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It is no secret that I am a direct-descendant of John Alden and Priscilla Mullins. In fact, it's 
well known hereabouts. Largely because I tell just about anyone I can. For one, it makes for 
great conversation. After all, how many rabbis can lay claim to such prestigious Mayflower 
roots? (Thank you Grandma Genie Vinton for converting to Judaism.) Even better, John and 
Priscilla were not just ordinary passengers who came to these shores in 1620. Their romance is 
the stuff of classical American lore as told by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow — another member 
of the mishpocha, by the way — in his poem "The Courtship of Miles Standish". The story, 
Longfellow claims to have learned it from family oral tradition, is that Miles Standish was in 
love with Priscilla but needed to ask her father for permission to marry, so he asked John Alden 
to do it for him. According to the story, Priscilla, upon overhearing the request, interrupted the 
conversation between the two men and said to surrogate Alden, "Prithee, John, why do you not 
speak for yourself?" And here I am. And, I am so pleased to say, so is Steph Lurie. My cousin. 
Eleventh cousin. And maybe Jon Luks, but we're requiring him to do the research if he wants to 
join the "Alden-Mullins Ner Tamid Chavurah."  
 
But it gets better. 
 
Steph Lurie did some research on ancestry.com. As it turns out, while John Alden comes from 
fairly common stock, Priscilla's family is the stuff of British nobility. The Mullins-line can be 
traced back for more than two-thousand years. We've got relatives who died in The War of the 
Roses. We've got Lords and Ladies and even Knights, classic British aristocracy with a whole 
bunch of "Sirs". In fact, and to my point, Steph and I and our kids (and maybe Jon Luks) are 
the descendants of kings. That's right. Kings. More than one king, if you must know. But of 
them all, the one from whom I derive the greatest pride is King Harold Godwinsson, the first 
king of England who fell in the Battle of Hastings in 1066. According to tradition, he died when 
he was accidentally struck by an arrow in the eye (which actually sounds like it was part of a 
Monty Python script).  
 
My friends, you are beholding royalty. I am the son of kings.  
 
I am not speaking poetically. My blood is blue. Royal Blue. And in all sincerity, there is 
something about the fact that I am the direct descendant of American founders, of ancient 
British nobility, that I find pretty neat. Me, the son of kings.  
 
Now perhaps you might think this sounds a bit chutzpahdik. A little arrogant, perhaps. As if I 
might be better than you. And you'd be right. In our culture we tend to frown on egocentrics 
and braggarts. After all, who do I think I am? Does not our Jewish tradition espouse humility? 
Indeed, the midrash teaches that we are all descended from Adam and Eve -- whose birthdays, 
by the way, we celebrate today -- in order to remind us that not one of us has the right to say "I 
am better than you." We all share the same parentage according to the Torah. 



 

 

 
Egotism, selfishness is a sin. When Cain replies to God's query about Abel, "Am I my brother's 
keeper?", the implication is undeniable. Of course you are. Indeed, all the stories of sibling 
conflict in the Torah revolve around the tension between the desires of the self and our 
responsibilities to the other. The hero of Torah, after all, is Moses. No one was more humble 
than he.  
 
But there is also an essential part of our tradition that reminds us that each of us is unique. 
Never before and never again will there be one quite like me. Or you. In his wonderful text The 
Way of Man, Martin Buber teaches from the Hasidic tradition: 
 

"Every person born into this world represents something new, something that never 
existed before, something original and unique. It is the duty of every person...to know 
and consider that he is unique in the world in his particular character and that there 
has never been anyone like him in the world, for if there had been someone like him, 
there would have been no need for him to be in the world." 

 
This, too, is an essential truth of Judaism. I am unique. I am special. I am here because God 
wants me here. 
 
Rabbi Simcha Bunem of Peshyscha taught that each of has a piece of paper in our two front 
pockets that we take out and read as the circumstance demands. In one it says, "I am but dust 

and ashes." And in the other is a piece of paper that reminds me, "בשבילי נברא העולם / For my 
sake the world was created." That's pretty heady stuff. The world exists because of me. I am the 
center of the universe. And here's the thing: according to astrophysics, that would be correct. 
You are, in fact, the center of the universe. 
 
 
Dennis Overbye, graduate of MIT and a reporter for the New York Times who, according to his 
biography, covers "the universe", wrote an essay entitled, "Don't Let Them Tell You You're Not 
at the Center of the Universe." The thesis goes something like this: 
 
Most people tend to ask, Where did the universe begin? And to this he responds… 
 

"The universe didn’t start at a place, it started at a time...because the universe by 
definition fills all space already, [as opposed to] time, which as far as we know is open-
ended. It is true that everything we can see now, out to 13.8 billion years of light-travel 
time, was once the size of a grapefruit, buzzing with hideous energies, but that 
grapefruit was already part of an infinite ensemble with no edge, except one made up of 
time. When we look out," he suggests, we're not looking into 'space', we're really 
looking into time, actually into "the past, [and] the farther we look, the more deeply into 
the past we see. At the center is the present. Alas there is no direction in which we can 
look to see the future — except perhaps into our own hearts and dreams. All we know is 
right now. 
 
So where is the center of the universe? Right here. Yes, you are the center of the 
universe." 

 



 

 

But here's the rub: This truth is the same for everybody. Yes, I am at the center of the universe. 
But so is the person next to me. And the woman carrying water in the western mountains of 
China. And the baby being born in Patagonia. Overbye puts it this way: 
 

"This is more than poetry. Mathematically...all the information and history available at 
any one place in the universe is known as a light cone. Everybody has one and 
everybody’s is slightly different, which means in effect that everyone’s universe is a little 
different. 
 
"As a result every spot in the universe is unique. There will always be a piece of it you 
haven’t seen yet and a piece that you have seen but that nobody else has. There is no 
place to stand if you want to claim universal knowledge." 

 
And then he gets to his point: 
 

"We all need each other in order to overlap our knowledge. We don’t have to stay in 
our prisons. Working together and sharing, we can know everything. Or as Bob Dylan 
once put it, 'I’ll let you be in my dreams, if I can be in yours.'" 

 
And that must be our lesson as we enter this New Year. The world was created for my sake. But 
it was also created for yours. We are each at the center. We all share that in common. But we 
need each other to bring our common centers together, erasing the unseeable but very real 
cosmic distance that continues to expand and keep us separate from each other. This is what 
makes life worth living. I believe it is the only thing of absolute value in life. To connect. 
 
Kio Stark has written a beautiful short book, grown out of a TED talk, entitled: "When 
Strangers Meet". Her point is simple: It is only when you connect with others that you realize 
that you truly exist. This is especially true when the interaction is between people who do not 
know each other. She notes that most of us live in a state of loneliness. "Not the type of 
loneliness of someone looking for a life partner, but...the kind of general malaise you feel when 
you’re in a city surrounded by people, and they’re all so close to you and you feel solitary 
anyway." 
 
Have you ever stopped to wonder what the person next to you is feeling? What is going on in 
her life? What he's struggling with or looking forward to? Our innate tendency toward 
egocentricity can easily blind us to the other universes that surround us every day. But they are 
in their own worlds as well as are we. And yet we dwell among each other like disassociated 
bodies floating in a sea of directionless wandering. The proverbial "Ships passing in the night". 
No connection. Just being alone. 
 
I just recently watched Judy Holliday in her last movie, the film version of the Broadway 
musical "Bells Are Ringing". Standing on a city street corner, surrounded by a crowd of 
seemingly angry faces waiting for the crosswalk light to change, she nudges Dean Martin to just 
try speaking to a stranger. As you can imagine, he resists. Then she turns to one of the people 
in the crowd and says, "Hello." "Whaddya say?" He angrily replies. (Of course, this takes place 
in New York City.) She says, "I said 'Hello,'" at which point his face brightens up, the anger 
disappears and he says, "Well, hello to you." They then, at least in the Broadway version, all 
break into singing. 
 



 

 

It is this kind of encounter, according to Stark, that counteracts our natural state of loneliness. 
"Even just exchanging smiles," she says, "can re-orient your feelings about belonging and 
connectedness." The result is not just an awareness that someone else has a universe to him or 
herself, it helps you realize that you are a universe, too. She goes on: "I’ve been talking to 
strangers my whole life and trying to understand what it’s about, and in that moment, I realized 
I really existed...That notion of feeling acknowledged as a person is one of the core pieces to 
me." 
 
This past July I came across a Facebook post that a friend had shared from Natasha Howell, a 
young African-American woman.  
 

"So this morning I went into a convenience store to get a protein bar. As I walked 
through the door, I noticed that there were two white police officers (one about my age 
and the other several years older) talking to the clerk (an older white woman) behind 
the counter about the shootings that have gone on in the past few days. They looked at 
me and fell silent. I went about my business to get what I was looking for, and as I 
turned back up the aisle to pay, the older officer was standing at the top of the aisle 
watching me. As I got closer he asked me how I was doing and I replied, "Okay. And 
you?" He looked at me with a strange look and asked me, "How are you really doing?" I 
looked at him and said, "I'm tired." His reply was, "Me too." Then he said, "I guess it's 
not easy being either of us right now, is it?" And I said, "No. It's not." Then he hugged 
me and I cried. 
 
"I had never seen that man before in my life. I have no idea why he was moved to talk 
to me. What I do know is that he and I shared a moment this morning that was 
absolutely beautiful. No judgments. No justifications. Just two people sharing a 
moment." 

 
Is this not the purpose of life? Is this not the objective of our existence? To connect? To bond 
with other human beings? Biologically we are driven by instinct. But emotionally we invariably 
get stuck. Our ego gets in the way. Our fears. Our insecurities. And yet do we not know — of 
course we do — that it is in such interactions that life takes on its deepest and most sacred 
meaning? It is the first thing we are told in the Torah about the challenges of the human 

condition: לא טוב היות האדם לבדו / It is not good for man to be alone. 
 
 
It's interesting when you stop to consider that the word 'universe' is suggestive of a singular 
world: uni-verse. And it's true. So the Talmud teaches. When you destroy a single life it is as if 
you have destroyed an entire universe. And when you save a single life, it is as if you have 
saved a universe entire. Each of us is a universe unto ourselves. We each live at its center. But 

the עולם as we call it, the universe, in its literal meaning implies something that is נעלם. That 
which is hidden. Hidden to those around us. Hidden to strangers as well as our most intimate 
life partners. Hidden even to ourselves. And to think, all we need to do is to open up and say 
"Hello." Or as we would put it, Shalom, which, if you did not already know, means that which 
is whole.  
 
Alas our world is not yet whole. It is a jumble of myriads of disparate universes, disconnected 
and often at odds, searching for we don't know what. But deep down we really do. We really do 



 

 

know. Maybe we can start out this year by trying to understand and imagine what it is like to 
live at the center of someone else's universe? Maybe, by so doing, we will come to understand 
and appreciate what lives at the center of "my" universe? And maybe, in the process, we can 

create some Shalom, some שלימות, some wholeness that wasn't there before? Maybe then we 
can realize the dream of the prophet Zecharyah, "On that day God will be One and God's 
Name will be One." Because we will all be one. 
 
Make no mistake about it: I am still of the stuff of kings. Royalty runs through my veins. But 
even more essential, I am made of stardust. Every molecule of my body has its origin in the act 
of Creation. As it is with you. All of you. All of us. 
 
Today we celebrate the birthday of the Universe. But our celebration only has merit if we allow 
ourselves to see that it is everyone else's birthday too.  
 
Happy Birthday. Shanah Tovah. 


