
September 15, 2021: Yom Kippur Eve / Kol Nidre 
Rabbi Edwin Goldberg 
copyright @2021 Rabbi Edwin Goldberg 

 

The 911 anniversary, and the tales of self-sacrifice by first responders and the passengers on 
Flight 93, keep reminding me of a scene in Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan.  It's at the 
end of the movie, when Private James Ryan is comforting the soon-to-die captain who has been 
sent, along with seven other men, to save the private from near-certain death.  In the course of 
saving the private, almost the entire group of soldiers will die.  Earlier in the film, expressing the 
frustration of sacrificing so many men for the life of one soldier, the captain declares that this 
Ryan (whom he has yet to find) had better go home and cure some disease or invent a longer-
lasting light bulb or something.  In other words, the captain seeks some justification for the 
special effort made to rescue him. 

And now, as the captain is dying but confident that Ryan will be saved, he says to the soldier, 
"James, earn this.  Earn it all."  The film then jumps more than fifty years to present day and 
shows the aged James Ryan desperately asking his wife if indeed his life has justified the 
sacrifices made for it.  "Tell me I've lived a good life," he beseeches.  "Tell me I'm a good man." 

Why does this image haunt me?  Because in a sense all of us are like Private Ryan, even if our 
life circumstances are not as dramatic.  By being born, all of us are granted the gift of life.  And 
from the perspective of our religious tradition, all of us are challenged by the same words that 
the captain spoke to Private Ryan: Earn this!  Live your life in such a way that the gift of life is 
justified.  And, likewise, it is appropriate for us to consider the questions: Are we living a good 
life?  Are we moral human beings?  Do our lives reflect the proper gratitude we require for 
having been granted the gift of life?   

If we think about it, each of us is here on earth in the face of incredible odds.  What if our 
parents had never met?  What if the egg had never been fertilized?  What if something had 
gone wrong during the pregnancy?  In my own case, I know that if my older brother had not 
died as a child, the likelihood of my being born would be almost nil.  I also know that my 
mother's escaping Hitler's Germany was a very unlikely occurrence, not to mention my father -- 
an American soldier -- surviving the war in Europe.  And so, I don't take my own existence for 
granted.  And I do feel compelled to live my life in response to the simple but powerful 
command, "Earn this!"  I feel compelled to address the question: Am I a good person? 

Are we good people?  Naturally, most of us would say yes.  We are not murderers.  We are not 
guilty of heinous crimes.  But are we really as good as we should be?  Do our lives reflect 
enough righteousness, enough goodness?  And how can we tell?  Especially during these Days 
of Awe such questions are most relevant.  On this holy night I think it's worth considering the 
same question Private Ryan must wrestle with every day: Have we earned our right to life?  Are 
we as good as we should be?  And what more might we be doing?   



When it comes to defining goodness, we should begin by clearing up something important: 
being good is not the same as not being bad.  In Miami I used to have to drive by O. J. Simpson's 
house.  At first, I would always feel a little smug as I drove by.  I would say to myself, "Hey, I 
may not be perfect, but at least I'm not him."  Of course, when you think about it, such a moral 
victory is pretty hollow.  It reminds me of this simple poem:  

 

  I never cut my neighbor's throat; 

  My neighbor's gold I never stole; 

  I never spoiled his house and land, 

  But God have mercy on my soul! 

 

  For I am haunted night and day 

  By all the deeds I have not done; 

  O unattempted loveliness! 

  O costly valor never won! (Marguerite Wilkinson) 

 

In other words, it's very easy to feel smug that we are not terrible people.  But when we 
consider the gap between who we are and the goodness we might practice, then most of us 
have no reason to feel so satisfied.  In the equation posed by Saving Private Ryan, it's not 
enough to "earn" our life by avoiding evil.  We must also practice being good.  And we must 
also continue to ask ourselves, "Could we do better?  Could we be more sensitive?  Could we be 
more compassionate?" 

Having said this, I don't believe we should accept nothing less than being perfect.  For just as 
there is a danger in setting our ethical standards too low, so there is a danger in setting them 
too high.  To live life with the question "Earn this" can all too easily make us feel perpetually 
guilty.  It can lead us to conclude that, no matter what we do, it's never going to be enough.  
Rabbi Harold Kushner once observed that a lot of misery in the world can be traced to the 
mistaken notion that we need to be morally perfect for people -- and God -- to love us.  The 
problem with this ideal is that being human, we are bound to fail.  And setting ourselves up for 
failure, we associate the challenge of being good with feelings of failure.  If we can never be 
good enough, then why even try? 

And worse, we think that if only we were good enough then we wouldn't become sick or have 
an accident.  We mistakenly assign to God the role of some Cosmic Santa Claus, rewarding us or 
punishing us, and, when life doesn't work out, either blame ourselves or blame God. 



But life is too complex for such thinking.  In reality, we are not perfect, and we are not in 
complete control.  We will make mistakes, but we need not think of ourselves as terrible 
people.  Jewish tradition does not celebrate perfect people.  Picture anyone you want from the 
Bible: Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Moses, or King David.  None of these people was 
perfect.  Far from it.  But God loved them.  Likewise, God doesn't love us because we are saints.  
God loves us for who we are: frail human creatures.  What God wants is that we try our best, 
not that we always succeed.  Earning our lives is not about anything more or less than trying.  
And when we fail, as we will, then God loves us in our contrition, in our brokenness.  Indeed, 
there is nothing more spiritual than a broken person who is willing to admit mistakes and grow 
from them.  Or as a bumper sticker puts it, "God Loves You Anyway." 

And so, when it comes to goodness, we find ourselves away from the extremes, not aligned 
with hell but not in Heaven either.  Neither morally neutral nor perfect.  And therefore, the 
central question becomes, how do we get as close to perfection as we can, recognizing we 
never will actually arrive?  For there is a great distance between being morally neutral and 
being perfect.  And somewhere in this area lies the border of actually being a good person.  This 
is the place we should seek to reach.   But how do we know it when we get there? 

Judaism has always emphasized the power of the deed, and so maybe our answer lies in what 
we do.  The prophet Isaiah declared that we should "cease to do evil and learn to do good."  But 
what does "learn to do good" really mean?  The great medieval commentator Rashi taught that 
a good person isn't identified by some inherent quality of character but by the good deeds 
performed.   This means that in order to be good people we have to treat others well.  We 
cannot make ourselves the center of our world.  An example of such a person in ancient Jewish 
tradition is Joshua ben Gamla.  We are told that whenever his name is mentioned we should 
add the words, "may he be remembered for goodness".   Why does he merit this praise?  It 
seems that Joshua ben Gamla took it upon himself to establish a system of public education for 
Jewish youngsters in ancient Judea, the first of its kind in the world.  This education especially 
benefited orphan children who otherwise would have been ignorant.  Joshua ben Gamla 
assumed the responsibility of Torah education for those who could not help themselves.  For 
the Talmud such an act reflected the epitome of goodness.  

Jumping from the first century to the twenty-first, consider this commencement advice (Anna 
Quindlen): "Care so deeply about…goodness that you want to spread it around. Take money 
you would have spent on beers and give it to charity. Work in a soup kitchen. Be a big brother 
or sister. All of you want to do well. But if you do not do good, too, then doing well will never 
be enough. It is so easy to waste our lives: our days, our hours, our minutes. It is so easy to take 
for granted the color of the azaleas, the sheen of the limestone on Fifth Avenue, the color of 
our kid’s eyes, the way the melody in a symphony rises and falls and disappears and rises again. 
It is so easy to exist instead of live. " 

To which I would add, it's so easy to forget our obligation to God for the life we've been given.  
It's so easy to live with a sense of entitlement, to say, "the world exists because of me."  But 



what we should say is "I exist and therefore I serve the world".  Please understand: I don't 
personally believe in a God who rewards and punishes us.  I'm not saying, "Be good or else."  
The Bible often does say this, but I reject this rationale.  What I do believe is that God wants us 
to be good but stands aside and allows us the free will to make our own decision.   

Using our free will, we should serve each other with genuine kindness and sensitivity.  Indeed, 
we don't just do what is expected of us.  We do more.  Therapist David Reynolds calls this 
"walking the second mile".  We are asked to walk one mile for someone else's sake; the second 
mile we walk because we have chosen to do so.  It is our way of earning our right to be here.  
And so, we're asked to serve food in a soup kitchen, but we end up chairing the food shopping 
committee too.  And so, we're asked to help clean up for an hour after a neighbor's house has 
been burgled.  Instead, we work with our neighbor until the cleaning up is finished.  And so, 
when we are told to spend an hour with someone we dislike, instead we spend two hours and 
try to find something likeable in them.  In general, we seek ways to give more and expect less. 

It's also important that we value personally giving as well as less direct ways.  There's a story of 
a woman sitting in the park of an affluent neighborhood, feeding the pigeons.  One day she 
brings with her a whole bun of fresh bread just to feed her daily company.  Little by little, pinch 
by pinch, she feeds each pigeon with joy.  She sits there without being noticed by anyone in the 
neighborhood. 

Then suddenly a man comes by and decides to confront this woman concerning her waste.  He 
tells her that she should not throw away good food on a bunch of pigeons that can find food 
anywhere when there are so many starving people in Africa. 

To which the woman responds: "Well, I can't throw that far!" 

Let's learn from this woman the wisdom of doing good right here at home.  Let's meet the 
challenge of being nicer to our own family and friends.  Let's give to the homeless and needy of 
Montgomery County as well as those in far flung places. The challenge here is that people in 
Montgomery County don't really see poverty because they're in pockets that are hidden. 
Because everything looks beautiful, and the people in poverty are away from the main roads, 
many people don't know it's here. Three major groups contribute to hunger in Montgomery 
County: the working poor, children, and seniors. In the last decade the number of low-wage 
workers in the county has doubled, according to the local United Way. So, while The 
Woodlands has a poverty rate of roughly 5 percent, outside our oasis the rate is more like 25%. 
As a congregation, we are called to help address this suffering. We have a wonderful social 
justice committee for such a purpose.  

When we have festivals in Judaism, we are commanded in Hebrew "Visamachta -You shall 
rejoice."  But with a slight revocalization of the word the ancient rabbis read it as "Viseemachta 
-- you shall cause to rejoice."  In other words, the purpose of life is not only to enjoy but to 
bring joy.  Not only to benefit but to benefit others.  To earn our blessings by sharing them with 
those in need.  After all, one way of saying thank you is to say, "much obliged" and literally this 



means that we are obligated.  We are duty bound to pay back God for our gifts.  This is not only 
theology; it's also good manners! 

Private James Ryan understood this truth.  And I believe all of us can also grasp the equation: 
life = gratitude and gratitude = obligation to serve others.  To earn our life.  It's really that 
simple. 

In conclusion, listen to the story of the great Hasidic master Zusya of Anipol.  When he was on 
his deathbed, he began to cry.  His disciples asked, "Master, why do you cry?  Do you cry 
because you are afraid that when you arrive before God you will be asked, "Why were you not 
as great as Isaiah or Maimonides, revered spiritual leaders of the past?" 

"No," said Zusya.  "I am not worried that I will be asked that because I was not a prophet like 
Isaiah nor a great philosopher like Maimonides.  I am neither a prophet nor a philosopher." 

"Then why are you crying, master?" his disciples asked Zusya once again. 

"Because," he said, "I am afraid they will ask me, 'Zusya, why weren't you like Zusya?  Why 
weren't you yourself? Why didn't you earn your gift of life by being all that you could be?'  If 
they ask me that, what shall I answer?" 

Zusya's question is our question, his worry our worry.  Are we as good as we can be? What 
more could we be doing to earn the glorious gift of life?  Or as the poet put it: 

 

Your task: 

To build a better world, said God. 

I answered: How? 

The world is such a large, vast place 

So complicated now 

And I, so small and useless am. 

There's nothing I can do. 

But God in such great wisdom said: 

Just build a better you.  

(Just build a better you.) 

 

On this holiest night of the year, as the Kol Nidre still echoes in our hearts, I ask that we become 
dedicated to this noble task. I hope that we will earn our lives with acts of goodness and love.  
And I pray that we will live our days in such a way so that even when our life fades, as the 
fading sunset, our spirits will come to You, O God, without shame.  Amen. 


