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Poor Widow Me 
High Holiday Sermon:  September 6, 2013/ 5774 
Beth Am Israel 
Rabbi Lynnda Targan 
 

 

Like every year, at this point on our Jewish calendar, we are all called to 

introspection, to wake up to the sound of the shofar, to transition from one spiritual place 

to another. The question is, “How?” So the topic I’d like to explore this morning is 

transformation. It’s a subject that interests me greatly, because our ability to transform, 

to transition from one place to another, one state of being to another, has significant 

power to change our reality—not only ours personally, but those around us, and even 

the world at large--and I’m not being hyperbolas. 

 

My sister, Sheri lives in Merrick, Long Island in a house on the bay, and she and 

my brother-in-law, Fred, have been the next door neighbors for 27 years of Carol and 

Jimmy Scibelli--that is until Jimmy suddenly and unexpectedly died. Before his untimely 

death, Carol and Jimmy were a fantastic couple, high school sweethearts, wonderfully 

fun and engaging to be around. My husband, Larry and I, knew them well, for decades, 

and always looked forward to being in their company. 

Carol, who is Jewish, is a humorist, a petite stand-up comedienne and a member 

of the prestigious Friars Club in New York. Jimmy, an Italian Catholic, was larger than 

life. A huge man in girth, as well as accomplishments. He was the magician with the fairy 

dust, the one that could make things happen, and if you were lucky enough to catch 

some of the sprinkles, you might end up at the winner’s circle in the Kentucky Derby, or 

have a bit part on the Sopranos, or just have the greatest evening in your life, full of 

laughter because Jimmy orchestrated it. 
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But on April 13, 2006 at 6:19 pm, Jimmy’s big body succumbed to Burkitt’s 

Lymphoma, leaving Carol, a son, a daughter and son-in-law, a young, adoring 

granddaughter, tons of heartsick friends and family, and a plethora of admiring business 

associates behind in the ashes.  He was sick for barely a month, and he had just turned 

56. Carol chronicles her journey of widowhood and loss in a little gem of a book called, 

“Poor Widow Me.” 

Though Carol, as a comedy writer is wired to be funny, in my reading and re-

reading of this book, I’ve come to value her particular story of loss and transformation as 

universally thematic. We could all write this book with our own particular brand of 

problems, issues, disappointments, concerns and losses, especially as we head, head-

first into this New Year: Poor My Children Ignore Me, Me; Poor In a Bad Relationship, 

Me; Poor Jobless Me; Poor My Spouse, My Significant Other, my Partner is 

Disappointing Me, Me; Poor Ill Me; Poor Childless Me; Poor, Poor, Poor Me; Poor Lonely 

Me…. 

You name it! And I’m sure you can.  

 

Certainly, there’s no dearth of personal tragedies, losses and trauma in the 

world. I’m sure we all have a lot to kvetch about, alas. And certainly no dearth of 

community tirchas, hardships that have made life difficult and anxious for our collective 

lot—hurricanes, fires, kidnappings, schools in trouble, Jewish NY politicians tweeting 

naked pictures of themselves, Israel, mass killings in Egypt, chemical weapons in Syria, 

poverty all over the world…just to name a few. And these Days of Awe puts the whole lot 

of it front and center, orchestrated beautifully with its stirring liturgy and structure. 

 

We stand and beat our breasts, announcing publicly our transgressions, 

thumping our chests with sins that we and others committed, things that make us feel 
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bad about ourselves often--even singing about them in the viduii, the confessional. What 

other culture does that? I confess, it used to irritate me on some level. But I’ve come to 

understand that the process is cathartic, like therapy for the soul. It gives us the 

opportunity to shore up our hesbon ha nefesh, the accounting of our lives, and prepares 

us for purification at Yom Kippur, one of many our tradition affords, and at the end of the 

Aseret Y’mi Teshuva, the ten days of teshuva, for transformation. 

All of our tragedies, traumas, losses, crisies are real,  and we are entitled to our 

sadness, our yearnings and acknowledging the devastation they bring into our bodies 

and souls. But we can’t marinate in them. We can’t throw permanent pity parties for 

ourselves even if we are in the thick of it.  

One of the early Chasidic masters said that the saddest word in the Hebrew 

Language is yeush, despair, because when one gives up hope, one gives up the 

potential for change and growth. We can’t live Poor Widow Me, Poor Jobless Me, Poor 

Whatever Me, indefinitely if we want to have joyous and fulfilling lives. It is incumbent 

upon us to transform ourselves from victim to victor.   

 

Permit me to share a personal story with you. 15 years ago I was diagnosed with 

a rare tumor in my parotid gland. For those of you who may not know, it’s a salivary 

gland on the side of the neck, and it requires risky and delicate surgery because 5 of the 

facial nerves go through it. Removal of the gland or disturbing any one of those facial 

nerves can cause permanent numbness or facial paralysis. I was totally in shock and 

disbelief when the MRI showed the tumor, an ominous dime-sized black circle against 

an otherwise clear-appearing cloudy image, an “incidental finding,” they called it. Oh, 

incidentally, you have a tumor!  
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I was about to enter Rabbinical School and I stood with my hands out like Tevye. 

“Oh, Lord. Thanks for this little intruder. Is this my first test for rabbinical school? I’m 

flunking out.” 

 Moses purportedly had a speech impediment and he overcame it to become a 

great leader, but me, how would I fare? I was no Moses, for sure. 

 

  One of the first people I called outside of the medical community upon receiving 

the diagnosis, was my rabbi, at the time Rabbi Howard Addison at Temple Sinai. Rabbis 

have mostly given me good advice, and this time was no exception. After a few minutes 

of conversation he left me with one of the most profound messages of my life. He said, 

“Lynnda, don’t let this tumor take any more time than it has to.” Don’t let this tumor 

take any more time than it has to.”  

 

Jewish tradition teaches that it is a mitzvah, a commandment, to seek joy. Even 

in the midst of our darkest hours, our anguish, our misery, our Jewish system wants us 

to seek light, to walk with God, if we can.  lt puts limits on how long we are allowed to 

wallow, to mourn our losses. We don’t say Kaddish any more than 11 months, at most. 

That’s the outside limit. Zayo, as they say in Hebrew. We are enjoined to walk away from 

the rituals of death and move forward, even with our wounds, no matter how hard our 

plight. And it is incumbent upon US to make a choice to seek the light in the 

brokenness. The High Holiday parasha, Nitzavim contains the words, “I have placed life 

and death before you, blessing and curse,” says God. “Choose life so that you may live.” 

It’s telling us to make each minute count. And don’t let the challenges in your life 

take any more time than they have to.  
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We have to accentuate the positive, as the song goes. To live our days 

bracketed with gratitude and forgiveness, to pursue the happiness we deserve, the 

happiness that God wants us to have. To not dwell on what we don’t have, but to 

appreciate what we do.  

 

I’ve been studying Jewish texts for many decades now, yet I learned one of the 

most invaluable spiritual lessons from my brother Todd, who is not particularly learned in 

Jewish texts, but who is in the ways of the world. At his son’s, my nephew’s Bar-Mitzvah, 

one of our close relatives was supposed to come but never showed up and never called, 

and he was not in an accident, or lying on the bathroom floor after a heart-attack, God 

forbid. He just decided at the last second, for some rude, inane reason that he didn’t 

want to come to the Bar-Mitzvah. 

 

I was appalled and felt a lot of resentment towards this family member and sorry 

for Todd and his family, for what I perceived would be a terrible disappointment. I stood 

with my hand on my hips and said, “Todd, can you believe that?” I probably added an 

expletive or two in there. Without batting an eye, Todd responded, “Lynnda, I am not 

spending one second of my time at my son’s beautiful Bar-Mitzvah thinking about a 

person who didn’t show up, when I have 240 other happy people here who are eating 

and dancing and want to be celebrating our simcha, and that’s where my energy is 

going.”  

 

Well shut my mouth.  

 

We all do what I did at some point, don’t we? We pick the one thing that isn’t 

right, or working well, or flaw in ourselves or someone else and we swat at it like a 



 6 

mosquito on raw skin. Todd’s philosophy, which I now affectionately refer to as, “The 

Torah according to Todd,” is definitely the wiser, more mature, loftier way to go.  

I even started writing about it with a twist, calling the new blog about to be 

launched on my web site, Woowing the Wow of Now,  which is about choosing life, 

living in gratitude and pursuing happiness as a means of transformation.  

 

“How do we Woow the Wow of Now?” you may be asking, in this, our time of 

refreshing, renewal, re-adjustment, re-alignment, returning? How do we transform 

ourselves from Poor Widow Me, Poor Lonely me, Poor Whatever Me, to a happier, more 

fulfilled Me?  How do we find our spiritual fulcrum, the place that can pivot to higher 

ground when our kids are suffering, when we lose our best friends, when we are lonely, 

when we are betrayed, when we, or our partners are ill—either mentally or physically, 

when we are scared about our parnassa, our livelihood, when the world seems like the 

vast tohu v’avohu before Creation. How do we transform the mundane, the profane into 

the miraculous?  

 

On this Yom HaZikaron, this Day of Remembrance, this day of mindfulness, this 

day when our lives begin anew, please allow me to make some suggestions that may be 

helpful, and hopefully if you are willing, can give you the power to transform as we 

move ahead in our New Year. And believe me, this is a pep talk for me, as well.  

 

First, know that you can make a choice--that YOU have the authority within you to 

do it. The only thing that will make you happy is your own mind and your own efforts. 

You may not be able to change your circumstances, be cured, find a new mate, etc., but 

your willingness to address problems can make things feel better. It takes desire, 
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discipline and determination to find the fortitude and the ability to focus on what is good 

in your world, but you can! And you must. 

 

There’s s a story told by Steve Godier (Life Support System) of a boy and his dad 

who go to the county fair and find a booth with a blow-up clown bearing a sign that says, 

“Knock me down if you can.” The boy tries everything he can think of. He kicks the 

clown, socks it, karate chops it. Up it pops after every blow. The Dad asks the tired child 

why he thinks this happens. The boy answers, “Dad, I think this clown is standing up on 

the inside.” 

 

Indeed, we are all stronger than we think and we can stand up on the inside. Like 

the clown we have the ability to bounce back spiritually.  

 

Every year at this time I re-read a remarkable and transformative book by Rabbi 

Alan Lew, of blessed memory called, “This is Real and You are Completely 

Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a Journey of Transformation.” He starts with a 

story about R. Buckminster Fuller (inventor, author, thinker), who was asked by his 

students to name the most important figure of the 20th century.” Without a moment’s 

hesitation he answered, “Sigmund Freud.” Freud? Why not Einstein about whom 

Fuller had written extensively? Fuller explained, “Freud was the one who convinced 

the world that the invisible is more important than the visible.” For all of Freud’s 

animas about Judaism, Rabbi Lew writes, his chiddush, his insight, was an extremely 

Jewish one, and right on target.   

 

Transformation beginning here and now in these holy Days of Awe, is an invisible 

process. A process that is even being addressed as a community at OYRTBA by the 
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very innovative Transformation Growth Task Force, which you will be hearing more 

about in the coming days ahead.      

 

Know that once you integrate the idea that you are the architect of your choices, 

if you want to be in touch with the invisible, find some time for silence, even a very 

short time. It is only in stillness that we are reminded about the “still small voice” 

repeated in the preface to the gripping U’netaneh Tokef, the prayer at the center of 

our services during these Days of Awe.  

Rabbi Leib and I were fortunate to have taken extensive rabbinic mindfulness 

training with the Institute of Jewish Spirituality and our consciousness about the process 

has grown exponentially. It was inculcated to us by our teachers that most people find it 

tough to get still and quiet because sometimes the voices we hear deep in the stillness 

are negative. They may tell us terrible things about ourselves, which are not true. But 

with regular practice, we can transcend those negative voices and the “still small voice” 

within us can make us fearless, grateful, apologetic, kind, uplifted, transformed-IF we 

take the time to really listen. And instead of beating our breasts, when it’s not required, 

we can put our hand above our heart, give it a gentle massage, and say, “Sweet Heart. I 

love you,” Sylvia Boorstein teaches.  

 

After listening, we are called to action. Judaism is a religion of doing. It’s where 

we get the term, halacha, the way to walk to go. Move. Do something to change your 

circumstances.  

The Midrash tells us that when the Israelites approached the Red Sea they were 

terrified of crossing over to freedom, afraid that the sea wouldn’t part, and they would 

drown. But a certain man, a man of faith, named Nachshon put his toe in the water 

and the sea parted, and the rest as they say is our Exodus history. 
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Another example in the Bible of someone changing destiny is Hannah, whom we 

read about on Rosh Hashanah from the Haftorah taken from the Book of Samuel. She 

wanted a child desperately and is taunted by Peninnah, her husband, Elkenah’s other 

wife who has children. (Men were able to have more than one wife back then—but that’s 

another story.) Hannah is sad, she doesn’t eat, she cries, and her heart is broken, the 

text says. Nothing about her situation changes until she tries something new. She takes 

action. She prays. And she becomes the mother of Samuel, Shmuel, one of Israel’s 

most outstanding prophets, who tradition tells us was born on RH, and thus, she realized 

her dream of motherhood. Hannah transformed herself from Poor Barren Me, to a life of 

fulfillment because she stopped crying and assumed the responsibility to change her life  

 

  Live in the Moment and be present in it. It always kills me when I’m officiating 

at a funeral and read Psalm 90, which says simply, “Teach us to Number our Days so 

we might attain a heart of wisdom.” Why do we have to be confronted with death to 

make the most of our lives? To know what counts? Hayom, today is our day. Who knows 

what tomorrow will bring? Man Troct, v’Gut Lacht, the Yiddish saying goes. We plan, but 

God also has plans…Enjoy what’s in front of you.  

 

Learn to develop an ayin tovah--literally, a good eye, a grateful and optimistic 

way of looking at the world. Have faith. We know the story of the spies, in Parashat 

Shelach, who were sent by Moses to spy out the land of Israel before the Israelites 

entered. There were 12 spies. Ten of them came back with negative stories about the 

land. Two, Joshua son of Nun, and Caleb were optimistic about the land, and they 

became the leaders, the only ones who would be rewarded with entering Israel. 
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And the final tip on transformation today, and by no means the last on the subject 

is, if you want to feel better about yourself, do something for others. I remember 

hearing Dana Reeves talk about how difficult it was managing the daily challenges of life 

after her husband, Christopher Reeve’s (who played Superman) accident on a horse 

that left him a quadriplegic. On particularly difficult days, they would make a point of 

calling others, of doing some good for someone else, which would inevitably lift them up. 

You want to feel blessed, be a blessing.  

 

A funny thing. Turns out, Carol Scibelli’s book, Poor Widow Me, was not about 

self-pity, or wallowing in her loss at all. It was inevitably about how choices of gratitude 

and love transformed her out of the Poor Widow Me state of being.  

 

On her sixtieth birthday, she threw herself a party. The elephant in the room was 

that Jimmy would have also been 60 and they would have celebrated together. At a 

certain point in the evening Carol stopped the music and said to her guests: “I hope you 

all know that this party wasn’t just a happy birthday to me. It was a thank you to all of 

you for everything you have done for me and my kids since Jimmy died. You taught me 

how to be kind and considerate, and to care for others in their time of need.” 

 

She then raised her glass of champagne and asked everyone to join her in 

toasting each other, for loving each other, for being good to each other and for 

celebrating the happy moments, transforming everyone in the room.  

 

My prayer for all of us during the New Year is that we be inspired and 

empowered to find our path to positive transformation, that we transition from Poor Fill 
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in the blank Me, to Grateful Me, to Happy Me, to Healing me, to Loving Me, to Blessed 

me…  

 

Ken Y’hi ratzon. May it be so…And may you go out and make this year, 5774, a 

sweet, joyous and transformative New Year for you and yours… Shanah Tovah 

U’Metukah…        

 


