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Life is a Work of Art and You Are the Artist 

RH Eve Sermon 5772 by Rabbi Michael Schwab 

 

“Once upon a time there was a king who built a great palace. 

It was a magnificent palace, each room and each hall greater and 

more impressive than the next. But there remained one hall that 

was bare and undecorated. "How should it be decorated?" 

wondered the king.  

He decided to hold a contest, and he invited all the artists of 

the land to submit their works. Then the king picked the two artists 

whose works he liked most. He brought them to the great hall and 

showed them its bare walls.  

 "I propose a contest," the king declared. "I give you one year 

in which to decorate these walls. You may live here at the palace. 

You may have all the paints and other materials you need. You 

may hire all the assistants you require. You will paint this wall," 

the king said to the first artist, pointing to the wall on his right, 

"and you will paint that wall," he said to the second artist, 

motioning to the wall on his left. "I will return in one year to judge 
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your work. Whichever one of you has done the better job I will 

reward with riches, with honor, and with fame." The two artists 

accepted the challenge.  

The first artist set right to work. He gathered his ideas and 

thoughts, and he began to sketch and plan. He hired a crew of 

assistants and built a scaffold against the wall. By the end of the 

first month, he had finished his design, and he began to block it out 

on the wall. As for the second artist, each day he would come to 

the great hall and stare up at his wall. All day he would sit and 

stare with a strange look on his face.  

By the end of the second month, the first artist was well into 

his work. His design was sketched out on the wall, his paints were 

mixed, and fresh plaster had been prepared. As the third month 

ended, his design was taking shape on the wall. And each day the 

second artist would come to the hall, sit down, and stare up at his 

blank wall.  

As the months went by, the first artist's genius was becoming 

evident. The inspired design, bold figures, striking perspective, and 
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magnificent colors and textures assured the artist that this was 

indeed his masterpiece-something unique, something never before 

created. His work filled him with excitement and enthusiasm.  And 

still each day the second artist would come to the hall, sit, and stare 

up at his blank wall.  

The end of the year approached. The first artist was busy 

putting the very last finishing touches on his magnificent 

composition. His assistants were busy putting away the paints and 

other materials and breaking down the scaffold. On the last day of 

the last week of the last month of the year, the artist invited his 

assistants to a celebration. He looked up at his creation and knew 

he had created something exceptional.  

As the evening's celebration came to an end and he prepared 

to leave the great hall, he turned one last time to look at the 

opposite wall. It remained as blank and empty as it had been on the 

very first day of the contest. And there was the second artist, sitting 

and staring up at the wall as he had done every day of the year.  
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The next morning, the first morning of the new year, the two 

artists were summoned to the palace. The king asked them to wait 

in the antechamber as he entered the hall for the first time in a 

year.  

The king looked upon the first artist's composition. His heart 

began to race, and tears came to his eyes. Never before had he seen 

a work of art so magnificent, so grand, so moving. Each figure and 

design had been executed with care, grace, and insight. He felt a 

distinct pride that he, the king, had sponsored and inspired so great 

a work of human creativity.  

And then he turned and looked at the opposite wall. And 

there he saw something that shocked him. It was the same 

composition. Line for line, design for design, figure for figure, it 

was identical. Except on that wall he saw a king just like him 

staring back at him. Suspecting what the artist had done, he 

approached the wall and ran his hand across it. It was cold and 

hard and smooth. Yes, the artist had installed mirrors the length 
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and breadth of the wall. Mirrors-so that everything that appeared 

on one wall was reflected by the other.  

The king invited the two artists into the room. The first artist 

looked up at his work and felt his pride swell. Then he looked 

across at the other wall and became enraged.  ''Who won?" they 

asked the king.  

'Well, clearly both of you win!" the king replied. "Everything 

that appears on this wall also appears on that wall. I declare the 

contest a tie, and each of you will be rewarded accordingly."  "But, 

no!" protested the first artist. "How can you? You see what he's 

done!" "Silence!" commanded the king. "You must accept my 

decree! Return tomorrow to receive your rewards."  

The two artists returned to the palace the next day-the first 

artist dejected and angry, the second elated and relieved.  There, in 

the middle of the hall, was a mountain of gold-more gold than 

either man had ever seen or dreamed of in his lifetime. The king 

spoke to the first artist: ''You have created a masterpiece. Your 

work is profound and moving and beautiful. Your gifts are truly 
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from God. And I am proud that I could be a part of so magnificent 

a work of art. You will therefore receive the reward you deserve. 

This gold is yours. There is enough to support you for the rest of 

your life. Now go and spread your gifts-bring beauty into the lives 

of others as you have brought it into my life."  

The artist was surprised. He thanked the king again and 

again. "Wait just a moment," the other artist interrupted. "You said 

we had both won, and we would both be rewarded. Where is my 

reward?" "Oh, yes," the king responded, "I did promise that each 

of you would receive your due reward. And I intend to keep my 

word.  Look there," said the king, motioning to the reflection in the 

mirror. "Do you see that mound of gold there in the mirror? That is 

your reward, the reward that you deserve. Now take your reward, 

and leave my kingdom!”  The second artist looked up at the king in 

shock. And he slowly left the room.” 

 Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel once wrote that we all need 

to view our lives as a work of art.  He was trying to remind us that 

like the artists in the story, each one of us has the precious ability 
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to color our life’s masterpiece in whatever shades and textures we 

choose.  In living life, we must see ourselves as the artist, painting 

the story of our lives with purpose and inspiration.  Yet, too often 

what we put up instead are mirrors.  We thoughtlessly accept the 

values of others, of our society; we mimic their choices.  Instead of 

meditating on each brush stroke, we peer over the shoulder of 

someone else, so to speak, and copy what we see.  A spiritual life, 

a life of Torah, however, cannot be lived this way.  Each person 

must continually engage in the painting of their own unique 

masterpiece – planning, thinking, enlisting others to help and then 

boldly applying the result in colorful strokes on the canvas.  Each 

person, each of us, must attempt to understand for ourselves what 

values we will live by and what our special contribution to the 

world can be. 

 This wonderful story based on a classic folktale and retold by 

Rabbi Ed Feinstein in his book Capturing the Moon is perfect for 

Erev Rosh Hashanah, the holiday that ushers in the New Year.  

Here we sit on the threshold of a new lease on life, the potential of 
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the unwritten chapters of the year ahead stretched before us and 

such a story begs us to ask ourselves, “If you were painting your 

life as a mural on a wall, what would you include?  What values 

would you like your life to represent?  How does the way you 

actually live your current life compare to the mural on the wall that 

is in your mind?  Are there too many mirrors in your life?  How do 

you close the gap between who you want to be and who you are? 

 One of the biggest complaints that I receive as a rabbi about 

traditional forms of Judaism, is that we Jews have too many laws.  

The complaint goes something like this: Rabbi, I truly love being 

Jewish, the holidays are great, it is important to have values and 

there are certain rituals I enjoy, like lighting Shabbat candles, but 

Rabbi, why so many laws?  It is too much! 

 And the truth is, I know what they mean.  Judaism does have 

a great many laws and it is difficult to follow them all.  In fact, 

sometimes our own tradition calls our commitment to the 

commandments, ol malchut shamayim, the burden of the Kingdom 

of Heaven.   
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At the same time, who ever believed that living a life of 

righteousness, thoughtfulness and spiritual meaning was an easy 

task?  As Jews we believe that our lives should be meaningful, that 

our actions should make the world a better place and that doing the 

right thing is important.  True, leading a life defined by such values 

and goals certainly can be difficult, but the rewards for doing so 

are so fulfilling, gratifying and real, whatever burden endured in 

the process is worth it in the end. 

 That is why the approach of the Torah, and the rabbinical 

authorities that followed, to the legal tradition of Judaism was to 

see the existence of the laws through the lens of the idea that God 

had given us real freedom of choice as a gift.  We know this 

because the Torah, God and Moses implore us over and over to 

remain true to our covenant with God and to follow the 

commandments.  If we weren’t really free to choose there would 

be no need to issue such impassioned and repeated warnings.   

 Further, the Divine gift of free choice means that how we live 

our lives is of supreme importance to none other than God, the 
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creator of the universe.  The same logic above applies here, if God 

didn’t care what we chose, why bother to persuade us through 

Torah and Law to live in a certain way?  Why so many pages of 

adjurations?  So many instructions on how we are to live?  Because 

God cares very much; God needs us to choose well!   

This realization contains within it an enormously important 

and powerful message; it shares with us unbelievably wonderful 

news – that our lives matter.  In fact, they matter a great deal.  And 

even more than that -- our lives have ultimate purpose, sacred 

meaning.  As the great author Shalom Aleichem wrote in the name 

of the Hasidic master, the Baal Shem Tov, “God bestowed upon 

the people of the Earth  . . . a gift that no other world could have 

received: free will, the freedom to choose between good and evil.  

In the higher spheres, God’s light is too radiant to allow doubt and 

error.  The angels . . . all love God . . .  Down here, man must 

constantly choose between justice and injustice, between the path 

which leads to the realms of exaltation and that which leads to the 

netherworld.  In a sense, man is his own master.  So long as he 
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breathes, he can either build or destroy. . . If man uplifts himself 

spiritually, does good, helps others, he can fortify the whole chain 

of creation.  If he defiles and weakens his own link, he endangers 

God’s divine scheme.” So often we wonder what possible meaning 

our little lives can have and our tradition is telling us – they have 

more meaning than we can ever comprehend! 

 And that is why there are so many laws.  Because every 

decision we make is important.  Every choice we make, of what to 

do with our time, of how to act in a particular situation and of how 

to allocate our resources, is crucial to the state of the world and to 

the realization of God’s plan for the universe.  The rabbis believed 

that every moment in our lives is suffused with meaning and that 

every single life has a purpose.  Therefore, it was critical to them 

to develop a way of life that would help us to determine the best 

choice to make in every situation that a human being could 

possibly encounter. That is why the rabbis spent so much time 

discussing issues related to how to spend our time on a daily basis, 

how to treat our fellow human beings under a plethora of 
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circumstances, how to connect with God, how to prioritize our 

actions when values collide, how to sanctify every moment of 

existence. 

 As you can see, the rabbis did not view the commandments 

as an attempt to restrict or burden life, rather they saw them as a 

way to uplift our lives – to challenge us to be thoughtful about our 

choices, to engage in the painting of our own masterpieces, to not 

simply mirror the values that the rest of society follows or that 

others have chosen for themselves.  On this Rosh Hashanah when 

a new canvas is stretched out before us, we get another chance to 

be the artist once again, with the ability and responsibility to paint 

for ourselves, stroke by stroke, the gift of life that God has given 

us.  With the Torah and our tradition as the guide, impetus and 

inspiration, let us all paint purposefully and wisely to create a 

world of holiness, goodness and sweetness.  Shanah Tovah 

U’metukah! 


