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Jill Smolinski, a single mother and freelance writer in Los Angeles, was recently 

photographed in front of her newly purchased beachfront home. Rachael Hubbard, 

a preschool teacher in Salem, Oregon, is the proud possessor of a new master’s 

degree.  

What they have in common is that each of them is living out a goal that she set for 

herself. Several years ago, according to a recent article in the New York Times, 

each of them created a so-called ‘Life List’—a list of goals to strive to accomplish 

during her lifetime—and then each, methodically, began to pursue them. Each 

wonders whether, in the absence of such a list, she would have taken the steps 

necessary to realize her dreams. 

Everyone, it seems, is making up life lists these days. Usually, they are lists of very 

concrete things to do or to see or to accomplish. For example, Ms. Hubbard’s list 

contained the following items: “See a dinosaur fossil,” “become quadrilingual,” 

and “swim with dolphins.” She hasn’t managed to accomplish that last goal, but 

then again, she is only 24! 

Since this is America, there are plenty of people and businesses that are willing to 

help us along with—or perhaps I should say, capitalize on—this trend. For 

example, various books have been published to help us determine the places we 

have always wanted to see—even if we didn’t know they existed. There are two 

different, “1,001 Places to See Before You Die” books—by the same author—on 

the New York Times paperback advice best-seller list. There are books for people 

with rather specialized life lists, like, “Six Golf Courses to Play Before You Die.” 

There are even some annoying books like, “101 Things To Do Before You Turn 

40”—which at least some of us don’t have to bother buying. 

Life lists can be wonderful things. They can contain specific, important, long-term 

goals that require hard work and persistence. For example, “saving to buy a house” 

or “preparing and sticking to a budget to pay off debts” appear on many life lists. 
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By the way, what do you think is the most popular item on life lists today? “Losing 

weight”, of course! 

The notion of making lists is nothing new, of course. Anyone who’s ever used a 

Day Timer or a Franklin organizer knows that in addition to the list of things that 

must be done today—that is, the list of the urgent tasks that must be done, we 

should also keep an overall list of goals—both personal and professional—at the 

front of our organizers and at the front of our brains, if, at the end of the day, we 

hope to make progress toward our goals, rather than simply doing tasks that “need” 

to get done. 

It’s particularly appropriate to think about Life Lists on Yom Kippur, of all days, 

because there are virtually no day-to-day tasks that we have to accomplish today! 

Today, our calendars are clear. Our Blackberrys are, hopefully, turned off. There 

are no appointments, no luncheon dates, no soccer games, no meetings. Today we 

can step back and reflect. 

It used to be that Jews would arrive at shul before Kol Nidre and stay all night and 

through the entire next day until the end of Neilah. Even today, some people arrive 

at shul in the morning and hang around all day. They can do this because Yom 

Kippur is a day when our usual life lists are inoperative. 

But Yom Kippur offers powerful lists of its own. 

The first ones that come to mind are, of course, the Ashamnu and the Al Het, those 

lists of sin after sin after sin that we may have been guilty of in the past year. 

We’ve recited these lists once already and, as you know, we’ll be doing it again 

and again and again tomorrow. 

Rabbi David Woznica is a colleague of mine with whom I worked when he was the 

director of the Center for Jewish Life at the 92nd Street Y in New York. He’s now 

out in Los Angeles. 

When he was a child, his parents informed him that we are required to strike our 

heart during the Al Hets only for the sins that we have actually performed. 

So, throughout his childhood and adolescence, every Yom Kippur, he would read 

the list of sins, and make a judgment for each one whether he was guilty of it that 

year, or not. 

We have sinned against you by speaking recklessly—yeah, I did that one. 
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We have sinned against you through bribery—no, not that I can think of. 

We have sinned against you through arrogance—okay, a little. 

We have sinned against you through impure thoughts—yeah, I had a couple of 

those. 

Until one year, when he went to a different shul for Yom Kippur and—during the 

Al Het, as he was choosing judiciously when to strike his heart, he noticed that the 

guy next to him was striking himself for EVERY SINGLE LINE! 

Rabbi Woznica (who was not a rabbi at the time) couldn't believe it! 

What’s the story with this guy! How could he possibly have had TIME to commit 

all those sins? 

Then he realized that the guy on the OTHER side of him was ALSO striking 

himself for every single line. 

And the person in front of him. 

And behind him. 

And then it dawned on him that everyone was doing that. 

It occurred to him that maybe his parents hadn’t quite gotten the story straight. 

As we know, the Jewish tradition tells us that we strike our hearts for every single 

sin, whether we’ve done them or not. We say all those words in the Ashamnu and 

in the Al Het and we clop our hearts for each one. Because those verbs are stated in 

the plural: whether or not we individually have violated them, we are a community 

and we assume responsibility as a community. This list teaches us not only what 

kinds of sins we should refrain from committing, but that we are a community and 

that Yom Kippur gives us the power to atone both as individuals and as a 

community. 

There is another list in the mahzor that is truly a Life List. It is a list of questions, 

but we know it’s truly a Life List because on the list appears the question, “What is 

our Life?” This list goes like this: 
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Mah anu? Meh khayeinu? Meh khasdeinu? Ma tsidkeinu? Ma yisheinu? Mah 

kocheinu? Mah gvurateinu?—“What are we, anyway? What is our life worth? 

How kind are we? How fair and decent are we? What is the worth of our 

attainments? What strength and courage do we really possess?” 

These questions are pretty stark. They humble us. 

They get us thinking not about what we’ve acquired or achieved—or hope to 

acquire or achieve, but “What has been our impact on the world?” and “What 

might it be?” 

Not what we’ve seen in the world, or what we hope to see, but, “What does the 

world see in us?” 

Not what we’ve done to fulfill our dreams—as important as they may be—or what 

we must do to fulfill them, but “What have we done to fulfill God’s dreams and 

aspirations for us?” 

What is our life, and does it mean anything at all? That is the question that the list 

poses to us. 

Immediately thereafter, the mahzor gives us some answers. First, with a verse from 

Kohelet, it tells us, on the one hand, that “motar ha-adam min ha-b’heimah ayin, ki 

ha-kol havel”—“we’re no better than the animals; life is fleeting.” In the end we’re 

all going to die. That’s a pretty painful truth to contemplate. But in the very next 

line, the mahzor reminds us that “atah hivdaltah enosh me-rosh,” that “God 

distinguished us, though we are mortal, from the start, deeming us worthy to stand 

in God’s presence.” 

So which answer is true? Of course, both are true. Our time here on this earth is 

limited, but it is also true that we are extraordinarily privileged: we have free will. 

We have the opportunity on Yom Kippur to pick out a list—of qualities, of virtues, 

of deeds—and to be the best we can possibly be. 

One way to figure out how to do that is to pay attention to another list that Yom 

Kippur gives us: that’s the list of very concrete goals that appears in Isaiah’s 

prophecy in tomorrow’s haftarah. 

First, Isaiah stresses the importance of observance. He doesn’t focus on fasting, 

which presumably all of his listeners are engaging in. It’s too easy to feel too proud 

of yourself when you are fasting, Isaiah suggests. You can go on being a wretched 
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person even while you’re beating your chest ostentatiously, and Isaiah has no 

patience for hypocrisy. He focuses instead on Shabbat observance. He devotes an 

entire paragraph to the mitzvot of refraining from work on Shabbat, honoring 

Shabbat, and enjoying Shabbat. Isaiah promotes Shabbat observance because he 

sees a powerful ethical component to it. Francine Klagsbrun, in her book, The 

Fourth Commandment, explains this. In addition to reminding us of the Creation of 

the World, of course, observing Shabbat is a remembrance of the Exodus from 

Egypt. Taking the time to fully appreciate that transition from slavery to freedom 

cannot but leave us with empathy for the weak and the vulnerable, a vital concern 

to Isaiah. 

Isaiah then tells us that we have to take that lesson of Shabbat and be caring, 

decent, and ethical people. We have to care for others, especially the vulnerable. It 

isn’t enough to take care of ourselves and our own needs; we have the 

responsibility of taking care of others, too. 

Our duty, he says—and it’s easy to imagine Isaiah standing in front of a crowd, 

inspiring people with these words—is to “loosen the bonds” that bind human 

beings unfairly, to free the oppressed, to break every yoke, to share our bread with 

the hungry and to shelter the homeless. We must clothe the naked and—perhaps 

most all-encompassing—not turn away from people in need (“mibsarcha lo 
titalam”). 

We have to go even further than that: Isaiah wants us to “put ourselves out for the 

hungry and do whatever we can to relieve the wretched. (“vtafek lraev nafshechah, 

v’nefesh naanah tasbia.”) It isn’t enough, in other words, to give a few dollars here 

or a few dollars there: we should stretch ourselves when it comes to addressing 

human suffering. 

Finally, Isaiah provides us with a list of internal qualities we should cultivate. We 

can’t just do the right thing; we have to be the right people. For Isaiah, it is 

insufficient to cease oppressing others, we also have to remove the “finger of scorn 

and the tongue of malice.” (“Im tasir mitochicha … shlach etzbah v’daber aven.”) 

Here, Isaiah is decrying deceit, mean-spiritedness and the selfish heart. He’s 

condemning the wicked tongue, which, as we know from the Ashamnu and the Al 
Het, is capable of so much harm. 

In discussing this passage in the Talmud, Rabbi Isaac points out that whereas 

giving a small coin to a poor person is rewarded with six blessings, when one 

speaks compassionately with a poor person one obtains eleven blessings. (See 
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Bava Batra 9b) Even if we have nothing material to give to someone, we always 

still have something to give him: we can give him encouragement, hope, and 

strength. When it comes to reaching out to others, Isaiah would have us imitate 

God, who says, “Although I am exalted and holy,” (“marom v’kadosh”), still, I 

dwell with the downtrodden and the destitute (“dakah ushfal ruach”) to revive the 

spirit of the lowly and restore the heart of the depressed.” 

Last, but not least, on Isaiah’s list of internal qualities to cultivate is: distancing 

oneself from hypocrisy. “Hen lariv umatzah tatsumu.” “You fast only to quarrel 

and fight!” he cries out. What good is that kind of fast? If fasting is entirely self-

centered, and doesn’t address the real human needs of the people around you, 

what’s the point? 

Yom Kippur, this wonderful day on which we ignore our Daytimers, our 

Blackberrys and our appointment calendars, will come to an end tomorrow 

evening. Soon thereafter, we’ll be eating again, doing the dishes again, looking at 

our calendars again, and be in the swing of things again. 

Yom Kippur is but one day, but the Life Lists of Yom Kippur can give us meaning 

and direction for the year ahead. 

Now, if by next Yom Kippur, thanks to an item on your Life List, you’ve … gone 

swimming with dolphins, … you’ve paid off the mortgage, … you’ve lost some 

weight, … then good for you! 

But if your life has also been shaped by your Yom Kippur Life List, then, 

in the words of Isaiah, “az yibakah kashachar orcha,” then, “your light shall break 

forth like the dawn.” For the good that we do when we live up to those lists has the 

power to illuminate the entire world. 

Ken Yehi Ratzon. So may it be God’s Will. Amen. 

 


