To Touch Eternity
A DIALOGUE WITH RONA RAMON
Biographical Note
Rona Ramon was born in Kiryat Ono in 1964 and served as a medic with a paratroop unit in the Israel Defense Forces.
At the age of twenty-two, she married Ilan Ramon and they had four children. Ilan became Israel’s first astronaut.
In 1998, the family moved to Houston in preparation for Flight STS-107 of the space shuttle Columbia. In 2003, as the shuttle was returning to Earth, Ilan, Ronma’s husband, perished. Six years later, in 2009, Asaf, Ronma’s eldest son, perished in an F-16 training flight for the Israel Air Force.
Rona is a certified holistic therapist and has been practicing the profession for more than twenty years. She holds a B.Ed. degree from the Wingate Institute and a Master’s Degree in Holistic Medicine from Lesley University. Her thesis, which focused on “tThe pProcess of gGrowth and tTransformation after lLoss,” created an infrastructure for applying the tools of the profession and imparting them to patients.	Comment by Microsoft account: If the thesis was written or titled in English, please insert the correct title.
Rona is an active president of the Ramon Foundation, established in 2014 to impart academic excellence and social leadership to the Israeli young generation through the worlds of aviation and space—in the image of the late Ilan and Asaf Ramon.



Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 60b
The Sages taught: When the Temple was destroyed a second [time, there was] an increase [in the number of] ascetics among the Jews, [whose practice was] not to eat meat and not to drink wine.
Rabbi Yehoshua joined them. He said to them: My children, for what [reason do] you not eat meat and not drink wine?
They said to him: Shall we eat meat, from which [offerings] are sacrificed upon the altar, and has now ceased?
Shall we drink wine, which is poured upon the altar, and has now ceased?
He [Rabbi Yehoshua] said: If so, we should not eat bread, since the meal offerings have ceased.
[They replied:] It is possible to subsist with fruit.
[He said to them]: We should not eat fruit, since [the bringing of] the first fruits has ceased.
[They replied:] It is possible to subsist with other produce.
[He said to them:], we should not drink water, since the water libation has ceased.
They were silent.
He [Rabbi Yehoshua] said to them: My children, come, and I will tell you: To not mourn at all is impossible, as the decree has already been issued [and the Temple has been destroyed].
To mourn excessively is impossible, as [the Sages] do not issue a decree upon the public unless a majority of the public is able to abide by it. […]
Rather, this is what the Sages said: A person plasters his house with plaster, but he must leave a small amount [without plaster to commemorate the destruction of the Temple]. […] A person prepares all that he needs for a meal but must leave out a small item. A woman engages in all of her cosmetic treatments but must leave out a small matter […] as it is stated: “If I forget you, Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its cunning. Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth” [Psalm 137] […]. And anyone who mourns for Jerusalem will merit and see its joy, as it is stated: “Rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad with her, all that love her; rejoice with joy with her all that mourn for her” [Isaiah 66:10].



Havruta
Gil: We have known each other for many years. I was the principal of the Blich High School, which your children attended, and I knew Asaf personally. Like every Israelione, I also kept abreast of your tragedy and felt pain for you. Our study session today wishes to open a window onto great darkness: What attitude should one take when a great tragedy occurs? What social or emotional taboos should be examined and coped with? In the story before us, the Sages wish to manage the darkness of confusion amid catastrophe by means of a debate, which sometimes seems to be a kind of Socratic dialogue, that reveals the diverse, even contrasting, attitudes to mourning.	Comment by Microsoft account: Added by the translator
Personal or national tragedies always pose dilemmas between social expectations and personal decisions.
This quandary is central in the Sages’ vacillation when they address the question of how to cope with the great hurban, the destruction of the Second Temple. They choose almost defiantly to refuse to succumb to the expected mourning ritual; instead, they introduce a system of checks and balances in the practice of mourning and, in fact, promote creative endeavor, life, and continuance.
“When the Temple was destroyed a second [time]”—after the awful hurban—the Talmud reports the onset of a phenomenon of withdrawal from life by individuals who say they can no longer eat meat or drink wine, that is, can no longer live as they once did in the wake of such a catastrophe.
Rabbi Yehoshua chooses to address the phenomenon. Turning to these self-afflicting ascetics, he chooses a dialogical approach rather than preaching at them. To your way of thinking, he says, we should also abstain from bread and fruit because the first fruits are no longer brought to the Temple and we should not drink water because the libation ritual is no more. If so, where are we? Can one really live that way? The ascetics fall silent; they have no good answer to offer. He approaches them affectionately—“my children.” He understands their position and identifies with it. It is his role, however, to bring it into balance. One cannot refrain from mourning yet one must not overdo it. You cannot impose strictures on the public that it cannot endure. You have to find a middle path. The Sages resolved the matter by establishing mementos of the hurban—commemorations—without allowing mourning for the Temple to overtake all of life. When people plaster and paint their houses they must leave a small surface bare, viz., they must leave one area imperfect. When they prepare everything they need for a meal they must omit some small item. They must degrade, slightly, the beauty of a new house, the wholeness of a feast, and the integrity of a woman’s jewelry in order to remember that not everything in the world is perfect, as is written: “If I forget you, Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its cunning. Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth if I remember you not; if I set not Jerusalem above my highest joy.”
In their homily, the Sages do not tell us how the ascetics responded, but one gets the sense that Rabbi Yehoshua succeeded in getting them to change the almost obsessive attitude they had been stuck in.
Rona: Admittedly, a confoundedness stagnation that came about from the shock, the horror, the loss, and the grief.
Gil: The text proposes an alternativedifferent perspective, a path that allows mourning to take place without staying in that place of self-obliteration.
Rona: In fact, Rabbi Yehoshua offers them a path to a life that contains both possibilities: mourning while carrying on with life and celebrating life. On the one hand, he understands the reality that has changed and knows, just as they do, that there are rituals that can no longer be observed. He proposes that Jerusalem not be forgotten but that its joy be celebrated. Several statements have accompanied me since the disaster that befell me, and one of them is: “Life is this and that, too.” As I see it, this is the path on which Rabbi Yehoshua leads the ascetics: to a place that allows mourning to occur but also lets life be lived despite the reality that is no more.
Gil: I would like to go back to the beginning: When the Temple was destroyed a second time, the Talmud says, a growing number of ascetics among the Jews desisted from eating meat and drinking wine. At the very beginning of the passage, the Talmud identifies a tendency that is steadily spreading among the population.
Rona: A natural response to national grief.
Gil: The emphasis here is on “a second time.” Now that the Temple has been destroyed again, where can we go from there? The response the ascetics propose is perhaps the only possible one: a total escape from life, from joy.
Rona: It is inconceivable: The impossible has happened—again. After we went through it once, it seemed that we had already paid the “price” and would not be asked to pay it again.
Gil: We went back, gathered up the pieces somehow, but now, reality has struck us alightning has struck a second time. Leave us alone, they tell Rabbi Yehoshua. We want to abstain from meat and from wine. He advises them that these acts are tantamount to a death wish that the meaning of these acts is the wish to stop living.	Comment by Microsoft account: lightning has struck again? –  נשאיר כמו שזה לדעתי	Comment by JA: see edit	Comment by Microsoft account: That these acts are tantamount to a death wish?
Rona: That is right. Here they have given up on life. Rabbi Yehoshua shows them what they are relinquishing—meat and bread and fruit and water. Water is life. Then he begins to fill their emptiness with existence, with whatever one may attempt to fill.
For me, life is like a cake. Mourning and loss are always with me, always with us. But they are surrounded by more cake that is full of life, of meaning, of service, of what you fulfill in your life. The slices of mourning do not dictate your entirety; they are only part of what you are, not all of it.
The first stages of the mourning process are typified by survival only; therefore, they color all areas of life. There you encounter the most difficult emotions that you have as a person—hopelessness and despair. Everything there is painted black. As time passes, the question of meaning becomes more dominant.
In his famous book Either/Or, Kierkegaard urges the individual to choose and to become the person they want to be. According to Kierkegaard, a life based on sensory pleasures is one of frustration. Individuals must find a way to charge their pleasures with meaning. In his book, he coins the concept of the “leap of faith” – people’s attempts to re-invest their lives with meaning. The frustration and despair that flow from basing oneself on physical existence and bodily pleasures bring about this leap, an attempt to turn to a different path of life.
The question of whether new meaning for life can be created is essential to building the future. Meaning is the motive; it allows one to start to introduce healthy, healing places where one can work through the grief and see the power of renewal. So, yes, at first it is the “either/or” alternative. Over time, however, it becomes “this and also this.” Of course, there are also extreme cases in which chronic grief develops, but most of the time the desire and the ability to switch to an alternative life is a real possibility. To make it happen, one needs a new motive.
Gil: This moment, at which leaders must find a motive for their community to move toward an alternative life, is a very dramatic one. Will they choose survival as a motive or something more profound and complex?
The Motive Force
Rona: What makes grief complex lies in finding a new meaning of life as a motive to move on to the next moment. When my world was shattered the second time—it was actually the third time because my dear brother also died before Asaf was killed—I felt that I was surrendering, that I could not withstand another blow. Seven years have passed since then, and I reflect on it: how I hold on, how I live life in its fullness, and the pain—I also live that in its fullness.
My primary motive is concern for my children, Tal, Yiftah, and Noa. They became the thing that sustains me, like a lifebuoy. It was my concern for them that made the next task doable. Grief paints the future as painful and impossible; therefore, one has to grasp what exists and they were my “thing.”
Gil: It is interesting to give thought to Rabbi Yehoshua’s metaphors: about the house that you plaster and leave a small area unplastered.
Rona: So that it should not be perfect. So that there should be something yet to improve and work on.
Gil: What you said is lovely. The surface that one leaves unplastered in one’s house points not only to the past—“a remembrance of the hurban”—but also to the future, alluding to the labor that must be performed to repair, the challenge and the motivation that will invest post-destruction life with meaning.
Rona: I have said quite often that this perfection scares me. I was blessed with a partnership that only improved over the years. It is customary to say that we came into this world to make tikkun, to become better. Twice in my life, I encountered the statement “They’re too good.” The story of Ilan and Asaf always reminds me that perfection is problematic. There should be something more that needs to be perfected.
Gil: One may find an allusion to it in the instruction: “Leave out a small matter.”
Rona: Here he says something else that’s very lovely: He makes mourning possible by rationalizing that mourning will bring about tikkun: “Anyone who mourns for Jerusalem will merit and see its joy.” Anyone who really makes room for mourning can also see the light and delight of restoration. I believe in the need to express one’s pain in whatever way is available, both because it is infinite and demands expression and because expressing it facilitates healing.
Gil: How do you make this transition from the obliteration of grief to a place of happiness and life? So many difficult and pointed questions arise on the way.
Rona: The main question that is usually asked is why. Why? Why me? Why him? Why hadn’t we managed to do this or that? Why? And why to us, of all people? There are no answers; even if people tell us that there are, the pain and the sorrow cancel them out. So I tell my children: we do not ask why. Instead, we ask: for what? We don’t know why, but the question “for what?” at least gives us some direction. In fact, this “for what?” is the link to the meaning of life, the motive that enables us, within this grief, to launch some process of vitality, of opening up, of development. Here, perhaps, lies the meaning that Rabbi Yehoshua hints at by stating that those who mourn for Jerusalem will merit and witness its restoration. It is perhaps specifically from this place, where grief is taken to its depth, that one may begin to see the light and connect with oneself, to really understand “for what,” to make life possible.
The Mediator’s Role
Gil: You spoke about Rabbi Yehoshua’s role in the help he offers the ascetics. Usually, it is an outsider, say, a psychologist or a friend, who can extend such assistance. But in your case, you seem to have been the outsider. That is, you played a dual role here: vis-à-vis yourself and vis-à-vis your children.
Rona: Our first teachers are our parents; after all, it is they who lead us. Yes, I realized that my true “for what” was to raise my children because no one would raise them as I would. They were the motive; they were the meaning. Therefore, I could also be the master, the rabbi, the sage on whom they would rely.
Gil: It demands enormous mental fortitude because R. Yehoshua himself is in mourning, of course. But he manages to suspend his grief and serve the ascetics as a meaningful figure who can help them.
Rona: Definitely. Together with his personal grief, he brings meaning, hope, and light into such a dark place, a place where an entire community has given up on life.
Gil: This society asks whether a mourner is allowed to be happy again.
Rona: The homily in the Talmud speaks about the destruction of the Temple; it is like a person losing their home or their memories but more so. The Temple is their connection with their spiritual world; its destruction brings on a spiritual crisis: What did we do wrong? Where were we amiss? Why do we deserve this? The most basic questions echo within it: vitality, existence—what is it all for?
Gil: It is interesting that he chooses not to try to understand the meaning of the hurban; he does not want to go into discuss it. Instead, he says: “The decree was already issued.”	Comment by Gil Pereg: מבקש לנסח קצת יותר מסוגנן
Rona: This is the reality, he says.
Gil: There are other texts in which the Sages look for answers to the question of “why” and offer explanations for the hurban: for example, pointless hatred, caused the destruction of Jerusalem, according to a different source. In our text, there is a deliberate choice not to deal with the reason.
Rona: The reason does not change the reality.
Gil: The decree has already been given. Now let us not delve into the “why” of it. The astounding thing, however, is that the “decree” appears a second time: “[The Sages] do not issue a decree upon the public unless a majority of the public is able to abide by it.” Suddenly it is as if it is we who issue the decree; we are the punishers. Rabbi Yehoshua is saying, as it were, “Do not punish us more than we have already been punished.”
Rona: Not everyone can endure the decree of the loss; therefore, one must not amplify the impact of the grief on the public.
From these ruins, Rabbi Yehoshua begins to call the ascetics to order: He tries to instill meaning by rebuilding the spiritual home of the nation. The Talmud’s preoccupation with eating and cooking evokes a home, and one’s home is a temple of sorts, isn’t it? Take the example of the woman and her jewelry. It is very homey, very feminine, it invites the ascetics to return to the source, that is, the home.
The process of growth begins in the first stage, the stage of a call to action, proclaiming the occurrence of a constitutive event that demands change. The second stage is to imbue life in the new reality with new meaning—to understand that these are the cards that have been dealt to us at the moment, so let us learn what can be done with them.
Gil: It is a call for change.
Rona: Indeed. The decree must be realistic and clear because until people hear in so many words that the reality has changed, they always retain some sliver of hope.
The third stage is that of struggle, treating the wounds and emphasizing the strong places that awaken as a result—because strengths also awaken in these places. For me, it happened at the moment I stood up to NASA and the United States Government. When you have to face such large institutions, you discover traits inside you that you never knew you had. It means that, at these moments, we work both on expression and on our strengths and weaknesses. In this process, one gains many insights about the new “I.” At that time, I learned things about myself that I had not known existed in me. I learned about my ability to bring people together, face an audience, send messages, and set processes in motion. These were the turning points. As a result, my return to life happened from a much more conscious and strengthened place. My spiritual life also grew stronger. The whole process was accompanied by the most material questions of life: Who am I in this reality? What is life and death? and where are we in this context? This situation actually describes a process. R. Yehoshua enables them to start it.
Gil: You spoke about your own children. I do not know exactly when it happened, but suddenly you also had to assume responsibility for a very large number of other children.
Rona: Right. Today, the Ramon Foundation has an impact on many children in Israel. After Asaf’s tragic death, I sought to cling to something and I encountered one sentence that Asaf wrote before his death. Asaf wrote that he and his brothers were blessed with parents who believed that everyone should find his own calling. Asaf dreamed of being a pilot and I, of course, did not want to stop him; instead, I helped him to make his dream come true. He wrote this sentence exactly seven years ago, on August 28, just before the accident, and it became a call to me to set out on the path. As I read those words, they literally made me tremble in every fiber of my soul, and I decided I would try to enable as many children as I could to live a life of fulfilling dreams and attaining goals, and not to live in fear or in survival mode. It is working out well.
Gil: It is a form of commemoration that perpetuates Ilan’s and Asaf’s existence.
Rona: Definitely. The Ramon Foundation, established about seven years ago, educates for excellence and leadership in the image of Ilan and Asaf. It continues to pass on their legacy and their inspiration in the areas that they loved so much.
This is what we want, isn’t it? We—you in this book and I in what I am doing—enable our dear ones to be with us here and now. In fact, by doing this we are sustaining the connection and making it possible to live with our dear ones in the present and not only in memory.
Gil: You did those things concurrently, didn’t you? Mourning, supporting the children, setting the future in motion, searching for meaning.
Rona: It is the complexity of growing from a state of crisis. Everything happens all at once. In my case, there was also the public, national aspect.
Gil: What about the national grief? You did not choose it, of course, but Ilan’s death became a national event. I think about it in the context of a hurban; after all, the nation mourned with you both the first time and the second time.
Rona: The topic of public and personal grief is sensitive and difficult. We established a respected public commemoration; at the same time, I fought with all my strength to protect our personal grief, especially after Asaf’s tragedy. The blurring of the private and public created feelings of being invaded and hurt. Today, we have reached a situation where our private place is very much respected, and I protect that place.
Gil: You did so on the very day of the disaster. I remember the media storming your house in Ramat Chen Gan and your saying: “No one should dare approach this place.”
Rona: Right. I did not want people taking pictures of the funeral; some things are better retained in subjective memory. Every time they show the shuttle entering the atmosphere on television, we see Ilan. The daughter of the commander of the Challenger, who experienced this as a child,[footnoteRef:1] wrote the following to my children: Whenever you see those historical photos, think about Dad. [1:  On January 28, 1986, in the course of STS-51-L, the space shuttle Challenger exploded in the air seventy-three seconds after it lifted off from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida with multitudes looking on. The disaster, one of the most meaningful in the history of NASA, resulted in the death of seven astronauts, stunned the entire world, and was covered dramatically by all media.] 

It is not simple to maneuver between the public and the personal domains and, as I said, it was a struggle in and of itself. Where do the borders between “we” and “you” really run? Just the same, it created a great opportunity for connection and empathy. More so, I found myself standing in a very strange place: I had become a representative of Israel in the United States and it gave rise to situations that were not simple. I stated, for example, that I would not take part in the state ceremony at the cemetery in Arlington on the anniversary of the tragedy because I saw that they had omitted the Israeli national anthem from the ceremony. I called them up and told them: “You forgot, didn’t you?” They replied by saying that according to American national protocol, they never play a foreign anthem at Arlington and in Washington.
“If it’s that way,” I said, “I’m not coming.”
It went all the way to President Bush.
Gil: How did it end?
Rona: On crutches, broken in body and spirit, I stood for the anthem of Israel, along with a few members of the Israeli Consulate staff. In terms of what I felt, the whole nation was with me at that event.
Gil: Even this part of the story, yYou know, even that is a continuation of Ilan’s legacy. W because when you think about what Ilan did when he boarded the shuttle, every step he took was symbolic. He took with him the flag of Blich High School and said: I represent the future generation, the pupils. He also brought a small Torah scroll. It recurred in what he said when he broadcasted from the shuttle. These were expressions of his values.	Comment by JA: ראה תיקונים	Comment by Gil Pereg: לא צריך בלשון עבר?
Rona: Expressions of value that represent deep thinking. Ilan understood the opportunity and the special place he had been given and valued the stage that had been made available to him. Ilan emphasized those values via the special objects that he chose to tell our story as a people that grows from crises and rises from the dust.
Gil: He showed them the way. He could have made it into a personal victory of sorts, in the sense of “I was chosen” as a talented pilot. However, he took it to a different place, one of a mission.
Rona: There’s no contradiction; the two do not cancel each other out. On the contrary. This is the way to fulfill the personal and, through it, to connect with something else, something bigger than you, something that contributes to all of society. Ilan knew how to do this directly and at eye level. He really had so much charm; he knew how to conquer the world in a positive way that connected all of us.
Gil: In effect, he chose to be a representative of the public.
Rona: Yes, and also a fulfilled person, one who had a family and was on a national mission.
At a very early age, Ilan wrote to Prof. Yeshayahu Leibowitz about the question of the essence of life, one’s purpose, and how one attains the goal—spiritual questions that occupy us all, and at such a youthful age. Sometimes I wondered why he was preoccupied with these matters when he was so young. Aren’t these questions that we usually ask only when we are older than that? But by then he had already gone through two aviation accidents and understood the meaning of the temporality of human life. This spiritual development, the place of the searcher, the questioner, and the fulfiller, took place both in him and in Asaf when they were very young. Ilan chose to tackle the question of our temporality and what we can nevertheless do in the here and now and to touch eternity while doing it.	Comment by Gil Pereg:  כמה מילים בהערת שוליים אלא אם כן כבר הוזכר	Comment by JA: כבר הוזכר בפרק ב'


* After a courageous struggle, Rona succumbed to her illness in December 2018.





10

5

