Shayne Kohout
Simply put and often said by people in the Temple office, our Shayne was a shayna, a shayna maideleh, a shayna punim – in Yiddish, Shayne’s name means beautiful.  A shayna maideleh is a beautiful young woman, a shayna punim is a pretty face.  And Shayne was certainly, absolutely a beautiful woman – stunningly so when she went all out.  Of course, it is just as true and well known that Shayne was beautiful on the inside as well as the outside.  Her kindness and concern for all around her led her to perform daily acts which brought beauty into our world.  Shayne had a pretty face and an even more lovely soul.

With permission of Shayne’s family, indeed in accordance with the desires of her family, I share with you the part of Shayne that was not in keeping with her name.  Amongst all of the beauty, Shayne fought a desperate, difficult, ugly battle with depression.  From her early adolescence, she struggled with this vicious illness.  Despite her parents’ immediate intervention with the very best therapy and medications, Shayne was never free from this shadow in her life.  Nonetheless she embraced life fully and passionately and found release in her acting and her music.  She loved her family and her friends with intensity and these important relationships sustained her while she continued her fight.  She sought out opportunities and adventures and she shared these with great drama and flair.  Her experiences and her joy in retelling them also gave her times of calm.  She could be silly and goofy and entertain herself and us all as she playfully shared her love with us.  We loved her back – each of us differently – and that love did soothe her soul.  She always wanted to give from herself, if just to enjoy seeing others receive her handmade gifts.  Every gift given and received was a precious time of peace for Shayne.  As she greeted the adults and children at this congregation, she never let anyone feel her pain.  She never wanted anyone to feel burdened by her struggle.  She wished to protect her family as much as she could and she always had a smile for all of the children that she helped.  She wanted all of the students here at Temple Emanu-El to feel confident and positive and to keep the cantor happy.  She would still want that for you, that every time you pass her desk to go in to see the cantor, you bring some of her smile with you.  She loved children, wherever she was, and it gave energy to the joyful small child within her.
Ultimately, Shayne lost her battle with depression.  Her illness and all of its effects made it too painful for her to sustain any more losses.  Although she surely wished to take our compliments, our care, our kindness and use it as ammunition against her enemy, she found the disease too overwhelming and she lost hope.   None of us can know or understand the depths of her suffering and so none of us can understand nor judge her surrender.  However we can acknowledge the real and common presence of mental illnesses and we can commit ourselves to let go of our prejudices and our preconceptions.  We can ensure that our loved ones, our friends, our casual acquaintances know that we do not differentiate between disease of the body and disease of the mind.  These, the body, mind, spirit are one joined together in God’s gift of our lives.  While we can hate that Shayne could not fight any longer, we must hate the ugliness of the depression even more.  Each of us has known some measure of such sadness and no one is immune from a mental illness.  Her tragic surrender is frightening to us but it need not defeat us.  Instead Shayne’s death and life can become sources of new compassion for us and we can reach out to one another in renewed love and understanding.  I believe that Shayne would find some comfort, even joy in such an outcome.  I believe that God has received Shayne in love and with loving understanding.  These wonderful bodies which the Creator fashioned for us are each with its own limitations and failures.  Our God will know that Shayne’s limitations led to a distress for which she could find no other choice and so she chose to go back to her Creator.

But Shayne’s beauty that touched us will be a lasting gift.  It is her beauty that we shall strive to memorialize and to take into our souls.  Each time that we bring the arts into our lives and support the arts, hear good music, even Barry Manilow, see good theater, enjoy the human gift of drama, we will think of Shayne and we will feel her presence.  Each time that we passionately love, we will be living in her honor and we will be using our years to further her beauty.
