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Don’t Just Choose Life, Choose A Purposeful Life 
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Time feels elastic these days. Things that happened just a few weeks ago can feel 

like it occurred a year ago. Every week the news presents us with something new 

to upset us…another mass murder of school children, outbreaks of a new disease, 

the repeal of reproductive rights, legal attacks on the LGBTQ+ community, the 

lack of potable water in some US cities, senseless wars that create an increase of 

refugees, constant attacks on not only our democracy, but on almost every 

democracy around the world. Then there is the looming danger of the implications 

and effects of a planet that is heating up, not to mention the ever increasing number 

of people who are unhoused and food insecure in our country.  

 

Some days I feel so overwhelmed by the world we live in that I am exhausted 

before I have even gotten out of bed.  

 

A normal reaction to all of this is to want to shut down and ignore everything and 

say “not my problem.” Except, at the High Holidays we are reminded that it is our 

problem – all of it is our problem. And while the world we live in seems terribly 

off kilter, the truth is that the world has never been perfect. Even in the story of the 

Garden of Eden humanity gets into trouble almost immediately, and we have been 

making things worse ever since.  

 

Around the time of the destruction of the 2nd Temple in the year 70 CE, Rabbi 

Tarfon, one of the early Rabbis, contemplated the world around him and all of the 

horrors that he saw and said to his students “It is not your duty to finish the work, 

but neither are you at liberty to neglect it either.” In other words we are not 

expected to fix everything, but that should not be our excuse to do nothing. 

 

The High Holidays presents us with a to do list of what needs to be repaired in our 

world. But the beautiful thing is that all of us are not expected to do everything, but 

each of us is expected to do the most we can. 

 

In the midst of a busy life, we too often think of obligations and expectations of 

participating in society as a burden. Too often we groan or sigh at the idea of being 

asked to volunteer for something, to lead something or to take responsibility for a 

group activity.  How many of us, as children, learned the essential skill of putting 

our finger on our nose and yelling “not it!” before anyone else could, when being 

asked to do something?  
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Sadly however, it isn’t until the time when society stops expecting things from us 

that many of us realize what a gift responsibilities actually are. 

 

My mother in law passed away about a year and half ago. As my husband and 

sister in law have been putting her things in order they came across all of these 

notes she had scribbled on notepads as she started to lose her memory.  On one of 

the notes she wrote “without a purpose, who am I?” 

 

My mother in law worked, raised two kids, was a doting grandmother and 

volunteered everywhere, the temple, Sacramento Public Library, Women’s 

Empowerment, the Crocker, she’d visit people who were in nursing homes, even 

people she didn’t know very well, and she would march for causes she believed in 

long after it was comfortable for her to walk anymore. And those are just the things 

I saw her do.  

 

So when we read those words “without a purpose, who am I?” It was like a punch 

in the gut. We never outgrow the need to be needed, to have a purpose for living. 

But when we are in the fullness of our lives we too often get confused with being 

busy and living with a sense of purpose. 

 

My mother in law lived a life of purpose. She didn’t write any great legislation. 

She didn’t run a company or make a fortune. Her name isn’t on any buildings, she 

didn’t make any great discoveries. But that was never her goal. Her goal was to 

live a life of purpose, to make a difference to the people around her, and to the 

many communities she was a part of.  

 

She was raised in a Jewish home where she was taught that we are all responsible 

one for the other, and that we are all expected to do something to make the world 

around us better than how we found it. Without a sense of purpose, of actively 

contributing to society and to the lives of others, not only did life stopped making 

sense to her, but she stopped making sense to herself. 

 

If you are at a loss at how to begin to live a life of purpose, our Machzor, the High 

Holiday Prayerbook essentially provides us with a “to do” list of what needs fixing 

in our world, beginning with ourselves. It is filled with what needs to be repaired, 

with people and communities who need and deserve our attention. 

 

Tomorrow morning we will read these words from the Torah: 

“This day I call heaven and earth to witness regarding you: life and death I 

have set before you, blessing and curse. Choose life—so that you and your 

children may live—by loving, obeying, and staying close to Adonai your 

God.” (Deut. 30:19-20) 



 3 

 

But what does it mean to “choose life”? Choosing life is not just about averting 

death, it is also about how we choose to live. The Torah tries to help us understand 

what it means to choose life when it says “by loving, obeying, and staying close to 

Adonai your God.” 

 

So how do we “love, obey and stay close” to God? We do it by honoring all that 

God has created, the earth and all that dwells on it. When we treat our fellow 

humans with respect, dignity and compassion we are honoring the source of 

holiness. When we follow the mitzvot by engaging in society, ensuring that it is a 

beacon of justice, we are also obeying the source of justice. And when we honor 

our parents and serve as worthy role models for our youth, we are staying close to 

the One who created us. 

 

And when we do these things, then we are not only choosing life, but we are 

choosing a purposeful life, a life that is worth living. 

 

It broke our hearts when we read the words “without a purpose, who am I?” 

because we understood what Alice, my mother in law, had meant. Because of 

Covid, she could no longer engage in the things that made her life meaningful. 

Even with her hearing loss and worsening dementia, prior to Covid she could at 

least be present as a loving and nurturing person for her family and close friends. 

But Covid cut her off from the world, and therefor cut her off from a sense of 

purpose, and ultimately an understanding of who she was. 

 

On Yom Kippur we are reminded how interconnected our lives are, how each of 

our choices impacts our fellow humans not just ourselves. That sense of 

interconnectedness is our strength and our redemption. If we choose to act 

together, as a kehila kodesha – a sacred community, we are choosing life, not a 

mere existence, but a real life. A life that continues long after we are gone because 

the blessing of who we are becomes a part of the lives of those we touched while 

we are here.  

 

There was once a man who stood before God, his heart breaking from the injustice 

and troubles in the world. "Dear God!" he cried out, "Look at all the suffering, the 

anguish and distress in your world. There are no end of troubles! Why don't you 

send help?" God responded, “I did. I sent you." 

 

Each one of us has been given a gift, the opportunity to be partners with God to fix 

and heal that which is broken in our world. Each of us has been sent here not to 

repair everything, but to at least try to make better the part of the world that our 

lives touch. When we live a life of meaning and purpose, a life of service to others, 
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rather than a life focused only on ourselves, we become part of something so much 

bigger and more infinite than we can imagine, and the reward is living a life that 

matters. 

Every year we are reminded that we have been given choices, between life and 

death, blessings and curses. Each day may we again and again choose not only life, 

but a life of meaning and purpose, and by doing so, may our lives become a 

blessing to others. Ken yehi ratzon – may this be God’s will. 

 


