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Who will live and who will die? 
Who will reach the ripeness of age? 
Who will be taken before their time? 
Who will be tranquil and who will be troubled? 
 
These words never fail to startle me.  Not because they are unfamiliar – Untaneh Tokef, 
the poetry from which these lines are taken, was the subject of my rabbinic thesis.  No, 
the impact of these words comes from their resonance in our realities.  As I look out at the 
sanctuary each year, I see in empty seats and in the reflections on your faces, those who 
have died and those who struggle to live.   
 
This is why I find these words essential. The full day of Yom Kippur, which began at 
sundown this evening, is meant to be a dress rehearsal for the day of our death.  A day 
with no food or water, no sexual contact.  Stripped of make-up or other adornments, we 
are meant to come face to face with our mortality.  As we begin, the Torah scrolls come 
out of the ark, revealing emptiness where there was life.  The Hebrew phrase for ark is 
aron hakodesh – idiomatically translated as the holy closet.  Without the Torah’s, the aron 
hakodesh becomes simply an aron, a closet.  In the genius of the Hebrew language, this is 
also the same word for a casket or coffin.  We are being asked to stare into what could just 
as well be our empty coffins – to consider our successes, our challenges, and all the what-
if’s that fell along the way.  Not for nothing do we call this time of year the “Yamim 
Nora’im,” the Days of Awe--or, to translate the Hebrew even more literally--days of 
Terror.  
 
But it’s not a fascination with death that leads to this annual rehearsal.  It is just the 
opposite – these hours of Yom Kippur are a gift to help us get better at living.  When we 
acknowledge the reality that life means keeping our balance at the blurry boundary of 
control and chance, we live differently, intentionally. 
 
The message of Untaneh Tokef is critical for this day – we confront not only our own 
mortality but the emotional cost of losing those whose lives have become inextricably 
woven together with our own.  And we lost many of our own this year – longtime 
members of Barnert, and dear friends and family of many of you here.  It is you who feel 
the immediate sting of Untaneh Tokef this year– tomorrow evening as this awe-filled day 
comes to an end, you will hear their names read aloud at Yizkor.   
 
This sermon will not offer you a neatly packaged explanation for tragedy.  Or a way to 
uncover the algorithm for why things happen the way they do.  Instead, I will offer you a 
tool – one of many tools embedded in our tradition – for us to manage challenging times.  



Like all tools, though, it only works if we use it.  And to make it even more user-friendly, I 
have prepared instructions for you to take when you leave later.  Tonight, I invite you to 
create and then revisit annually, an Ethical Will.   
 
Creating an Ethical Will is an ancient Jewish tradition.  And in these Days of Awe, when 
we consider the metaphorical Book of Life, we might think of an ethical will as the 
executive summary of our own, personal, Books of Life.  From the time of the biblical 
Jacob, who, on his deathbed, conveyed a special blessing for his children and 
grandchildren--onward, through each moment in Jewish history, we have been using 
ethical wills to create what has been called a “legacy of intangibles.”1  Like a traditional 
will which offers instructions about bequeathing tangible wealth from one generation to 
the next, an ethical will is a document that passes on core values, guiding principles, or 
blessings.  This tradition redefines wealth – moving beyond the material to the spiritual.   
 
Historically these wills were written on a deathbed, or when the end of life, if known, was 
near.  But in more recent generations, this tradition has been reframed as an exercise in 
ensuring we are living in such a way that our values are clear to those we know and love.   
 
Yom Kippur offers us the ideal opportunity to begin and then to continue this tradition – to 
write an ethical will and to use this day as a yearly life-check-in; a mirror to ensure the 
values we hold in our hearts are reflected in the actions of our hands.  This ritual dress 
rehearsal offers the opportunity to face our mortality, to step up to the big questions, and 
to make the necessary adjustments. 
 
Rabbi Jodie Gordon writes, “Yom Kippur pushes us to consider the outer limits of our 
imaginations--- the “what ifs” that we most often push aside, out of sheer necessity.  But 
on this day, we confront those “what if’s”--- and we make spiritual preparations.  What if 
this was our last chance to say what really mattered to those we love?  These Days of Awe 
give us every opportunity to imagine that reality--- the exercise of writing an ethical will 
has the potential to be an extraordinary spiritual tool: a way of giving language to the 
morals and values we strive to embody, and that we hope to pass on to future 
generations.” 2 
 
You can imagine that, throughout history, the subject and style of ethical wills have varied 
quite a bit.   
 
Here, an excerpt from the ethical will of Judah ben Saul ibn Tibbon, the translator, in 
about the year 1190.  “Avoid bad society, make thy books thy companions, let thy book-
cases and shelves be thy gardens and pleasure-grounds.” 
 

 
1 Ethical Wills & How to Prepare Them, p94 
2 Rabbi Jodie Gordon, “A Legacy of Kindness, Yom Kippur Morning 5777” 
 



A translator who passes on his love of good companions and, most importantly, excellent 
reading material! 
 
Or highlights from this one written in the 1350’s by Eleazar of Mayence: 
 

These are the things which my sons and daughters shall do at my request. They 
shall go to the house of prayer morning and evening… Their business must be 
conducted honestly, in their dealings both with Jew and Gentile. They must be 
gentle in their manners and prompt to accede to every honorable request. They 
must not talk more than is necessary; by this will they be saved from slander, 
falsehood, and frivolity. They shall give an exact tithe of all their possessions: they 
shall never turn away a poor [person] empty-handed, but must give what they can, 
be it much or little. 
 
If they can by any means contrive it, my sons and daughters should live in 
communities, and not isolated from other Jews, so that their sons and daughters 
may learn the ways of Judaism… 
 
I earnestly beg my children to be tolerant and humble to all, as I was throughout 
my life. Should cause for dissension present itself, be slow to accept the quarrel; 
seek peace and pursue it with all the vigor at your command. Even if you suffer loss 
thereby, forbear and forgive, for God has many ways of feeding and sustaining 
God’s creatures. To the slanderer do not retaliate with counterattack; and though it 
be proper to rebut false accusations, is it most desirable to set an example of 
reticence. 
 
Be very particular to keep your houses clean and tidy. [These ideas are interesting 
coming from a man who lived through the Black Death of 1349.] 
 
On holidays and Sabbaths seek to make happy the poor, the unfortunate, widows 
and orphans, who should always be guests at your tables; their joyous 
entertainment is a religious duty. Let me repeat my warning against gossip and 
scandal. And as you Speak no scandal, so listen to none; for if there were no 
receivers there would be no bearers of slanderous tales; therefore the reception and 
credit of slander is as serious an offense as the originating of it.  

 
This will repeats a number of principles.  Be generous and help people whenever you can.  
Never gossip or associate with those who do.  Actively make choices that facilitate living 
Jewishly. Eleazar of Mayence’s children must have walked away knowing their father’s 
core values – I hope he lived this way, too, so that nothing they read came as a surprise or 
caused them to roll their eyes -- too much. 
 



Jump ahead about 600 years to part of the text of a more contemporary ethical will, 
written on January 2, 1951 by a New England businessman whose name was Samuel 
Lipsitz3.   

 
Dear Children, 
 
Somewhere among these papers is a will made out by a lawyer.  Its purpose is to 
dispose of any material things which I may possess at the time of my departure 
from this world to the unknown adventure beyond.   
 
I hope its terms will cause no ill will among you.  It seemed sensible when I made 
it.  After all, it refers only to material things which we enjoy only temporarily. 
 
I am more concerned with having you inherit something that is vastly more 
important.  There must be a purpose in the creation of [humanity]. Because I 
believe that (as I hope you will someday, for without it life becomes meaningless), I 
hope you will live right. 
 
Live together in harmony! Carry no ill will toward each other.  [Reflect] on the 
family.  Help each other in case of need. Honor and care for your Mother.  
 
Carry your Jewish heritage with dignity.  Though you may discard trivial ritual 
things, never discard your basic Jewish faith. 
 
Being together daily in business has its disadvantage as far as a father wanting to be 
noble in the eyes of his children.  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 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.  I leave with happy thoughts, because as your mother and I often said, 
God has been good to us.   
 
So don’t mourn for me [when I die]. I have enjoyed my life.  Carry on from here 
using the many blessings which you have with wisdom and consecration to your 
family and humankind. 
 
You can be of service your family best by serving humankind also. 
Remember me affectionately as your father.  Shmuel ben Shalom 

 
Samuel Lipsitz wanted to ensure his family took care of one another – not only financially 
but also emotionally.    Generosity is essential and a way to be of service to each person – 
familial or not.  Nurture Jewish living – this is key to meaningful living and remembering. 

 
3 Ethical Wills, p120-1. 



Or, finally, parts of the will of the distinguished Israeli writer Dvora Waysman: 
 

As I write this, I am sitting on my Jerusalem balcony, looking through a tracery of 
pine trees at the view along Rehov Ruppin… I am at an age where I should write a 
will, but the disposition of my material possessions would take just a few lines.  
They do not amount to much…had we stayed in Australia where you – my four 
children – were born, they would be much more.  I hope you won’t blame me for 
this. 
 
For now you are Israelis, and I have different thing to leave you, I hope you will 
understand that they are more valuable than money in the bank, stocks and bonds, 
and plots of land, for no one can ever take them away from you.   
 
I am leaving you the fragrance of a Jerusalem morning…unforgettable perfume of 
thyme, sage, and rosemary that wafts down from the Judean hills.   The 
heartbreaking sunsets that give way to Jerusalem at night…splashes of gold on 
black velvet darkness.  The feel of Jerusalem stone, ancient and mellow, in the 
buildings that surround you.  The piquant taste of hummus, tehina, falafel – foods 
we never knew about before we came here to live. 
 
I am leaving you an extended family – the whole house of Israel.  They are your 
people.  They will celebrate with you in joy, grieve with you in sorrow.  You will 
argue with them, criticize them, and sometimes reject them (that’s the way it is 
with families!). But underneath, you will be proud of them and love them.  More 
important – when you need them, they will be there.   
 
I am leaving you the faith of your forefathers.  Here, no one will ever laugh at your 
beliefs, call you “Jew” as an insult…You can be as religious or secular as you wish, 
knowing it is based on your own convictions, and not because of what others 
might say. You have your heritage…written with the blood of your people through 
countless generations.  Guard it well and cherish it – it is priceless! 
 
I am leaving you pride.  Hold your head high…  I am leaving you memories.  Some 
are sad, but remember, too, the triumphs… 
 
And so, my children, I have only one last bequest. I leave you my love and my 
blessing.  I hope you will never again need to say: “Next year in Jerusalem.” You 
are already there – how rich you are!4 

 
Our ethical wills ought to reflect the core values we hope will outlive us.  They are also 
guides to measure our behavior. Are we living those values?  In other words, after we 
write down the talk we talk, we must be certain we are also walking the walk. 

 
4 Ethical Wills, p84-5. 



 
We, here, are the lucky ones who have the blessing of time to undertake this sacred 
exercise.  Others leave this world before it has been done. This summer, we, at Barnert, 
experienced the completely unexpected death of Devra Freelander, the daughter of Rabbi 
Dan Freelander and Rabbi Elyse Frishman, our Rabbi Emerita.   Devra’s death in July 
brought each of us – whether or not we had enjoyed years of loving Devra and her family 
– face to face with the unpredictability, indeed the terror, of it all. Devra left no written 
ethical will but she left, through her art, the legacy of her core values. 
 
Devra’s art, in her words, was meant to make clear the impact of our lives on the 
environment.  The art she created served as her ethical will.  At her funeral, her oldest 
brother, Adam, wrote and shared:  
 

Devra’s art was about the world. Literally: her art was about the Earth. Her work 
took the shape of great glaciers and mountains and dusk and shadows and it was 
beautiful. 
 
But there was also a story that Devra deeply wanted to tell through her art, and it 
was not just that the Earth is beautiful.  
 
Instead Devra’s art told a story about us, about the people who live on the Earth 
and look at it and find it beautiful. The same people who are also transforming the 
earth, and making it hotter, and deadlier. 
 
The beauty of what Devra chose to create reminds us that we have time to prevent 
a hotter and deadlier future if we so choose. We are running out of time, but we 
still have it. 
 
Devra knew that that is the defining story of our lifetimes.  

 
That is the ethical will she left to us. And the people who knew her best knew that she 
lived in accordance with the values expressed in her art, her ethical will. 

 
Ethical wills take many forms, for Devra, in art, for most of us, in writing – what matters is 
the way they transmit core values to those who follow – children, friends, parents, 
students, art enthusiasts.  
 
We have the opportunity, in whatever form we choose, to communicate to those we love 
what feels essential to our lives. 
 
Imagine yourself before a blank sheet of paper, or a new document on your computer 
screen.   
 
To whom would you address your letter? 



To your children? To your partner? To your teacher? Your friend? 
What would you pass on?  
What values would live to see another generation through your words? 
 
*** 
 
And so, for me:  Dear my sons, Ezra and Asher, 
 
This is my first go at an ethical will.  And it is my hope that nothing here will come as a 
surprise to you. 
 
Remember what I remind you of frequently – my number one job in life is not to make 
you happy, but to keep you healthy and safe. This occupies more of my mental space than 
you know. 
 
And live your life with love, my sweet boys.  Last week at Rosh Hashanah I shared some 
words about love from the Torah that I want you to remember.   
 
V’ahavta l’reiecha kamocha: Ani Adonai. Love those around you as yourself: I am the 
God.  This is so important that, it’s the verse right in the middle of the Torah.  Each of us is 
special and worthy of love.  You are, I am, your brother is, Daddy is.  So are your friends 
and your teachers and their families.  Sometimes we show love by being nice to people 
who aren’t.  Other times we do this when we help those who are hungry or lonely. So be 
kind and show people you care.   
 
And because I know how much you love all things Avengers, I will share this wisdom 
from Endgame (which you have not yet seen – sorry!), that Thor’s mom shares with her 
son.  “Everyone fails at who they’re supposed to be, Thor. The measure of a person, of a 
hero, is how they succeed at being who they are.”5 
 
Also – never be afraid to ask for help.  Or for a hug.  Let’s try, together, to fill this world up 
with love.  Shall we? 
 
*** 
 
To whom will you address your letter? 
What are the core values about which you will write? 
What seeds are you planting that will sustain the generations that follow?6 

 
5 Endgame 1:30:55 
6 Inspired by Rabbi Jodie Gordon’s sermon 


