOPE
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Judaism Requires Giving Hope





    Caregivers need to understand the idea of Hope in order to serve the Jewish ill. Understanding this will also help to answer the greatest fear that Jewish leaders feel most when they think of hospice. The Jewish religion considers Hope to be a fundamental of its faith. Taking away a person’s hope is a heinous crime.





    In a hospice environment you are dealing, of course, with a hopeless situation, in terms of physical recuperation. Hospice is the home of “care”, not “cure.” Yet we know instinctively, as well as by the studies of Dr. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, that virtually no person, no matter how accepting of their fate, dies without some degree of denial – “somehow, somewhere, a healing balm will arrive.”





    Judaism says we may not take away that person’s ecstatic hope. Even though in front of her head she knows the truth of the situation, in the back of her head she fondles a hope, holding it close to her heart. Without lying, without pandering, a caregiver must translate that hope into a more realistic one, perhaps a hope to live without pain, a hope that her dreams for her family may well be realized, and surely a hope that God will care for her.





    


The Idea of Hope [i]





    Judaism is not a skein of charming folkways. It is idealism and faith, law and love, literature and history and a way of life. It connects people to God and creates a working relationship. Judaism may have made one of its greatest contributions when it actualized a dormant human feature that hides shyly in everyone’s heart – Hope. Hope is the sheer will to live on in the face of despair, to picture a better future, to spark a rise to success and an end to suffering. The Jewish people survived pogroms and holocausts, most of all probably, because of this one quality.


    


    Think of it: there is virtually no forward movement in life, no projecting and no planning, unless it is preceded by a robust Hope which craves some distant goal. Hope performs remarkable calisthenics. If you lose hope in something, you instinctively hope for a different objective. Hope changes itself in tandem with your personal development – if you are successful, your hope leaps ahead to farther goals out-of-reach; just as when you get older, you should not simply lose hope, but change it and hope for quite 
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different goals. What are the hidden mechanisms that trigger this hope that drives us into the future? What enables this boldness, this resilience, and this “impossible” vision?


 


    If you look under the hood of Hope, you will find a remarkable spiritual engine whose major component is Faith -- a belief in One God. There is a specific moment in history when a spiritual revolution overturned man’s outlook on the world -- the emergence of the idea of One God. It snatched Hope – which had been a charming gadget buried in Pandora's box – and shaped it into one of the most powerful forces in human evolution and implanted it into everyone's imagination.





    It accomplished this by making a striking observation that released a flood of spiritual energies. It affirmed that God actually listens to people who petition Him, that He desires their good, and that He responds -- for good or ill. This was a radical idea at the time and it struck at the pith of the pagan mind that considered a relationship between a man and a god to be untenable, pie in the sky.





    By claiming a belief in one God who was a single, almighty, and totally ethical entity, yet who responded to insignificant people like you and me, Judaism challenged Paganism in a war to the death for the minds of the civilized world.





The combat swirled around these questions:





1. Is it possible that God was interested in people's personal problems?


2. Does He have the power to implement solutions to these dilemmas?


3. Should a person hope for such a distant, unrealizable possibility?





    The Jewish prophets thundered "yes!" to all three questions, and vanquished a paganism that said "no!" to them all. By doing so, the Jewish faith empowered people to Hope, and built it into the powerful notion that it is today. Because it spoke of a God in heaven to whom people could direct their dreams with great enthusiasm, and who could respond positively to their cries, it transfigured Hope from a nebulous, gaseous, fanciful, and even dangerous myth into a serious, structured, spiritual pursuit that Judaism proclaimed. Hope illuminated the distant horizons of a dark world.





Optimism





    This is important to a person who knows he is on his deathbed. The 19th century Christian thinker, Soren Kierkegaard, believed that this commitment to Hope “…made the Jewish religion of all religions, outspoken optimism. Greek pagan thought is optimistic, but is tinged with deep melancholy, and had no Divine sanction. Judaism is Divinely-sanctioned optimism, sheer promise for this life.”








    It could not be otherwise. A religion that taught the world that every person is created in the image of God must be optimistic and hopeful. If we are spiritual facsimiles of God, we have the power to be creative, as He is, and we can strive to soften our suffering, tragedy, and evil of all kinds. By stimulating the people not to accept evil passively, and encouraging us to do combat against the horrors of life, faith in God became a source of great Hope. Religion told the ancient world that when things are bad, we could reasonably hope for a new beginning.  Somehow. 





    The idea of One God was a shaft of light that shone through the thick clouds of Pagan culture and radiated the sparkling idea that the world is actually good (despite rampant suffering), and is guided by a purposeful, personal God; that people are actually people, not discarded debris tossed helter-skelter on the turbulent ocean of history, who are subject to a random fate, but to Divine destiny. The belief in One God ultimately dominated all civilization and paganism quickly began to fade. Hope instantly sprang into existence, creating a new reality. Religion became the cradle of optimism, while Paganism suffered fits of melancholy until finally it collapsed.





Hope is Born





    This revolution translated beliefs into practical propositions. To the man on the street this meant that he had an address to which he could appeal when he was in trouble, even if it was in heaven. It meant that God could, and very well might, respond with help - perhaps a new cure or a new opportunity. Immediately, the earth became a friendlier, cozier, more hospitable place in which to spend a lifetime.





     Could the Jews have lived through the twentieth century without Hope? How could Jews survive the sight of their children being clubbed to death by storm troopers? Hope. Elie Wiesel found the sign over the doors to the Breslov synagogue in Warsaw: “Gevalt Jews! Don’t give up.” That is Hope. If we look at the bottom line today at the end of our millennium we can say, proudly and confidently, that our faith in God gave us Hope and that our Hope sustained us. Thank God.





     It is why after the holocaust, the state of Israel called its national anthem "Ha-Tikvah," "The Hope."





    A belief in God gives us the capacity, the legitimacy, and the privilege, to dare to look far into the horizons, to breathe with excitement at distant prospects, and to believe that despite our circumstances, perhaps even in another world, we may yet earn some happiness.





[i] Portions excerpted from THE POWER OF HOPE, by Maurice Lamm, Scribner’s, NY, 1995








     


























