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Shanah Tovah. 
 
How do you sum up the full life of a loved one in just a little time?  
 
One of my sacred responsibilities of being a rabbi is conducting funerals. And in 
order to do that, I meet with the family in advance to learn all about the deceased. In 
these moments around the dining room table, my opening question to you becomes 
practical: how do you tell the full story of your family member in one conversation?  
 
By leaving some things out. And by starting with the person’s core values. 
 
Nobody has shared with me their loved one's grades in school or class rank. But 
they have told me about their curiosity and lifelong pursuit of learning. 
 
Not many have shared with me their loved one's salary. But they have told me about 
their generosity and the causes they supported.  
 
Nobody has shared with me the type of car their loved one drove. But they have told 
me about the rides they used to give to others, and other ways they extended help.  
 
Very few have shared with me about their loved one's athletic achievements. But 
they have told me about how present their loved ones were at their own youth sports 
games.  
 
Nobody has shared with me about their loved one getting the lead in the play. But 
they have told me about how present they were at their kids’ and grandkids’ plays 
and concerts, no matter the size of their role.  
 
People don’t really tell me about the hotels their loved ones used to stay in on 
vacation. But they have told me about traveling the world together and making 
memories.  
 
Nobody has told me about how much time their loved ones spent answering work 
emails. But they have told me about special family times - birthdays, American 
holidays, Jewish holidays, like today.  
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Nobody has told me their loved one was a perfect person. In fact, many specifically 
said they weren’t perfect. But they have told me how proud they were to be in their 
family because of what they excelled at. 
 
In the day-to-day whirlwind of life, we are necessarily zoomed in on the details. And 
this is optimal: students should do their best to earn good grades; people should 
work their hardest to earn a good salary; everyone should strive for excellence in 
their pursuit of sports, theater, or any hobby they enjoy. These things are 
important…and yet still secondary.  
 
But when a loved one passes away, and we consider the totality of their life, we 
automatically zoom out and view the big picture. And then we get a very different 
view of what is most important and where our time should be spent.  
 
Rosh Hashanah is a gift. It may not always feel like it, but it does something 
priceless: the holiday prompts us to zoom out of the hectic day-to-day sprint and 
focus on the big picture: 
 
Are you the person you want to be at this moment?  
Are you truly living according to your values?  
How do you feel about your relationships with your spouse, your kids, your parents, 
and others?  
How is your relationship with G-d these days?  
 
These are exactly the questions we should be answering as we sit in shul today, 
tomorrow, and Yom Kippur. These days are a gift, an opportunity to pause and check 
in about the big picture items in our lives. This way, we can course correct now to 
make sure that our character and relationships are on track with what we want them 
to be. That course correction is called Teshuvah, repentance. 
 
Alfred Nobel experienced such a reflective moment, though not at a synagogue. 
Unlike most people, this 19th century chemist and inventor of dynamite had the 
unique opportunity to read his obituary in his lifetime. When his brother died, the 
scientist read the following in a French newspaper: Dr. Alfred Nobel was a “merchant 
of death” who had grown rich by developing new ways to “mutilate and kill.” The 
newspaper wrote about the wrong Nobel brother. Nevertheless, this shook Alfred 
into establishing the legacy he sought. He then set aside part of his fortune to 
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provide for the Nobel Prizes that are still awarded in his name. For Nobel too, an 
encounter with death crystallized his outlook on life for the good.  
 
I want to be clear: zooming in should remain a focus of ours. The day to day details 
of our lives matter and should not be subsumed by always thinking about our 
legacies. To guide us daily on our paths as ethical, responsible people, we have 
Mitzvot, commandments, 613 in all.  
 
But wouldn't it be nice if we could condense the whole package into a few bullet 
points we can remember? Not to negate all the details, like keeping Kosher, but to 
identify the core of the Mitzvot? To keep our eyes on the bigger picture? To guide us 
on the path of leaving the legacy we hope to create for ourselves?  
 
The Jewish tradition provides such a summary. Actually, several versions, not just 
one. Now isn't that Jewish?  
 
In the Talmud (Makkot 23b), Rabbi Simlai taught that there are 613 commandments 
in the Torah, 365 negative - don't do X - and 248 positive - do Y. Later King David 
condensed them to 11, as we can read in Psalm 15. Then the prophet Isaiah 
reduced the number to six, in his teachings. After him, the prophet Micah contracted 
the number to just three, which I want to highlight:  
 

יד ם לְךָ֛ הִגִּ֥ שׁ וּמָֽה־ה’ מַה־טּ֑וֹב אָדָ֖ י מִמְּךָ֗ דּוֹרֵ֣ הֲבַת מִשְׁפָּט֙ אִם־עֲשׂ֤וֹת כִּ֣ סֶד ואְַ֣ כֶת והְַצְנֵ֥עַ חֶ֔ עִם־אֱ-לֹ-יךָ׃ לֶ֖  
 
“[G-d] has told you, O mortal, what is good, and what the Lord requires of you: only 
to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your G-d” (6:8). 
 
We read this passage from Micah chapter 6 every summer as the Haftorah for 
Parashat Balak. The context is that G-d does not want us to offer thousands of 
animal sacrifices, or G-d forbid our own children, as signs of devotion. Instead, G-d 
wants us to demonstrate love and commitment to people and G-d through our 
actions and our character. To do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
G-d. 
 
I think the 15th century rabbi, Abarbanel, explains the verse just right: “Do justice” 
speaks to the formalities and externals of civil and criminal law. That is, we must at a 
minimum be law-abiding citizens. But that alone is insufficient. Next, we must “love 
kindness,” which means extending the spirit of the law beyond its fixed features. In 
other words, we must be good citizens not only by not breaking the law, but by being 
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model citizens and creating a culture of kindness in the world. Finally, we must “walk 
humbly with your G-d.” That is, even when we are hidden from the world at large, 
our piety must be true and sincere. 
 
Today I want to drill down on this last pillar, humility, since our tradition understands 
it differently from some in the world around us. Sometimes humility is seen as a 
synonym for meekness, or coming from a place of low self-esteem.  
 
But that's not how the Torah understands the word. For the Jewish tradition, humility 
is understanding that it’s not all about you, but about a task greater than you.  
 
The Torah calls only one man humble: Moses. But we know that Moses had Major 
League Chutzpah. He had the guts to march into Pharoah’s palace and demand, 
“Shalach Na et Ami! Let My people go!” He had the nerve to go solo and rescue 
Midianite women - strangers! - from threatening men. And he had the courage to go 
toe to toe with G-d Almighty and basically say, “Do not destroy the Israelites after 
their sin, as You desire. If You wipe them out, wipe me out too. I’m with them.” 
Moses had real self-confidence. He understood his purpose in life was to be leader 
of the Israelites, and he remained humble because he was more about his task than 
himself. He spent more time thinking about his people than he did about Moses. 

 
The paradox of humility, as the late Rabbi Jonathan Sacks put it, is that making 
yourself smaller makes you greater. 

 
Let’s return to Moses, our exemplar. The Talmud imagines the following story about 
him:  

 
A prosecuting angel asked G-d, “Where is the Torah?”   
Of course we know that G-d gave it to Moses on Sinai, but this angel somehow 
missed that.   
G-d said, “I gave it to the earth.”   
The prosecuting angel asked the earth, “Do you have the Torah?” No.   
Then he asked the sea, “Do you have the Torah?” No.   
The deep blue sea: “Do you?” No. 
The prosecuting angel returned to G-d and said, “I searched the earth but didn’t find 
it!”   
G-d answered, “Go to Moses.”   
The angel went to Moses and said, “Where is the Torah?”   
Moses answered, “Who am I that G-d would have given me the Torah?” 
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G-d jumps into the conversation: “Moses, you’re lying! Of course I gave you the 
Torah!” 
Moses responds: “Almighty G-d, you have this perfect Torah you delight in every 
day.  Why should I take credit for it?” 
G-d responds: “Since you have made yourself smaller by diminishing your role, the 
Torah shall be named after you: Torat Moshe, the Five Books of Moses.” 
 
Moses sees himself not as the owner of the Torah but merely the custodian. The 
Torah does not belong to him but to the entire world. Moses makes himself smaller 
by not claiming it’s his, which makes him greater in character, and worthy of having 
the Torah named after him. That’s humility. 
 
This perspective about finding something bigger than ourselves reminds me of a 
column written in 2011 by New York Times journalist David Brooks. He wrote it 
during graduation season, when commencement speakers share wisdom and 
advice for young adults.  
 
“If you sample some of the commencement addresses…you see that many 
graduates are told to: Follow your passion, chart your own course, march to the beat 
of your own drummer, follow your dreams and find yourself. This is the litany of 
expressive individualism. 
 
But, of course, this mantra misleads on nearly every front. 

This talk is of no help to the central business of adulthood, finding serious things to 
tie yourself down to.  

Most successful young people don’t look inside and then plan a life. They look 
outside and find a problem, which summons their life. A relative suffers from 
Alzheimer’s and a young woman feels called to help cure that disease. This wasn’t 
in her plans, but this is where she can make her contribution…The purpose in life is 
not to find yourself. It’s to lose yourself.” 

David Brooks utilizes the language of “lose yourself.” Rabbi Sacks puts it as “making 
yourself smaller.” Both of these expressions point us in the direction of putting others 
before ourselves. Doing so is precisely the humility that Micah demands from us. 
Doing so also enriches our lives with purpose and meaning.  

I met someone new over the summer, when Beth El hired a facilities director named 
Jerry Ortiz. When he introduced himself to our staff, he shared that he is very 
involved with his church. He even spends his vacations taking mission trips to 
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Guatemala as part of a group called Army of the Kind. He travels there to serve the 
local community and underprivileged children. They bring food and cook meals, but 
they also try to give these children purpose and hope. Years ago Jerry was moved 
by a presentation in their church and started giving money to sponsor a child. He 
increased his commitment later by traveling there to meet that child and found 
himself helping out on the ground. So now he returns annually. Jerry feels that by 
volunteering and helping these children, he is doing G-d's will. Volunteering is a 
small way to thank G-d for the blessings that G-d has given him for his whole life. 
Jerry told me: “I want to keep going there until G-d moves me to somewhere else.” 

Jerry is so deeply committed to this cause that he honestly doesn't consider it a big 
deal to spend his vacation days cooking for others and building homes. He shared 
that with us not to show off, but for us to learn about his core values, who he really 
is. He has found his cause that's bigger than him, and that provides clarity of 
purpose. He says, “more than I was giving, more was given to me.” 

We don't all have to travel across the world to make a difference, like Jerry. We all 
know there is plenty of work to do here in Chicago. Many of you already volunteer or 
support important charities. If you do, that’s your cause. This year, make an effort to 
strengthen your commitment to that cause.  

We gather here today as Jews, and together we share another cause: our Jewish 
faith and the well-being of the Jewish people. Let's make sure those are priorities for 
us in the year ahead as well. 

It is precisely these causes - the ones which people care about so deeply they might 
lose themselves - that people tell me about when their loved ones pass away.  
 
“He loved his family above all else.”  
“Being Jewish was so important to her.” ​
“He instilled in me the deep value of education.”  
“She taught me to always be generous in giving Tzedakah.”  
 
These High Holidays are here to remind us of the relationships we prioritize and the 
important causes to which we devote ourselves. To figure out what is bigger than 
ourselves and recommit.  

Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your G-d.  

When we follow these three pillars, we will live the legacy we hope to leave behind. 

Shanah Tovah. 
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