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One fine summer day not too long ago, Peter Hegener was sitting on the 

porch of his Martha’s Vineyard home with his family and friends when a 

FedEx truck stopped in front of the house to deliver a package he hadn’t 

ordered.  When he opened it, he was puzzled.  It was a kit to be used to 

write your own obituary.  That was surprising enough.  But then he 

learned that the kit had been ordered by his wife!  He gave her a look as 

if to say, “Is there something you haven’t told me?”  (See Boston Globe, 

August 17, 2012) 

 

I know that this sounds like a melodramatic scene in a grade-B film noir 

movie, but no, Peter’s wife wasn’t planning to do away with him.  In fact, 

she had ordered one of those obituary writing kits for herself as well, 

even though both of them were in fine health.   
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Why had she done this?  Well, she had learned about a new way of 

assuring that your funeral  -- whenever it should come, and may it not 

come too soon – will go smoothly and just the way you want it to go. 

 

The idea is to write your own obituary.  It’s really quite simple:  you buy 

what’s called an “Obitkit” from a company that specializes in helping 

people do this.  You then write down all the things that you want 

written about you in the paper. Equally important, you make sure not to 

write down what you don’t want to be written about you.  The kit helps 

you edit and polish your words.  Peter’s wife figured that, since she had 

recently retired, and her husband was even older than she, it was about 

time for them to take care of this.  

 

One woman who’s in the business of helping folks with this offers a 

$120 course.  (That’s an interesting price, isn’t it?  A dollar per year, 

assuming you live as long as Moses.)  She says that most people can 

easily be taught how to write down the basic facts of their lives. That’s 

not too difficult.  She admits that the hardest part of the process for 

many of her clients is soliciting quotes from friends and family.  “It’s an 

odd thing to do,” she says, “to call [someone] and say, ‘I’m writing my 
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obit, will you tell me what you like about me?’” 

I should think it would be odd to do that.  Even in our culture, which so 

encourages us to promote ourselves, and to enlist the help of everyone 

we know to promote ourselves, this does seem to be going over the top.   

But nonetheless, this is a trend that is definitely catching on.  It seems to 

be motivated, at least in part, not so much by a desire that certain (nice) 

things be written about you after you’re gone, as much as by a concern 

that other (not-so-nice) things won’t be!  

As one woman involved in this growing business sector puts it, “It’s a 

great defensive move, right up there with leaving a sharp black and 

white photo of yourself lying around.” 

 

Some people don’t stop at the obituary; they urge people to write their 

own eulogies, so that they can be certain that not only the description of 

them that will appear in the paper but also the words that will be said at 

their funeral will, in their estimation, appropriately reflect their lives.  

(See, e.g., http://tinyurl.com/ku48vt .) 

Some people are getting pushy about this.  Just the other day, a woman 
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wrote in to “Dear Abby” complaining that her mother-in-law was 

insisting that she and her husband each write a eulogy for her so that 

she could read it before she died.  The letter writer wasn’t comfortable 

with that request, but the mother-in-law kept insisting. 

 Perhaps one day people will not only insist that eulogies be 

written, but also that they will be posted on Facebook, so that they can 

see the comments they elicit … 

* * * * * * * * * * * *  

 

I have to admit:  from the start I wasn’t crazy about this idea. Yes, of 

course, you want to be sure that that the obituary that will eventually be 

written is complete and that whoever speaks at your funeral knows who 

you are, and what you’ve done, and what you’re proud of.  

 

But it also struck me immediately as somewhat, well, perhaps a little 

self-serving?  A little narcissistic?  A little controlling?  To want to 

determine not only how people relate to you during your lifetime, but 

also how they will refer to you after your death?  It’s one thing to think 

about where your funeral will take place, and what will happen to your 
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remains – which could, after all, spare your next-of-kin some anguish -- 

but what will be said about you at the funeral? 

 

What complimentary thing could you possibly say about yourself that 

wouldn’t raise doubts?  And what critical thing could you say that 

wouldn’t sound like false modesty? 

 

How could you write something like, “He was beloved by his family and 

friends”?  How could one be so sure?  

 

If you were writing your own eulogy, wouldn’t there be a strong 

temptation to say something like, “Handsome in his youth, he aged into 

an attractive, distinguished-looking senior citizen.”  Maybe no one 

would be so obvious, but still! 

 

There’s something just cockeyed about the whole thing.  It has always 

seemed to me far more appropriate to remember the old Biblical 

proverb, “Let others praise you – and not your own mouth; a stranger; 

not your own lips.”  (“ ְוֽ�א־ִפיך ָזר ְיַהֶּלְל� ” -- Proverbs 27:2) 
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On the other hand, trying to write our own obituaries could help us do 

some reality testing, and clarify the consequences of the decisions we 

are making every day about how to live our lives.   

 

How would we like to be remembered?  What would we like people to 

say?  What wouldn’t we like people to say?  What kind of causes do we 

want people to say that we devoted our lives to? These aren’t bad 

questions to ask.  Writing our own eulogies might indeed – and this is 

both fortunate and unfortunate -- reveal to us just how different the 

lives we are living are from our idealized images of ourselves.  It could 

help us clarify the changes that we need to make if we truly would want 

our idealized eulogies ever to be delivered.   

 

But we really don’t have to buy one of those kits. We don’t even have to 

sit down and actually write a draft of our own obituary.  All we need to 

do is to come to shul on Yom Kippur and take seriously the words that, 

over the next twenty-three hours or so, we will be repeating again and 

again and again.  
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In my view, there are three ways in which experiencing Yom Kippur is 

at least as constructive, if not more so, than sitting down and writing 

your own obituary or eulogy. 

 

First, on Yom Kippur, we vividly and repeatedly remind ourselves 

that we are mortal.  In fact, this is indeed the purpose of so much of 

what we do on Yom Kippur.  I know that right now we are all probably 

still full from our pre-fast meal, but soon enough, we will realize that 

this is a fast day.  And most likely it will not be a comfortable realization.  

And if we observe the fast and observe the other behavioral constraints 

that our tradition urges on us: if we refrain from washing, and 

perfuming ourselves, if we refrain from wearing leather shoes, if we 

wear white – we will realize that we are attempting, in a not-so-subtle 

way, to simulate our own deaths.  

 

Now, that may sound creepy, but in fact it’s purposeful, benign, and 

potentially very effective at getting us to appreciate our mortality – even 

more so than writing our own eulogies.  For Yom Kippur is religious 

theatre at its best.  We are both the observer and the leading actor.  Not 

eating isn’t just a deprivation; it’s simulating the state that we know we 
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may find ourselves in when death is at hand.   When we start getting 

weak and feeling – and looking – so bad, we are graphically reminding 

ourselves that death could take us at any time – and will, eventually.  

 

The liturgy reinforces this awareness.  “I am conscious of how short my 

life is,” as the paytan, the religious poet puts it. (Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 

230).  We are, as we repeatedly declare, but “dust and ashes,” mortal 

creatures who will one day sleep in the dust.   

 

Second, the liturgy of Yom Kippur constantly reminds us of our 

failings.  This couldn’t be more different from the experience of writing 

our own eulogy!  Here we put it all out there.  We don’t say, “I’m a 

mensch; I’m the greatest; I’m a saint to live with.”  Instead, we dwell on 

our inadequacies.  What do we say, after all?  Ashamnu, Bagadnu, 

Gazalnu.  We have sinned this way and that way, and the other way! And 

we say it again, and again, and again! 

 

We don’t hesitate to confess, to own up to all sorts of misdeeds that we 

admit to being ashamed of.  “Sometimes,” as the Talmud puts it, 

“embarrassment is a good thing.”  (See Mahzor, p. 229)  Unlike our 
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idealized eulogies, reciting the confessionals on Yom Kippur puts us 

smack in the middle of a bunch of sinners who are guilty of all sorts of 

offenses.  Reminding ourselves only of our accomplishments can hardly 

be as effective at prodding us to be better people.  

 

And throughout this long day, we not only remind ourselves of our 

faults, but we remind ourselves, again and again, that we can’t hide 

them from God.  God, we say, is the “zocher kol hanishkakhot,” the one 

who remembers everything – even the things about ourselves that we 

would so much like to suppress.  

 

There is one final way in which observing Yom Kippur can have an 

even greater impact on the legacy we leave behind than writing 

our own eulogies.  On Yom Kippur we urge ourselves to make changes 

in our lives that can allow us to deserve better eulogies than could 

honestly be delivered right now.  This is the gift, the power of teshuvah.   

 

If you write a eulogy today, you put it in a drawer, and it’s done.  On Yom 

Kippur, on the other hand, we remind ourselves that every day is another 

opportunity to revise yesterday’s draft.  Every day is another day to 
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highlight the ethical values you hold dear -- the ones you would like to 

see expressed more explicitly.  

 

Speaking of ethical values, if, after experiencing Yom Kippur, you still 

want to write about yourself, there is a modest, venerable Jewish way to 

do that.  It isn’t to write your own eulogy; it’s to write what’s called an 

ethical will.  An ethical will is a document in which you say what you 

really want to say to your loved ones; what you want to be sure that 

they remember about you after you’re gone.   

 

I recently re-read Jack Riemer and Nathaniel Stampfer’s collection of 

Jewish ethical wills. (So That Your Values Live On – Ethical Wills and How 

to Prepare Them, Jewish Lights)  I was surprised how moving it can be 

to read these.   

 

Here’s an excerpt from the ethical will of a man named Samuel Lipsitz, a 

New Englander who was in business with his children, to whom he 

addressed his words: 

 
     Dear Children: 

     Live together in harmony.   
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      Carry your Jewish heritage with dignity.  [N]ever discard your 
     basic Jewish faith.  You cannot live out your years happily without it. 
       Being together in business has its disadvantage as far as a 
     father wanting to be noble in the eyes of his children.  The 
     aggravations  and the heavy pressure in our business cause friction 
     and annoyance with one another.  Maybe we said things at such times 
     that in calm retrospect we are sorry for.  I was as guilty of these  
     things as anyone.  I hope such things will not stand out in your  
     memory of me.  I must have done some worthwhile things that left  
     good impressions and nice thoughts with you.  Please recall these, or  
     anything you feel worth carrying on, on the occasion of my Yahrzeit. 
 
You wouldn’t put those words in your own obituary, would you?  But 

aren’t they worth sharing?   

 

On a lighter note, here’s another ethical will.  This one was written by 

Leonard Ratner, a Jewish philanthropist from Cleveland, who wrote the 

following very concise ethical will to his children:  

     I don’t think I have to write you much as, thank God, you are  
     educated and smart.  Don’t forget your seats at the Park Synagogue.    
     Stay well and keep up your good work. 
 
Have you ever seen -- once or twice or three times – that old movie, 

“Groundhog Day”? Every once in a while, usually while I’m working out, 

it comes onto the screen yet again.  In case you haven’t seen it, Bill 

Murray plays a self-centered, somewhat nasty weather reporter who 

doesn’t think very much of most of the people in his life. He has trouble 
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making connections with people because he thinks he is so superior to 

them.   

 

But then, an awful thing happens to him.  He finds that he keeps reliving 

February 2nd, Groundhog Day, again and again and again.  At first, he is 

just horrified and annoyed.  He then typically tries to advance his own 

interests by taking advantage of the fact that he knows what is going to 

happen.  That’s amusing to him, and so for a time, he continues to be the 

same old insufferable person he’s always been.  But eventually he 

realizes that if he doesn’t “change his spots”, i.e., if he doesn’t change his 

life around, he’s just going to remain stuck in the present, never moving 

beyond that day.  Eventually he realizes the blessings -- for him and for 

others -- that can come with teshuvah, and he is finally able to move into 

the future, changed for the better. 

 

Today is Yom Kippur again.  Just like last year, and just like next year.  

We could just go through the motions again, and remain exactly who we 

were last year. But if we did that, we wouldn’t deserve to be, and we in 

fact never would be, memorialized in the ideal way that we could be, the 

ideal way that, deep down inside we would like to be.  And writing down 
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our own obituaries or our own eulogies isn’t going to get us closer to 

our goal. 

 

So let me make a recommendation.  Let’s not bother spending a hundred 

and twenty dollars for an obitkit.  Instead, let’s try to get the most we 

can out of Yom Kippur.  We’re going to be spending a lot of time 

together.  Let’s not just go through the motions.  As we move through 

the liturgy, let’s allow it to prompt us to think about all those things 

we’re doing that frankly we don’t want anyone to be reminded of after 

we’re gone.  Let’s then think about all the things, we should be doing and 

figure out how to make them more a part of our life.   

 

As the day progresses, let’s cleanse ourselves of what is keeping us from 

being better versions of ourselves, and let’s commit ourselves to getting 

closer to that ideal.  There is no better way to assure that our values will 

live on after us, after we are gone. 

 

G’mar Hatimah tovah!  May all of us be signed and sealed in a book of 

goodness and well-being.  Shanah tovah! 


