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A few weeks ago, I did what I often do before the end of a week: I went to the 

“Needham Recycling and Transfer Station.”   For those who don’t live in 

Needham and/or haven’t had the pleasure, let me explain: unlike in Boston 

and many other cities and towns, there’s no municipal trash pick up here in 

Needham; residents either pay for a private collection service or haul the 

trash themselves over to the “Needham Recycling and Transfer Station” – or 

“The Dump,” as we call it.  

 

At The Dump, you can drop off your trash and your recyclables, and you can 

also leave or pick up things at an exchange area called the Swap Shop.  On this 

trip, I brought something for the Swap Shop:  it was a board game that had 

been in my daughter’s closet for a number of years: The Game of Life. 

 
Like Monopoly or Parcheesi or Clue, I recall playing this game in my youth.  
Some of you may recall it as well. 
 
The game is straightforward:  You start at the square called, “Start,” you spin a 
dial and move from square to square in a curved track around the board.  
Sometimes you advance; sometimes you experience a setback.  You get 
educated, you may get married, get a job, make money, acquire children, buy 
houses, etc., etc., and then eventually you find your way to the end.  At that 
point, when the last player reaches the last square, which, by the way, is 
marked “Retirement,” you count your money.   
 
Whoever ends up with the most money wins. 
 
The version of the game that I’m describing  -- the game you probably 
remember playing -- was created in 1960. I don’t know whether or not the 
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game ever appeared in any of the episodes of the hit TV series, “Mad Men,” but 
it certainly could have. It dates from that era. 
 
Now, am I going to tell you a sentimental story about how hard it was for me 
to give away a long-time childhood game? No. It wasn’t hard.  Not for me, and 
not for my kids.  We never really liked the game that much.  
 
For one thing, it isn’t very challenging.  There really is only one key decision 
that I recall, and that is whether to go to college or not.  The game directions 
make it very clear: if you go to college, you’re going to defer making money, 
but when you do start making money, you’ll eventually be earning more than 
someone who never went to college.  (Clearly, the game was created before 
the slew of dotcom college dropout millionaires and billionaires were born.)   
 
I think that the main reason I never liked the game that much is that, although 
it’s called “The Game of Life,” it’s just so different from life!    
 
One obvious difference is that, unlike in the game, some of us don’t make it 
to retirement.  And some who do aren’t well enough to enjoy it.  On the other 
hand, many who retire have a lot more life in them than the players at the end 
of the Game of Life.   
 
Moreover, although some of us get into our station wagons and follow the 
well-worn track from Youth to Retirement that is the essential axis of the 
game, many of us don’t.  Some of us stay single.  Others get married but don’t 
have kids, or have kids without getting married.  Some of us get divorced, or 
are widowed.  Some of us have to contend with illness.  Some of us form 
blended families.  Some people change jobs, some people go back to school.  
Everything is much more fluid today.  In life, as we know, things can change a 
lot more than they do on the board of the Game of Life.   
 
Also, unlike in the game, there are many ways in which we can have influence 
over how we live out and experience our lives.  Our character, our judgment, 
and our choices do matter.  How we play out our lives is not just a matter of 
luck.   
 
On the other hand, we also know that in life, our race, our religion, our 
national origin, whether our parents are rich or poor—even the zip code we 
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grew up in—have a lot more to do with our chances of making it than they do 
in the Game of Life.  
 
Finally, think about the point of the game: The one who gets to the end of the 
game with the most money wins.  That’s the goal of life?  
 
At around the time that this game was produced, people were already asking 
the same question. 
 
The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit, published in the 1950s, is a book worth 
reading even today.  A huge bestseller, it tells the story of Tom Rath, a 
sensitive veteran of World War II who is doggedly climbing the corporate 
ladder on Madison Avenue while trying to hold his marriage together.  On the 
wall of his living room at home, there’s a big crack in the shape of a question 
mark, prompting him to wonder if his goal is achievable, and if it’s worth 
trying. 
 
At around the same time, books like The Lonely Crowd (Riesman, Glazer and 
Denney) were analyzing the isolation, alienation, and unhappiness that lay 
just below the surface of many people living in America’s consumerist, 
conformist culture—the one depicted in the Game of Life.   
 
Those issues are still with us.  
 
Of course, we want a good job, and sufficient money for a comfortable 
retirement.  But when we think about what we really want, we invariably end 
up thinking well outside of the cardboard box in which the Game of Life is 
found.  
 
We find a beautiful expression of it in our liturgy, in the prayer that we recite 
on Shabbat when we announce that a new month is going to begin during the 
coming week.  It goes like this: 
 

יָך ָרצֹון ְיִהי ֶֽ ינּו ְייָ , ִמְלָפנ  ֶֽ י ֱאֹלה  ינּו ו אֹלה  ֶֽ ש, ֲאבֹות  ְתַחד  ינּו ש  ֶֽ ת ָעל  ש א  ד   ַהח ֶֽ

ן ,ְוִלְבָרָכה ְלטֹוָבה ַהז ה נּו ְוִתת  ל ַחִיים, ֲארּוִכים ַחִיים ָלֶֽ ל ַחִיים, ָשלֹום ש   ש 

ל ַחִיים, טֹוָבה ל ַחִיים, ְבָרָכה ש  ל ַחִיים, ַפְרָנָסה ש   ַחִיים, ֲעָצמֹות ִחלּוץ ש 

י ש ם ש  ִים ִיְרַאת ָבה  ְטא ְוִיְרַאת ָשַמֶֽ ין ַחִיים, ח  א  ם ש   ַחִיים, ּוְכִלָמה בּוָשה ָבה 
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ל ר ש  ש  א ַחִיים, ְוָכבֹוד ע ֶֽ ְתה  נּו ש  ִים ְוִיְרַאת תֹוָרה ַאֲהַבת ָבֶֽ  ַחִיים, ָשַמֶֽ

א ְיַמל  נּו ִמְשֲאלֹות ְייָ  ש  ֶֽ ן, ְלטֹוָבה ִלב  ָלה ָאמ  ֶֽ  .ס 

[We ask God to] renew for us a month of goodness and blessing, and to 
bestow upon us (1) a long life; (2) a life of peace; (3) a life of goodness; (4) 
a life of blessing; (5) a life of sustenance; (6) a life of physical vitality; (7) a 
life in which there is reverence for the sacred and fear of sin; (8) a life in 
which there is no embarrassment or disgrace; (9) a life of wealth and 
honor; (10) a life imbued by the love of Torah and the fear of heaven, (11) 
a life in which the worthy wishes of our hearts will be fulfilled.   
 
This is one of our few prayers that we recite word for word the way it is 
written in the Talmud (in Berachot 16b).  We Jews have been saying this 
prayer for almost two thousand years, just about every month.   
 
This is one of my favorite prayers, for a number of reasons. For one thing, the 
prayer first asks God to “renew our lives in the coming month.” It doesn’t take 
our lives in the coming month for granted. It starts from a place of awareness 
that our lives can end suddenly, and unexpectedly. Yet what we ask for first is 
not a long life, but goodness and blessing in the coming year.  According to 
this prayer, whether our lives will be long or short, it’s more important that 
they be filled with goodness and blessing.  That’s the priority.  (By the way, 
that’s also the prioritization in another oft-recited prayer, the Kaddish 
d’Rabbanan, the “Scholars Kaddish,” in which we pray first for “shlama 
rabbah; hina v’hisda v’rahamim”—“great peace, grace, kindness and 
compassion”—and only then, “hayei arichei”—“long life.”) 
 
Is there goodness and blessing in the Game of Life? They don’t appear to 
be much of a concern there.  
 
Now, of course, we go on to pray for “sustenance,” and for “wealth and honor.”  
Of course we want those things!  As it says in Pirkei Avot, “Im ein kemach, ein 
torah.”  “If there’s no flour, if there’s no food on the table, there’s no Torah.” 
Financial security does more than put food on the table; it allows us to pursue 
our own learning, and our dreams; it gives us the freedom to be the decent, 
ethical people we want to be.  
 
But as we pursue our journey toward sustenance and wealth and honor, we 
know that we also need the things that don’t show up on the game board—
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that we can’t buy, no matter how much money we make or how much we’ve 
saved in the bank.  Things like physical vitality, reverence and peace.  There 
are no spaces where we can acquire these items in the Game of Life. 
 
There’s something else about this prayer, something so subtle that it’s easy to 
overlook.   
 
As you move through the Game of Life, you’re all alone. Yes, you may acquire a 
partner and children—but they’re more like possessions than real people. 
They sit in the station wagon; they’re along for the ride; but they have no 
independent agency.  
 
On the other hand, when we recite this prayer, we’re not just praying for 
ourselves, and not just for members of our families:  we are praying for 
happiness and well-being for all of “us,” that is to say, for our community, for 
our people and for our world.  We’re praying that the “worthy wishes of all of 
our hearts be fulfilled.”   
 
It’s probably too complicated to lay this out on a board game, but we know 
that to really have a meaningful journey through life, it makes all the 
difference to be travelling with kindred spirits, in a community.   
 
Our society is about as atomistic, as fragmented into little pieces, as it was in 
the 1960’s.  Maybe more so.  It’s private and consumerist, which make our 
desire and our need for community acute.   
 
Jewish culture, on the other hand, has historically always been communal. It 
has always promoted a web of relationships within a community—
relationships of trust and caring. 
 
Every Jewish life cycle event demands communal involvement. Every Jewish 
holiday is enhanced by the presence of the community.  Even daily prayer 
requires it.  Yes, we can pray by ourselves, but the key moments punctuating a 
service require that we look around and count at least nine others in the 
room. 
 
We understand this.  We are here because we understand that when push 
comes to shove, we are part of a collective.  We’re all in this together. 
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This collective consciousness goes back a long way.  The Mishnah teaches 
us that in the days of the Temple in Jerusalem, when people would come for a 
visit, they would have to enter from the right and leave on the left.  BUT, the 
Mishnah tells us, mi she-eira lo davar, if something had happened to you—if, 
for example, you’d suffered a loss, or you were ill—then you’d go in on the left 
and leave on the right. So that meant that if something had happened to you 
before you visited the Temple, you would be forced to encounter people there. 
You would be forced to walk through them.  And it must have taken a long 
time, because people were instructed not simply to part the throng and let you 
go through; instead, they were supposed to stop and ask you, “Mah lach makif 
lismol?”  “What’s up?  Why are you coming in from the left?” And after hearing 
the answer, they’re supposed to say, “HaShochein babayit hazeh 
yinachamecha,” “May the One who dwells in this Temple bring you comfort!”   
 
And we are still doing it:  Rituals like shiva have endured to this very day to 
bring people back from the abyss of a loss. How? Through the presence of 
community.  And when you are in mourning and are saying kaddish, or when 
you come to shul when you have a yahrzeit, the people around you recognize 
your loss and you recognize that you are part of a larger circle of mourners, 
who support and console each other.  The people around you respond to your 
loss with kindness, caring and consolation.   
 
And it’s not just about death and mourning.   
 
In our tradition, we can’t be fully virtuous without community.  We can’t 
fully practice Judaism.  It is in community that we most effectively learn and 
imbibe our tradition.  Through the experience of seeing others and doing with 
others, we learn to be generous, we learn about forgiveness, about 
peacemaking and service.  Through community, we learn to engage with 
Jewish texts, tradition and history.  Through community, we learn about 
mitzvot that you really can’t do entirely alone, such as:  studying Torah, 
providing hospitality, visiting the sick, helping the needy, celebrating simchas, 
comforting mourners, and mediating disputes between people. (see:  
Kiddushin 39b; Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 36) 
 
As Rabbi Brad Artson—who spoke here last year—has written, “The 
synagogue has always been home base for the Jews. No matter how religious 
or how secular, Jews know that the vault that safeguards our values, our 
identity, and our community is the shul.” 
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We—and many others like us—are drawn to faith communities in order to be 
with one another, to provide help and to get it in return as we figure out how 
to move through life, how to raise kids, how to celebrate, how to live lives of 
purpose and meaning—and this is the kind of place Temple Aliyah has sought 
to be. 
 
Right now, we are rolling out several initiatives to build on what already 
exists:  (1) We’re creating new havurot, new fellowship circles; (2) As you 
heard from Don Lassman a few minutes ago, we’re inviting members to “turn 
over a new leaf,” and to get more involved in the shul; (3) We’re introducing a 
“Wise Ageing” program; (4) Once again, we’ll be heading off to Kripalu for 
another yoga and meditation retreat.  Read your emails from the shul, and 
consider any and all of these possibilities. 
 
One of the particular benefits of a shul is that it is a community where we can 
pursue our spiritual quests, where we can explore spiritual questions and 
issues.   
 
Of course, it doesn’t always work out that way.   
 
So many of us come to services on the High Holidays, we get energized to do 
some soul-searching, and then, we get busy, and before you know it, another 
year flies by.    
 
For many years, I’ve wanted us to be able to be more pro-active, more helpful 
in this regard.  Finally, we are going to do that.   
 
We have formed a team, consisting of Rabbi Leslie Gordon, our Rabbinic 
Associate; Susan Maxwell, a licensed clinical social worker and the co-chair of 
our Keruv Committee; Alan Teperow, our Director of Planning and 
Engagement; and me.  Our team would like to invite you to come have what 
we’re calling a “spiritual conversation” with one of us.  We would like to sit 
down with you and explore the key questions of this season, the key questions 
of life, such as: “Where am I?” “Where am I going?” and “How can I get there?” 
What does it mean to me to be Jewish?  How would I like to grow Jewishly?  
What role might the shul play in helping me to achieve my objectives as I 
move through life?  We’ll be available on different days of the week and at 
different times of the day, so we should be able to find a time that is suitable 
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for anyone who’s interested.  As soon as the High Holidays are over, we invite 
TA members to call or email the office and arrange an appointment, and we’ll 
set up a time and place to meet.  
 
A shul is a special kind of a community.  An ordinary community is called a 
kahal or a kehillah in Hebrew. But a shul is a kehillah kedoshah, a “holy” 
community.   
 
That word, kedoshah, holy, is significant.  As Rabbi Ed Feinstein of Los Angeles 
has noted, words with that root in Hebrew usually imply a connection of some 
kind.  A “kiddushin” is a wedding; the kaddish connects us with other Jews and 
with our memories of our loved ones; the kedushah connects us to the 
presence of God. It’s all about connection. 
 
“What is the opposite of holiness?” Rabbi Feinstein asks.  “In Hebrew, the 
opposite of kadosh is hol.  Usually, it’s translated as “profane” or “ordinary,” 
but hol literally means “sand.”  Sand has no cohesion, no connection, no 
bonds.  When you are in relationship [with others in a community] you share 
connections with them.  It’s this world of hol, sand—of atomized 
individuals; of lonely, unconnected selves—that [we] come to 
community to escape.  When [we] seek intimacy, friendship, trust, or 
belonging, we discover the deeper meaning of kedushah—holiness, and 
kehillah—community. 
 
You know what is sad about the Game of Life?  There’s no minyan, there’s no 
Hesed Committee, there’s no Kesher Committee, there’s no Social Action 
Committee—there’s nothing bringing people together to help one another or 
to reach out beyond our community to help others.   
 
(Which reminds me, … Just the other day, a lovely package arrived at my door 
step.  It was a bag packed by our Hesed Committee with apples and honey.  
Everyone in our community who suffered a loss in the past year received one.  
I cannot tell you how sweet it was to receive this; how touched I was.  When 
these packages are dropped off, there is no name on them; they’re dropped off 
on behalf of the congregation. So one always has to assume it could have been 
anyone on our Hesed Committee.  Think of the appreciation toward each and 
every member of the Hesed Committee that that inspires.  And there are 
plenty of other members of our shul involved in many other committees, 
doing wonderful work, often behind the scenes, work that benefits all of us – 
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and many people outside of the shul as well.  All of them deserve our 
appreciation.)  
 
I may have dropped off The Game of Life at the Dump, but, as we all know, 
people are still playing games. 
 
One game that people—a lot of people—are playing these days is Pokemon 
Go.   
 
Pokemon Go is a so-called augmented reality game. When you’re playing, your 
phone tracks your location on an actual map of your area.  You walk to 
landmarks in your area, which are displayed as “pokestops” on your phone, to 
pick up supplies.  Along the way, you encounter little creatures called 
pokemon, acquire points, and do all sorts of other things. 
 
The great thing about this game is that it gets people out of the house and 
gets them interacting with others in the real world.  For when you seek 
out a pokemon that your screen tells you is out there, you often find that there 
are other people there as well.   
 
Much of the land out here in the suburbs is private property, so there aren’t 
that many Pokemon points of interest around here.   
 
However, if you open up Pokemon Go and look around out here, in this part 
of Needham, within about a mile in any direction, there is only one 
pokestop. It’s the Temple Aliyah synagogue sign right in front of our 
property on Central Avenue. 
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Now, in my extensive internet research on this topic (Ha!), I came across an 
interesting comment about how you’re supposed to behave at a pokestop:  “If 
you happen to stumble upon popular areas …, be sure to contribute where 
you can!”  In other words, take certain actions which will not only help you, 
but also contribute to everyone around you. 
 
Aha! That’s exactly what happens here at 1664 Central Avenue.   
 
We DO contribute, what we can, where we can, and when we can. 
 
As a community, as a kehillah kedoshah, we contribute to each other’s lives, in 
countless precious ways. 
 
In the real, non-copyrighted game we’re playing every day of our lives, 
that’s exactly what we want. 
 
Temple Aliyah is a place where we contribute to each other, where we 
seek out meaning and reverence, where we connect with ourselves, with God, 
and with one other.   
 

* * * * * 
 
Today, we pray that God will “remember us for life,”—“zochreinu l’hayyim.”   
 
What does that mean? In saying those words, we know that we are asking not 
just to live another year, but to live lives where we can contribute—as 
individuals and as a community—goodness and blessing to … each other, our 
community and the entire world.   
 
Shanah Tovah! 


