As the Book of Life opens in the year 5771, it strikes me that we are now commemorating the 30th year of the first recognition of AIDS. Seems astonishing! Although we still may not have the answers to why this, why now, or why me, we clearly live in a much different time, where the darkness has lifted, or shifted, and we once again believe that we can “therefore, choose life”. I am often surprised by the depth of my belief in our ability during these Days of Awe to impact inscription in the Book of Life with our prayers. Each year, I rattle off in my silence, the list of names that I hope G-d will remember before the Book closes on Yom Hakippurim. Over these past decades, my prayers have gone at times unanswered. And a challenge has been, to find meaning and live fully with our eyes and hearts open, even as our prayers have seemed to go unheeded.  

Seeking truth, I did what many of us do these days and went to Wikipedia for the definition of awe. Awe is defined there as “an emotion comparable to wonder, but less joyous, and more fearful or respectful. A person may feel wonder or joy while seeing a large double rainbow, but typically a person does not feel in awe of a rainbow” Wikipedia explains. A total solar eclipse, on the other hand, is a natural spectacle which I do find awe-inspiring. The word for awe in Hebrew, yirah, is also the word for fear. Wonder and fear commingle in the darkened mid-day for many experiencing their first total eclipse. A solar eclipse commences when the disc of the new moon just appears to touch the edge of the sun. This is called First Contact. 

Despite being elected president of the junior congregation of Temple Beth Shalom in Cleveland at the age of 10, there were some speed bumps on the road to my becoming the rabbi that my parents hoped I would be. Significantly, the Temple folded right after my Bar Mitzvah. I always quipped that making me a man was a hard act to follow! Instead, I took the alternate route of the first born son and became a doctor. I was finishing my clinical training to become a cancer specialist in May 1981 when my students took me to see a young gay man hospitalized at UCSF with a very rare form of pneumonia, usually seen in patients with immune suppression due to cancer. Being somewhat savvy of the ways of gay men my age, I proceeded to interview the thin gentleman with labored breathing. “How many sexual partners have you had? Do you ever go to the baths? Do you use poppers?” My questions seemed to surprise my students. On leaving his room, I glibly announced that he had been inhaling too many nitrites, had clearly damaged his lung’s defense system and hence put himself at risk to develop the unusual Pneumocystis pneumonia. Looking back now, I realize that I totally missed the magnitude of this encounter, my First Contact with the disease that was to change all of our lives.

During the partial phases of a solar eclipse, one needs to view the phenomenon with protective eyewear to avoid damage to the retina from looking at the sun even as it diminishes behind the advancing moon. 

On July 4, 1981, the Centers for Disease Control issued their report that Kaposi’s sarcoma had been diagnosed in 26 young gay men. Kaposi’s sarcoma (named after a Hungarian dermatologist who changed his name from Kohn!) had always been a disease of elderly men in their 70’s – but these patients averaged 39 years old. Eight had died, unusual for what had previously been deemed a slowly progressive cancer. Something was very wrong. By the end of 1981, 234 people in the US had died of this strange disease. But rather than viewing what was happening in our midst with protective eyewear, most of the world chose to simply look away. But I knew that my mission, as a gay man, as a Jew, was to take the risk and face the problem head on, with both wonder and fear, to make a difference, to right the senseless wrong. 

Bobbi, a nurse at UCSF, was my first patient with the “gay cancer.” He had a few purple spots on the soles of his feet. This doesn’t look so terrible I thought. But what was it really? Why him and not me – we were so much alike. Could I be next? Very scary! Bobbi became known as the “KS poster boy,” ultimately appearing on the cover of Newsweek with his lover in 1983, a year in which 2304 people died from AIDS in the US. As with most of my early patients, there was no way I could assume the role of a paternalistic physician. Bobbi was my equal-me but for a thin veil of fate perhaps. He was my friend. This was my community. I was eager to figure out the solution and move on. After all, while I was a medical student, the mysteries of Legionnaire’s Disease and Toxic Shock Syndrome had been solved in very short time. This too would pass. But not before Bobbi died.

Then came Simon who had a much more severe and deforming case with his face swollen and blotched with giant purple KS lesions, closing his eyes and choking his throat. Later this would become a frighteningly familiar look in the Castro. I know many of you remember all too well. So often parents coming to San Francisco learned three things all at once – their son was gay, he had AIDS, he was dying. I had no magic bullet, but being there, being present, understanding, provided some comfort. And you, my brothers and sisters of a certain age who were right there too, in the midst of the advancing darkness that we never could have imagined, you also did your part offering comfort, support and care. Todah rabah. Thank you. You did not look away. And those of you too young to remember, part of our generational commitment, le dor va dor, from one generation to the next, this is part of your story too. Do not forget.

In 1984 I am the Assistant Director of the AIDS Program at San Francisco General Hospital. I work with an amazing group of courageous individuals- gay and straight- totally committed to confronting the mystery and horror head on, to figure this out and get to the other side. We are driven by conviction and compassion, but the pain of loss after loss after loss is heart-wrenching. There is no separation between work and home. Friends call at night asking, “Why do I have a fever? What is this splotch on my arm?” A year passes. The moon effaces a bit more of the sun’s surface. Now there is dementia. More death. My grandmother, at 84, complains on the phone that her friends are demented and dying. “Grandma, so are mine, but I am only 34.” In 1984 there are 4251 deaths from AIDS in the US. 

I am immersed. I find solace in going to the beach, after the death of friends or patients particularly dear, to be totally overwhelmed by the magnitude of the ocean – it’s rhymicity, it’s persistence and continuity– even in the face of my loss. You may have experienced that same sort of feeling walking in the woods, watching clouds pass overhead or looking at stars in the night sky. It gives us a sense of our place in the vastness of nature.
Two years later I fall head over heels for a man just recovering from his first episode of Pneumocystis pneumonia. Mark and I spend three years loving and living together until he dies with dementia at Coming Home Hospice shortly after the 1989 Earthquake, something he had been expectantly waiting to experience for years. I walked over to the Hospice the night of the quake, bringing candles and helping comfort as I could, wondering if it wouldn’t have been a mitzvah if the structure had succumbed to the shakes, allowing its residents finally to be released from their suffering. As Mark’s death drew nearer, I realized that going to the ocean was not going to be enough to bring me solace. I sought counsel of a higher sort, turning to Rabbi Yoel Kahn with my questions about death that remained unanswered in my heart despite all the first hand experience I had had watching and assisting others in their journey. I turned to my Jewish roots, our traditions, and my own community, joining Sha’ar Zahav, for the support to move beyond this most painful loss. That year, in addition to Mark, 14,543 other people with AIDS missed being inscribed in the Book of Life. 
I lost my eclipse virginity in 1994, a year after San Francisco recorded our 10,000th AIDS death overall and when the national death toll reached 32,330. I had been introduced to Clint by my best friend Sam. At our first contact, Clint mentioned that there would be a solar eclipse in the Atacama Desert of Chile in November and that we should check out, as if it were a concert in Golden Gate Park. Atacama Desert, solar eclipse. But hey, why not? Clint and I journeyed to the desert, one of the driest places on earth. We experienced totality in a Judean-like  landscape from an altitude of 11,000 feet. As the last of the moon’s valleys passes over the disappearing sun, a giant diamond ring explodes in the sky and you are now able to look up and see the totally eclipsed sun with the naked eye. Second Contact. I laughed and cried and screamed and trembled as I gazed up into what surely must be the eye of G-d, watching the sun’s energy streaming out from behind the dark side of the moon. For me, that first eclipse, experienced while in the depth of the shadow of the AIDS pandemic, renewed my faith that there is an intention in the Universe, that things do happen for a reason, and that surely there is a Master with a Plan. I was awed, filled with both wonder and fear, by a sense of the immensity of time and space and the sense of my own smallness in such a vast expanse.

Third contact marks the appearance of a second diamond ring, which heralds the return of the sun, and the need to re-don protective eyewear. In 1996 effective combination therapies became available to treat HIV, and for the first time the death toll dropped to 34,947. Once totality is over, eclipse revelers enjoy an incredible sense of elation and rejuvenation after totality and hardly notice 4th contact when the conjoined heavenly bodies separate until their next reunion. Many of us felt in those years, a return to health- physical, emotional and spiritual- the possibility of health, in ourselves, in our friends. It is as if we had heard the words of today’s Maftir, “I call heaven and earth to witness this day, that I have placed life and death, blessing and cursing, before you; therefore choose life, that both you and those who come after you may live.”  

As a doctor- an AIDS expert and a cancer specialist- I have had more exposure to death and the dying than most people. I expected that when choosing my field. My beloved husband Clint and I have had the opportunity to share the magic and spectacle of 13 total solar eclipses together. What I did not anticipate, though, was how my embrace of the eclipse experience would provide a spiritual context - one that is informed by and informs my Judaism - allowing me to appreciate that there is a greater power, a reason, that the light returns after the awe-inspiring mid-day darkness, the shadow will pass. So here we gather together again, praying for those we love and care for to be inscribed in The Book of Life. Not everyone we listed last year made it to 5771. In fact, this year I rise with the mourners in our congregation as my father Sidney died on Father’s Day. And when we are gathered here again next year, it will be the same story. For just as we know that an eclipse will occur somewhere on the earth’s surface every 18 months, so we can be certain that a darkness like that which befell us 30 years ago is waiting just in the wings.  In that darkness is a kind of wonderful terrible healing. I have felt it. You have too. Such is our task in this season of Awe, to open our eyes and our hearts to the light and to the darkness we would rather turn away from. It is the light and the darkness together that bring us life. So again and again we choose life, just as our tradition teaches.  And together in community we hold each other and we remember. 

L’Shana Tova Tikatevu! 
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