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My actuary friends might have labeled it a fairly typical statistic for a religious community of our size. Three funerals in one week, the average age of death being sixty.

The week, however, was anything but routine. Two of the funerals were for individuals who had each just turned ninety. The third was for a three-day-old infant, a girl given the name Isabel. Born with major pulmonary underdevelopment, she was doomed from the moment of her entrance into the world. Nothing but a miracle could have rescued her.

Though one was not forthcoming, a different sort of miraculous moment did occur. For her parents were both wise and unselfish in deciding how best to confront their enormous loss. They asked if we might arrange for a funeral—with all the proper rites and prayers—just as we had for those ninety-year-olds. In so doing, Isabel's parents allowed their child's brief span to touch indelibly not only their own lives, but those of their family and friends, too.

The graveside service, held in the middle of a radiant, late autumn day, was simple and understated: an opening psalm, a set of readings spoken in unison by the hundred or so in attendance, the lowering of her tiny casket into the soft soil of a cemetery hillside, and the shoveling of two dozen spadefuls of earth by Isabel's parents and family, sufficient to close up that broken spot on the landscape. We concluded by reciting the mighty Kaddish, the traditional words spoken by generations of Jews over the centuries to mourn their losses with words affirming God's sanctity and the goodness of life. The entire service had taken less than a half-hour.

On multiple levels, that afternoon was of singular dimension. To begin with, there was the uncommon grief for a child taken even before life could truly begin. For those gathered there, this was a moment to share in a lament for unrealized expectations, to grieve with Isabel's parents their empty arms and shattered hearts.

Then there were the prayers and readings selected for that particular funeral service. What sense, after all, would it make to rely on the standard liturgy? How could I possibly read Psalm 90, for example, with its language of a life "of seventy years, or by vigor, blessed to eighty"? Clearly, other prayers would have to be substituted if the service was to ring true to the emotions of that moment.

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of what happened that afternoon was that there was a funeral service at all. At one time, many religious communities steered away from bestowing the faith's complete burial rites at the time of a stillborn or infant death. Certainly mine did, probably for many reasons. Such reluctance might have been prompted by uncertainty about the status of a life that had not survived even a bare month. Perhaps it was because neonatal death was so ordinary. After all, in a more primitive world of medicine, in which the death of infant children was an everyday occurrence, forgoing the demanding rituals of mourning might have been the tradition's way of relieving parents of what could have seemed an untold burden.

Whatever the explanation, until recently standard practice for a newborn death was to inter the body with the simplest of procedures: an immediate burial, usually private, sometimes without even family in attendance. Today, it is different.

Thanks in large part to the impact of feminism on religious practice, during the last decade religious communities have begun to rethink how best to help families deal with such loss. For a faith such as Judaism, defined as it is by deference to the past, doing so has been a major challenge. In my own denomination, for example, women rabbis have worked hard to sensitize their male colleagues to the palpable needs of parents at these times. They have mounted a sustained effort to get our national organizations to redefine the mourning requirements and renew the liturgy.

In turn, poetic voices have shaped new prayers that speak to the needs of the hour, with words such as these, based on ancient biblical images: "God, be with these mourners in their grief, until hope breaks through like dawn at the end of night. Teach us to be with them, too. Let their sorrow break against us. Help us to place our arms about them."

In large measure, to be sure, the service for Isabel that day bespoke both the courage and sensitivity of her parents, who were able, in the midst of their own pain, to invite others into their lives. It was also a testimony to the wisdom of those who have urged that ancient rites must be refashioned, and that with such renewal, religious faith, despite the secular temper of our world, can still continue to nurture and guide those in need.

