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Thanks to our friends Stan and Tanya Brooks, my wife and I 

had the pleasure of meeting Diana Nyad a few years ago. She gave 

us swimming lessons! I’m still trying to do what she told me. We 

found her to be such a nice, genuine and inspirational person. This 

was long before her recent triumph, fulfilling her thirty-five year dream 

to be the first person to swim from Cuba to Key West. Standing on 

the Florida shore, she shared three lessons: “Never, ever give up, 

you're never too old to chase your dream and, it looks like a solitary 

sport, but it is a team." People say that she is a motivator and muse 

for those of us who are her chronologic peers. That’s not true. She is 

an inspiration for anyone of ANY age who dreams, who tries and fails 

and tries and fails again and again! She is our contemporary Thomas 

Edison who, when he was still working on the nickel-iron battery after 

over nine-thousand attempts, was asked by his associate about what 

must have been his frustration over his lack of results. He replied: 

“Results! Why, man, I have gotten a lot of results! I know several 

thousand things that won’t work.” 

 Diana Nyad and Thomas Edison worked hard at fulfilling their 

dreams and in so doing, became inspirations to us all. Mostly, people 

who are inspirations don’t plan on it. Life just hits them square 

between their eyes and they come back with a response that is 

amazing to those around them, and, often, amazing to themselves. 

This is what happened to Antoinette Tuff, the bookkeeper at the 

Ronald McNair Discovery Learning Academy in Decatur, Georgia 

when she came face to face with a gunman, who had already fired off 

many rounds in her office and had enough ammunition to kill 

hundreds. Through sincerely expressed love and empathy, Ms. Tuff 

talked the gunman down. At one point he began to leave the office to 

explore activity he heard down a hallway and Ms. Tuff told him, 



 
 
“Come back in… just stay in here with me. Don't go anyway. Stay in 

here. …It's going to be OK…Don't worry about anybody out there.” 

He did come back in, and proceeded to eject the spent magazine 

from the weapon he’d already fired and began loading all of the 

magazines into the arsenal he’d brought along! And then Ms. Tuff 

started to really talk to him, sharing her own story:  

“Well, don't feel bad, baby. My husband just left me after 33 

years…I mean, I'm sitting here with you and talking -- just talking to 

you about it… It's going to be all right, sweetie. I just want you to 

know that I love you, OK?...We all go through something in 

life…You're going to be OK…You know I tried to commit suicide last 

year after my husband left me. But look at me now. I'm still working 

and everything is OK. Your name is Michael what? Michael Hill? 

And…you came [to this school] with the kids that play the 

drums?...Oh, how awesome. So that means…[I‘ve] seen you 

before…Guess what, Michael, my last name is Hill, too. You know, 

my mom was a Hill.”  

Ms. Tuff says she learned from her uncle and aunt, her pastors, 

how to be “anchored…rooted and grounded in the world, which 

allows the situations that you're in…[to] dictate your actions.”  About 

that moment in her office she says, “I knew at that point in time, that 

[Michael] needed me. And I was the only person there.” She believes 

the same for everyone, that we each have a purpose, even Michael 

Hill, whom she deems “a hurting soul”. Antoinette Tuff teaches us to 

be anchored in something that goes beyond the intuitive, that our 

humanity is an amazingly strong tool that, given the chance, can work 

miracles and fulfill our individual purpose. 

A story is told of a Chasid who was so distant from his Rebbe 

that he could only study with him by mail. One day the student 

received an invitation to spend Shabbat with his Rebbe. He set out on 

what was both a long and arduous journey. His cart broke down, his 

horse went lame and a heavy rain flooded the road and left it puddled 

and muddy. Finally as the sun was setting on Friday and he could 

see his Rebbe’s home in the distance, a man appeared from the side 

of the road and asked him to come and complete his village’s  



 
 
minyan, their quorum of ten, so that they could begin prayers and 

welcome Shabbat. The Chasid replied that on any other Friday he 

would gladly help but he explained that he was invited by his rebbe to 

spend Shabbat. When he finally arrived, the rebbe didn’t wish him 

Shabbat shalom as he greeted his other students, in fact he ignored 

him the entire Shabbat. After the close of Shabbat as everyone was 

leaving, the Chasid stepped over to the rebbe and asked him why he 

had been ignored. The rebbe said, “We are all here to fulfill one 

purpose in our lives. Do you remember the man who asked you to be 

part of his minyan? That was your purpose and now the moment for it 

is gone.”  

Each moment of our lives brings a multitude of possibilities with 

it for us to find and carry out our one purpose in life. Sometimes we 

are fortunate enough to be able to work toward the purpose like 

Thomas Edison and Diana Nyad. For most of us however, like 

Antoinette Tuff, the moment and its inherent purpose just arrive. To 

be fully human, we must always be open so that we can perceive and 

accomplish our purpose. As it was for the Chasid on the road to his 

rebbe, our one purpose is hidden somewhere in the difficulties and 

challenges of the day and further clouded by our momentary or 

lifelong aspirations. Being part of a community like ours, spending a 

day like this together or a Shabbat evening, or a study session, or 

painting a classroom with new-found friends, enables us see what is 

waiting for us to truly get done in our lives. Stand up silently for a 

moment. Let’s hold hands now. Span the aisles. Include everyone. 

Feel the power of this day and this community. From this moment on, 

let us celebrate each person’s individual gifts and contributions, 

support each other through our weaknesses, clear away the 

momentary concerns and help each other find and fulfill his or her 

unique purpose.  


