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Earlier this month, in The New York Times' Sunday magazine's annual "Education Issue", there 
was an article questioning the purpose and goals of education. For most of us this has never 
really been an issue. We go to school to learn. But the article poses the really essential 
question, To What Ends? What is it we are supposed to learn when we go to school? Or maybe 
even more to the point, what is it we want our children to get out of school? 

I'll speak for myself. I went to school so that I could get into college. And I went to college so 
that I could get a job. Or at least that's the way I perceived my education. I'd love to stand up 
here and tell you that I went to school because I had an insatiable curiosity to know more 
about the universe, but it just isn't so. (The stuff I wanted to learn about, they weren't 
teaching.) Like everybody else I know, I approached my schooling as a process to get good 
grades, so I could get into a good school, so I could get a good job and make enough money so 
I could live a comfortable life. It was a means to an ends. 

The article in the Sunday magazine, however, questions this. It asks straight out, How well 
does our education prepare us for life? Does getting good grades assure us we will actually be 
successful in the art of living? Is there a correlation between what we learn in the classroom 
and what we need to know and/or do in adult life? And if not, what should we be learning in 
addition to (or instead of) what is included in the traditional curriculum? 

The article very much resonated for me. I admit I was not the best of students. I'd like to think 
that despite my lackluster GPA and modest SAT and GRE scores, I turned out okay. Put 
another way, I think if some of my grade school teachers were still alive they'd be not a little bit 
surprised, perhaps even dismayed, to see me standing up here (talking to you as if I actually 
knew what I was talking about). By the same token, does my career as a rabbi encompass the 
goal of my education? Was all this why my mom and dad sent me through the Oak Park 
School System? Was this the objective of those thirteen years of grade-school learning? Is my 
career, is my employment the totality of what my parents had understood to be the goal of my 
training? Is it what we imagine for our children and our grandchildren? 

This, according to that article, is what the headmasters of a handful of private and charter 
schools are beginning to wonder. Which is to say, are our schools adequately preparing our 
children to succeed in adult life? We give them lots of information, to be sure. And, like a lot of 
us wondered both in our hearts as well as, on occasion out loud (usually to our parents), 
maybe some of that information would not prove particularly fruitful in the real world. 
(Memorizing the reproductive life of the Paleozoic foraminifera immediately comes to mind.) 
But even more to the point, not so much what are we teaching but rather what are we not 
teaching that our children will need in adulthood? To wit, the conversation revolves around the 
question of the education of character. For all that our schools do to sharpen the intellects, the 
expanding of the data-bases of our children's emerging minds, to what extent are we helping 
our daughters and sons to build character? 

Initially the article defined character as those traits that help one to succeed in the real world. 
These educators noted that many of the higher functioning students did so well in school, 
consistently scoring in the top percentiles in all manners of testing, that when they emerged 
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into the real world – and here we'll define the real world as beginning with college – and they 
faced, many of them for the first time, failure, they were unequipped to deal with it. Their 
educations had prepared them to process information but not how to deal with the challenges 
that are at the core of living. 

So these educators decided they needed to expand their notion of what a thorough education 
would involve, and the development of character, that is the skills needed in living, would 
assume a central part of their curriculum. After much research, they narrowed the essential 
attributes down to seven: zest, grit, self-control, social intelligence, gratitude, optimism and 
curiosity. These characteristics, they felt, if mastered, would eventually lead to a life of 
"satisfaction and high achievement." But then that led to further discussions, especially about 
the nature of character. What is, after all, character? Is it simply the ability to function at a high-
level in adulthood? Shouldn't it have something to do with not merely how we confront life's 
challenges but also how we interact with each other? As a result, these researchers came to 
distinguish between what they called "moral character, which embodies ethical values like 
fairness, generosity and integrity, and those that address performance character, which includes 
values like effort, diligence and perseverance." And needless to say, throughout it all hovered 
the question about whose responsibility is it to teach these character strengths, the school or 
the home? Perhaps even the religious institution. 

I'll leave the rest of the article to you. It's an important and worthy read. But as I read it my 
mind kept wandering. What would Judaism say about this? What does Judaism say about 
character? What are the virtues we hope, as Jews, our children will learn? 

 

So four Jewish women get together for their weekly gathering. The first woman says, "Oy". The 
second woman replies "Oy vey". To which the third woman says "Oy vey iz mere". Finally the 
fourth woman says, "Alright, I thought we agreed that we weren't going to talk about our kids." 

Can there be any doubt that we want the best for our children. And that shepping nachas from 
all their degrees and financial successes notwithstanding, more than anything else we want 
them to be happy. We want them to know joy and love and to have a sense of meaning in their 
lives. Abi gezunt. We want them to be healthy. But if you ask us what it is we want them to 
become, contrary to popular opinion, being a doctor or a lawyer is not really at the top of the 
list. More than anything else, we want our kids to live lives that will be worthy of the title 
mensch.  

How often I have heard a mother or a father say this to their child during a parental charge on 
the bimah. "I pray that you will grow up to be a mensch," they say, usually with tears running 
down cheeks. Can there really be any other options? Do we say I want you to be rich? Do we 
say I hope you'll graduate at the top our your class? And even if we don't say it, can we 
possibly disagree that being thought of as a mensch is at the top of the ladder? Not merely for 
our progeny but for ourselves as well? 

It should not elude us that the word, in and of itself, means nothing more than "human being" 
(literally, from the Yiddish and German, mensch means "man"). And yet there's something 
deeply profound in its simplicity. All we are given is to be a human being. It is, to be sure, a 
noble calling. We are the highest of all of God's creatures. Be a human being. A mensch. In 
Pirkei Avot: B'makom she-ein anashim, histadel l'hiyot ish. "In a place where no one behaves 
like a human being, you must strive to be human." Or as a literal translation would render it, 
"Even in a place where there are no human beings (that is, even in a place where you are 
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completely alone), you must still behave like a human being." There is no higher level to which 
we can aspire. We are created, as the psalmist reminds us, "...just a little lower than the 
angels." So live up to your name as a human being. Be a mensch. 

In his book Raising Your Child to be a Mensch, Rabbi Neil Kurshan tells the story of a former 
religious school student who was now studying to be a doctor. One day while preparing for his 
organic chemistry exam this pre-med student went to the library to go over the reading list from 
the professor. But when he picked the first book off the shelf he noticed that the pages assigned 
to be read had been cut out of the book with a razor blade. And when he proceeded to go to 
the second and third and fourth books on the list he found the same – the pages the professor 
had assigned for the exam had been intentionally and meticulously removed from the books. 
Kurshan concludes, who ever removed those pages will probably get very good grades in med 
school (maybe they’ll make a really good surgeon), but would we want him or her to treat us or 
our children as our physician? There's more to being a success in life than getting good grades. 
As Rabbi Kurshan also shared, one day a twelve-year-old girl comes home from school and 
blurts out to her mother, "Mommy, why don't they hand out prizes for just being nice?"  

To be a mensch is to be a good person. To be decent. To be generous and fair. To be kind and 
nice. To be the kind of person others will say about you, "You know, she's a mensch." And it's 
interesting, I think, to note that there doesn't seem to be a different version of the word for a 
man or a woman; it's the same title; gender here is irrelevant.  

 

So if we were going to commit ourselves to the same task as those educators I told you about, 
but within a Jewish context, if we were to try and create a curriculum of How to Be a Mensch, 
what would it look like? What would be our list of attributes? 

I have no doubt that already these traits are running through your heads. Even more, I am 
equally certain that you'll make a point of telling me the ones that I missed. The fact of the 
matter is I am no more an expert on this subject than are you. But these are the ones, at least 
from where I stand, that come to the fore. Let's see how many we get together. 

In no particular order: 

COMPASSION. Rachmanes. It was the first thought that came into my head. To be a caring 
person. Someone who is empathic. Someone who not merely does for others but actually feels 
for others. 

JUSTICE. Tzedek. A mensch is someone who is passionate about making things right. Someone 
who feels the pain of inequality, who is driven to correct wrongs, to make a difference in the 
world. 

HONESTY. Emes. This person is a truth seeker. She understands that integrity is rooted in a 
faithfulness to oneself. We are our word. A mensch can be trusted. 

GENEROSITY. Nedivut Lev. Someone who gives, not merely of his possessions but perhaps 
above all of himself. At the core here is an understanding, an appreciation that we own 
nothing. Everything we have, everything we are is on loan to us. And we don't get to keep it. 
It's worth noting that "generosity" in Hebrew (Nedivut Lev) literally means a "giving of the 
heart". This really needs no explanation. 

LOVE. Ahavah. A mensch is a person who is both a giver and a receiver of love. Someone who 
is open with her feelings. Someone who understands that, more than anything else, connecting 
with others is the very reason we exist. 
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JOYOUSNESS. Simcha. A mensch is a joyous person. Not necessarily funny, not necessarily a 
good joke teller, but someone who looks for the joy in life, who tries to bring joy to others. 
Being "happy" is highly overrated. But to be joyous, to pursue and to affirm life's potential for 
simcha is an extraordinary virtue.  

BEAUTY. Yofi. This is the person who not merely appreciates beauty but thrives on it. She sees 
the magnificence in a child's tantrum. He is overwhelmed by the prayer of his enemy. Sunsets. 
Paintings. Poetry and Symphonies. The opening of a leaf in spring. The intricate design of a 
snowflake. A mensch finds beauty in all things. 

CONTENTEDNESS. Ha-samayach b'chelko. Not wishing it were more. Not envying what 
others have. Simply being content with what you have. 

HUMILITY. Anivut. A mensch is someone who would not recognize him or herself as being any 
of the things I just mentioned. 

This is my list. I didn't try to force them into a particular order. I resisted making a list that had 
a specific number. These were the attributes, nay, the virtues that I wish I had. These are the 
qualities to which I aspire. These are the pieces of humanity I hope for my daughters. For me, 
this is menschlekeit. 

 

But there's one more thing. There's one more ingredient to this matrix. I wouldn't go so far as to 
say that it's the glue that keeps them all together. And yet it is comprehensive. That is, without 
this, none of these elements can truly happen. Or, more important, be sustained. And that is 
duty. A sense of duty. Unless the things we do to be "good" are driven by a sense of duty, that 
is, something we believe we should do, these virtues we celebrate can be nothing more than 
isolated, intermittent moments in our lives. If, on the other hand, we hope that they will 
ultimately be seen as the essential components of – to quote Dr. King – the "content of our 
character", then we must not merely believe in them or affirm them but aspire to them out of a 
sense of duty. And that, I think, is the hardest part of all. 

A number of years ago, right around this time of year, I was in the throes of writing my High 
Holy Day sermons when one of our congregants stopped by the house to drop something off. 
"While I have you," I said to her, "would you be willing to listen to part of this sermon? I'm 
trying to work it through." And she did. When I had finished I said, "So what do you think?" 
And her response was (of course) positive. She affirmed the ideas I was trying to communicate. 
"There's just one thing," she said. ("Okay, here it comes," the voice in my said was saying.) "You 
use the word 'should' too many times. People don't like it when they're told they 'should' do 
this or they 'shouldn't' do that. People today, at least in our community, don't like it when 
others tell them what to do. Or worse, tell them what they should do." 

And albeit she was telling me what I should do, I took her advice to heart. Ever since then I 
have tried, as best I can, to avoid using that word. My language has been more 'encouraging' 
and 'suggestive', but for the most part I've eschewed the language of 'ought' and 'must' and 
'required' and 'should'. It was, I think, good homiletical advice. 

But at the same time I think the reason I still remember her observation is that it still gnaws at 
me. Because the "Art of Salesmanship" notwithstanding, deep down I do believe that there are 
things that we should do. I believe that we should be compassionate, pursuers of justice and 
honest. I believe that I'm supposed to impress upon my children that being generous, that 
bringing joy into the lives of others, that being loving human beings are all things they should 
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do. I believe that we should all try to live lives of menschlekeit. That these are things that we are 
supposed to be. And that unless we embrace them in ways that we feel compelled to affirm 
them, that unless we see them and the behaviors associated with them as being duty-bound 
upon us, their performance will never truly become us. Being a mensch must be a matter of 
habit. 

But here’s the thing: the mensch doesn’t see it as a matter of habit. Or duty. For her it is a 
matter of “service”. That all these attributes are functions of one who endeavors to serve God 
by serving others. 

Years ago I had the privilege of sitting on a Beit Din, a rabbinic tribunal, to welcome in a new 
member to the Jewish people. And as part of the process, we interview the candidate. As it was 
ending I got to ask the last question. “Tell me, what are you looking forward to? When this is 
all done, when you become formally a Jew, what moment will bear the most meaning for you in 
the days ahead?” I will never forget her answer. “Saturday morning. The minyan.” She looks to 
me and explains, “We don’t get many. It’s a small group. But for all these years I’ve been 
going, I never counted. I couldn’t be included.” Yet lest I think she was looking forward to 
being counted in the minyan (the necessary quorum of ten adult Jews for prayer) for her own 
sake, she continues, “They have given so much to me but I’ve never been able to offer anything 
in return. Until now. Now I count. Now I’ll be able to help ‘make’ the minyan.” 

This is a mensch. 

In our morning liturgy we recite each day a text from the Talmud. It's a list of things we're 
supposed to do. The rabbis saw them as being so important they acknowledged that there was 
no limit to how much or how often we should do them. Honoring your parents. Performing acts 
of love and kindness. Coming to the synagogue regularly. Welcoming the stranger. Rejoicing 
with bride and groom. Consoling the bereaved. Praying with sincerity. Making peace where 
there is strife. And studying Torah. Because Torah is at the foundation of all these duties. And 
that's the point: they are duties. 

This is the lifestyle we elevate as the ideal. Honoring others. Having reverence for the sacred. 
Caring about those in need. Living life with joy. Bringing solace to those in pain and calm to 
those in crisis. And what makes it Jewish is that it's not an option. It's mitzvah. Because well 
we all know, at the end of the day, there is no test for this. There is no grade or score. It's not 
about what you know or what you amassed. It's about what you do. It's about who you are. At 
the end of our lives no one will ask us how we did on our SATs or how much money we made, 
but rather how we treated others, how much of that money we shared, what kind of person we 
were. That will be at the center of how we are remembered. Was I a mensch? 

The other day I sat with a bunch of our teenagers and asked them what the word mensch 
means. You know what they said? Nothing. They didn't know. They didn't know the word. We 
have our work cut out for us. And it means more than teaching vocabulary. The Art of Being a 
Mensch is a course in which we are, throughout our lives, both student and teacher. We learn 
from observation. We teach by example. God knows, my kids know even better, I've got a lot of 
work to do. We all do. The good news is we are all works in progress. To be a mensch, to be a 
human being, there is no end to the school day. You don't ever graduate. Hopefully, you just 
grow. 

Come to think of it, maybe there is a prize for being a mensch. It's called a hug. 


