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What is this day all about? If there is a theme to this day, what is it?  

This day is about something we do everyday. Not just once a year, but every day.                
Something we wouldn't do without. If we don't get a chance to do it, we worry. It's                 
something we don't need to be persuaded at all to do. Instead, we seek it out.  

So what is it? It is looking at ourselves in the mirror. Every day we do it -- usually 
several times a day. We want to be sure that the way we present ourselves to the 
world matches our image of ourselves. Is the face clean? The hair in place? The tie 
neatly knotted? The pin properly fastened?  

There's nothing wrong with this. In fact, it is a good thing. Throughout history, 
Jewish philosophers have maintained that our bodies are a gift from God. We 
shouldn't be ashamed of them. We have a duty to keep them healthy and clean and 
to dress properly and neatly.  

And mirrors have long been valued as a means to this end.  

There is a wonderful midrash which proves this point.  We're told that when Moses 
was constructing the tabernacle in the Wilderness, the Israelite women came 
forward and offered to supply the copper to make the shiny basin which was to 
stand in the entrance. They brought forth their mirrors, which were made of copper, 
and offered to melt them down.  
 
At first, Moses refused. "How dare you," he said, "bring me mirrors, which you use 
to beautify yourselves, to make the basin which will be filled with water to purify 
the priests!?"  

But God overheard his outburst and rebuked him. "Use those mirrors," God said.             

 



"They are holy.” When Pharaoh decreed that all Jewish baby boys would be thrown              
into the Nile, the Israelite men stayed away from their wives, lest they be attracted               
to them and embrace them. They didn't want to sire children only to see them               
thrown into the Nile.  

But the women had those mirrors. Not only did they beautify themselves using the 
mirrors, but when the men would come home from their work in the fields, the 
women would show them their images in the mirror and encourage them to stop 
and look at themselves and to take pride in their appearance. In this way the 
women helped their husbands to see that the only way to defeat Pharaoh was to 
continue to live with pride despite the harsh decree, to continue to love, to continue 
to have and to raise children.  

And so mirrors, often decried in other cultures as a symbol of vanity, became the               
raw material for the basin in the tabernacle used to purify generations of priests.  

Looking in the mirror, then, is not a bad thing. But we must do more than look at                  
our visual images in a physical mirror. This might help us get through the day, but it                 
won't help us get through the rest of our lives.  

When we look in a mirror, what do we see? If we're not rushing off, and we take the                   
time to gaze at our reflection for a few moments, we inevitably come to the               
realization that it is different from what it used to be. We can make that comparison                
because we have been looking at ourselves in the mirror every day for a long, long                
time. And every day, we are a day older. And you know something, we look it! 

Now, up to a certain point in our lives, that is fine. Adolescents are often thrilled to                 
see themselves looking just a little bit more mature than the day before.  

But later in life, that begins to change. When the hairline begins to recede, when the 
face gets a little older looking, when the wrinkles need a little bit more of that 
make-up before they seem to disappear: That's when we see ourselves looking older 
and older ... and we're not so happy about it.  

What is it in the mirror makes us unhappy? We're seeing our corporeal, physical              
self. We can beautify it, but it is mortal. As the Bible tells us, "Out of dust thou art,                   
and unto dust thou shalt return." It happens to be a superstition to cover mirrors in a                 
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house of mourning, but one of the reasons this custom has persisted is that it can be                 
painful to be reminded so explicitly of our mortality. We don't need such a reminder               
in a house of mourning.  

Looking in a mirror shows us what we can lose. Some of us would like to have 
preserved the way we looked years ago, but that isn't possible. Some of us may 
simply want to preserve the way we look today, but even that isn't possible. [We 
may wish, as Dorian Gray did in that chilling tale by Oscar Wilde, that our own 
faces stay the same, and the portraits and photographs of ourselves grow old 
instead, but to no avail.]  

There is, unfortunately, only one way for our family and friends to preserve a              
youthful image of us -- and none of us would choose it. A famous poem speaks of                 
the appeal of an "athlete dying young" before he loses that perfect poise, grace and               
ability that causes the crowds to cheer. That may have poetic appeal, but I doubt               
that the family of Reggie Lewis finds much consolation in that. [My sense is that               
they would have preferred to watch their husband and father get slower and             
clumsier and grayer than to lose him when they did.)  

The fact is that our physical beauty declines with age. Though we may slow the 
process, we cannot stop it.  

But we are more than the image we see in the mirror. We are more than dust, and 
we need constantly to remind ourselves of that.  

The Bible makes this clear. It says that when God created human beings, He 
created them in his image: "In the image of God created He them." Alone, of all the 
other works of creation, we were created in the image of God. We may share 
certain physical features with the animals, but there is a fundamental difference 
between us and them. We are a reflection of the divine.  

 
Now what does that mean? It can't mean that our physical appearance resembles 
God. Some of us are thin; others, plump. Some of us are tall; others short. God has 
no physical form. God has no gender. Yet all of us are created in God's image. 
What does this mean?  

3 



It means that each of us, through our behavior, has the capacity to be a reflection of 
God. We are God's images in a looking glass of morality and meaning. Our images 
are not static or one-dimensional as are those we see in a physical mirror. They are 
dynamic and three-dimensional, formed through our behavior.  

The challenge then, for us, is clear. We have to look at our moral reflections in the                 
mirror. Our goal must be to dress up and look our best in the mirror which sees our                  
inside image. [If we act in a godly manner, we look our best; if we don't, we look                  
sloppy and unclean.] We must make that inside image as beautiful as possible. A              
beautiful outside image without a beautiful one inside it is, as Oscar Wilde put it,               
"Like the painting of a sorrow, a face without a heart."  

How do we beautify our inner images? Abraham Joshua Heschel answered this 
question by pointing out that in the Bible, in the Book of Leviticus, God doesn't say, 
"Be in awe of me, for I am holy." He says, "Be holy, for I am holy." In other words, 
"Be like me."  
 
It is a mitzvah to try to imitate God.  
 
The text in Leviticus continues by telling us how to do this, which, of course, I'm 
sure we know: by revering our parents, keeping the Sabbath, not cursing the deaf 
or putting a stumbling-block before the blind; not taking vengeance or bearing any 
grudge, but loving our neighbors as ourselves. By doing these things we polish our 
inner image in the mirror so that it shines.  

We've just repeated over and over again, the thirteen attributes of God. Why? Why 
do we need constantly to remind ourselves what God is like? The reason is that this 
list describes the ideal qualities we are to emulate.  

Let's examine these thirteen attributes. God is merciful and compassionate. (Adonai 
El Rahum v'Hanun).   Are we? With everyone? with our employees? Our friends? 
God is slow to anger (erech apayim) and long suffering (in other words, tolerant). 
Are we? with our parents? Our siblings? Our children? God is generous in love and 
in truth (rav hesed v’emet): Are we? Do we give people the benefit of the doubt? 
All the time?  
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The key is to look at ourselves. Sometimes, it's only when we look at our physical 
images in the mirror that we see something we don't like and then resolve to do 
something about it. The same may be true with our inner reflections.  

I happened to see an ad the other day for a book I have no intention of reading: It is 
called: Outsmarting the Female Fat Cell. I find that title somewhat odd, but it got 
me thinking ...  

What about a book like, "Outsmarting your gender-free tendency to put down other 
people"?  

Or, "Outsmarting your tendency always to have the last word?” or, "Outsmarting 
your tendency to gossip behind so-and-so's back"? (You fill in the blank.) I think 
you can get the idea. When we look at ourselves, we can start getting rid of our 
internal flab as well.  

Here we are gathered in the hundreds to examine ourselves. We recognize that this 
is important and once a year we bring ourselves to shul to confront our strengths 
and our weaknesses. But is this enough? How often should we be looking into our 
images in that other, inner mirror? Frankly, we should do it every day, as we do 
with our physical images. Every day, we should examine ourselves, our behaviors, 
our motives. Every day, we should judge ourselves. In Hebrew, the word for this is 
l'hitpalel, which means to review, to examine, to judge oneself. It is no accident that 
it also means to pray. Prayer is designed to help us accomplish this.  

Every day, we should examine the image of God with which we were created and               
ask, "How beautiful is it? What can we do to improve its appearance?"  

This is one meaning of the Hebrew phrase inscribed above our ark. It reads,              
"Shiviti Adonai l'negdi tamid," which means, "Every day, I set the Lord before             
me." The phrase is a classic. You will see it over the ark in synagogues all over the                  
world. It is understood to be an aid to concentration in prayer and a watchword of                
faith.  

But this phrase is not just about davening. It is not just part of the rhetoric of the                  
synagogue. It is about this process of self-improvement. "Shiviti Adonai l'negdi           
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tamid" can also mean "Every day, I compare myself -- as an image of God -- with                 
God. I compare my attributes with the divine attributes.  

Notice that the goal is to measure our own image against the Divine standard; not               
someone else's image. This phrase is not an invitation to or a prescription for              
becoming judgmental about others. We have enough work to do with our own             
images.  
 
What is comforting, I should think, is that, unlike our physical appearance, the 
divine image within us does not necessarily grow less beautiful with age. In fact, if 
we try to live lives of moral content, lives of integrity and truth, our image can 
become more beautiful and more energetic. It can, through the way we live, grow 
more and more beautiful with age, for wisdom, understanding, even kindness can 
often come late in life.  

By way of contrast, let me remind you that last Saturday night yet another Miss               
America was crowned. Celebrated for her beauty, she graciously bowed, tears in            
her eyes, and took that solitary march down the aisle.  

You know, part of the appeal of that pageant, which has long been recognized by 
the sponsors, is watching the other contestants eliminated. We see the pool reduced 
first to ten, then to five, and then, one by one, down to the winner. The 
exclusiveness of the victory is part of its appeal.  

Our tradition also has an image of someone marching down a promenade with             
music playing and heralds calling out, "Make way, Make way." According to a             
midrash, whenever any human being walks down the street, he is accompanied by             
an invisible honor guard of angels who call out, "Make way! Here comes an image               
of the divine. Here comes an image of the divine."  

At any one time, only one person, God bless her, can be Miss America, but every                
one of us can, as it were, walk down the runway in the Moral Beauty contest. Any                 
of us can be, as we say in Yiddish, a shayneh Yid, a Beautiful Jew, inside.  
 
So let us not neglect our physical appearance. Even if we're not about to compete 
in any contests, let us continue to do what we can to look our best, however much 
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our physical appearance may change. But let us also remember that the mirror that 
really matters is that one that reflects our inner image.  

As our physical images become -- how shall I put it -- more mature, let us strive to 
become more mature within as well;  

Let us try to learn more and more from our mistakes; and to grow in generosity and 
kindness and warmth. In so doing, we can beautify our inner images and help them 
to become clearer and sharper reflections of the Divine.  

Amen.  
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