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And older Jewish man boards a flight from Texas. As luck would have it, he ends up in the 
middle seat between two rather larger Texans. The first gentleman introduces himself and says, 
"My name is Roger. I own 250,000 acres. I have 1,000 head of cattle and they call my place The 
Jolly Roger." 
The second Texan introduces himself and says, "My name is John. I own 350,000 acres. I have 
5,000 head of cattle and they call my place Big John's." 
They both look down at the Jewish man who says, "My name is Irving and I own only 300 
acres." 
Roger looks down at him and say, "300 Acres? What do you raise?" "Nothing" Irving says. 
"Well then, what do you call it?" Asked John. 
“It’s called Downtown Dallas.” 
 
Over the generations, Jews have stood out in more ways than one. And it’s the topic of being 
outstanding that I’d like to discuss with you this afternoon.  
 
There are a number of themes on the holiday of Yom Kippur that occupy a good deal of our 
attention. We think about atonement, confession, forgiveness, repentance, reconciliation. But 
there’s another theme today that permeates both the language of the Torah and the words of our 
Tefillot and it’s a theme that we understand much less well. And that’s the theme of Kedusha.  
 
It’s everywhere: 
 

• The Kohen Gadol, dressed in his בגדי קדש, spends the day in the holy Temple and even 
enters the Kodesh HaKadoshim, the holy of holies.  

• Yom Kippur itself is described in the Torah as a Mikra Kodesh  - a holy convocation. 

• It’s no accident that on Yom Kippur we read about the ten martyrs who died 'על קידוש ה.  

• We change the words of our davening and emphasize the holiness of our King,  המלך
  .הקדוש

• And we have pages and pages in our Machzor that wax poetic on the notions of holiness 
and sanctity. 
 

If we want to better understand the function and significance of Kedusha, we first need to 
understand what it means. Simply put, being Kadosh means being set apart, being distinct. 
 

• Shabbat is Kodesh inasmuch as it’s temporally set off from the other six days of the 
week. 

• The Temple is called the Mikdash because it’s geographically set off from the rest of the 
land.  

• A gift to the temple becomes Hekdesh when it’s designated – when it’s separated and put 
aside.  
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So to put it a little more colloquially, to be Kadosh means to be distinguished. It means to be 
outstanding.  
 
This past spring, Rabbi Berman’s visit to The Jewish Center prompted Akiva to ask me about the 
past rabbis of our shul. He knew that Rabbi Lamm had been the rabbi years earlier, but he 
wanted to know: Who was the first rabbi of The Jewish Center. So I tried diplomatically to 
explain that Mordechai Kaplan was the first rabbi of the Jewish Center but he left after a few 
years. Naturally, I wasn’t going to get off that easy. Did he decide to leave or was he asked to 

leave? I said I think he was asked to leave. Well why? So I said because he had started doing 
some things that were problematic.  
Well did any of the next rabbis do anything that was problematic? 
I said no. All of the rabbis since that time have been righteous and holy men. 
But Abba, Akiva said, you’re not that holy.  
 
And that, my friends, is what happens when you teach your children to be honest….  
 
If we’re supposed to aspire to holiness, if we’re supposed to be outstanding, just how do we go 
about it?  
 
Amazingly, from the vast constellation of righteous and virtuous heroes and heroines in the 
Bible, the Talmud identifies only three individuals who sanctified God’s name – who are 
described as having created a Kiddush Hashem: Yehudah (See Gittin 46a), Yosef (See Sotah 
36b). and Yehoshua  (See Gittin 46a).  
 
And I would argue that these three individuals convey to us three models for how to sanctify 
God’s name – for how to elevate our lives by bringing holiness into the world.  
 
Let’s start with Yehoshua. What was his great act of heroism? What did he do to create a 
Kiddush Hashem?  
 
If you remember the story, a Canaanite tribe called the Givonim disguised themselves and 
pretended to be from a distant land. They brokered a treaty with Yehoshua under these false 
pretenses, and yet when the truth came to light, Yehoshua honored his pact nonetheless. He 
wasn’t obliged to do so and yet he went beyond what was required of him. 
 
This first model of Kiddush Hashem is the one we know best. The idea is to sanctify God’s name 
before the nations of the world, leaving them with the impression that the people of Israel are 
exceptional. 
 
Around two years ago, a young teacher in Connecticut named Noah Muroff bought a desk on 
Craigslist. When he returned home with his purchase, he and his wife discovered that the desk 
was a fraction of an inch too wide to fit through the doorway. When they disassembled it, they 
found a bag containing the previous owner’s inheritance, a stack of cash in the amount of 
$98,000. 
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Muroff, who’s a Rebbe at the Yeshiva of New Haven, told the local news station, "Right away, 
my wife and I sort of looked at each other, and we said, 'We can't keep this money.'" When they 
promptly returned the parcel to its owner, they received the following note: 
“I cannot thank you enough for your honesty and integrity. I do not think there are too many 
people in this world that would have done what you did by calling me. I do like to believe that 
there are still good people left in this crazy world we live in. You certainly are one of them.” 
 
The second model is Yehudah. The scene is certainly worth of our attention on Yom Kippur. For 
the crime of having become pregnant out of wedlock, Yehudah has condemned his daughter-in-
law, Tamar, to death. At her prompting, though – at the very last moment – Yehudah confesses 
that it was he who was in fact the guilty party. צקדה ממני. By taking responsibility before his own 
community, the Talmud says that Yehudah sanctified the name of God. Like Yehoshua, he went 
beyond expectation. He saved the guiltless at great cost to his own reputation.  
 
The second model of Kiddush Hashem is to be outstanding among the members of our own 
community.  
 
Max is a 22 year old from Great Neck who also happens to be a Staff Sargent and a platoon 
commander in the Golani Brigade of Tzahal. After the war in Gaza this summer he reflected on 
some of his experiences.  
 
He recounted that what struck him most about this past summer wasn’t an event in Gaza, but an 
event in Israel. He was back at the staging ground near his base, enjoying a lull after a week in 
Gaza and 42 days straight without leave. He said that despite the intensity of the battle in 
Shejaiya, the most memorable moments of the war were during the reception the soldiers 
received from the rural communities of Kfar Maimon and Nir Moshe in Israel’s western Negev, 
near Gaza. 
 
People came from everywhere, carrying home-cooked food and insisting on feeding the soldiers 
and taking care of them. Adults took mops from their hands and cleaned the bathrooms for them. 
In Max’s words, “There’s nothing like that anywhere else in the world.”  
If our first model of Kiddush Hashem means exceeding expectations on the world stage, our 
second means exceeding expectations on the Jewish stage.  
 
Which brings us to our third case, the case of Yosef Hatzaddik. It’s the story of Yosef rebuffing 
the advances of אשת פוטיפר, the wife of his master. Rather than yield, he decides to run away, a 
decision that landed him an Egyptian dungeon. But what would have happened had Yosef 
succumbed to temptation and slept with אשת פוטיפר? The Torah couldn’t be clearer. No one was 
home. No one would ever have known. It would have been a victimless crime.  
 
We tend to think of Kiddush Hashem as a decision that makes a big splash because lots of people 
know. And that’s how the first two exemplars operate: Yehoshua and Yehuda act in front of the 
public eye. But there’s also the Yosef model: personal integrity and the moral will to do the right 
thing when no one else is looking.  
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One might even say it’s the opposite of Social Orthodoxy. It’s the moral clarity we exercise that 
emerges neither from peer pressure nor a sense of fealty to communal norms – but rather from an 
innate allegiance to Hashem and his Torah. Whether it’s popular or convenient is utterly 
irrelevant. I do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do.  
 
Three models for how to be outstanding: Acting virtuously in the eyes of the nations, in the eyes 
of the Jewish people, or solely in the eyes of Hashem. Yes, we need to be conscious of what 
other people think of us. But we need to remember, too, that we stand always 'לפני ה. Whatever 
the circumstance – whatever others may be doing or saying – we need to remember that we are 
tasked with bringing sanctity into this world.  
 
Janusz Korczak trained in a Poland as a physician. Early in his career, he was drawn to the plight 
of underprivileged children. He wrote books about them that were as well-known in Polish as 
Alice in Wonderland was in English. In 1911 he founded an orphanage for Jewish children in 
Warsaw. It was so successful that he was asked to create one for Catholic children as well, which 
he did. He had revolutionary views about the young. He believed in trusting them and giving 
them responsibility. He even had them produce the first children’s newspaper in Poland.  
He used to say, “Children have a right to be taken seriously. The unknown person inside each of 
them is our hope for the future.” He believed, as Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once put it, that in each 
child there burned a moral spark which if nurtured could defeat the darkness at the core of 
human nature. When the time came for the children under his care to leave, he used to say them: 
“I cannot give you God for you must find him in the quiet contemplation of your soul. I cannot 
give you love of man, for there is no love without forgiveness, and forgiving is something 
everyone must learn to do on his own. I can give you one thing only: a longing for a better life, a 
life of truth and justice. Even though it may not exist now, it may come tomorrow if you long for 
it enough.” 
In 1940, he and the orphanage were driven into the Warsaw ghetto, and in 1942 the order came 
to transport them to Treblinka. At the end, Korczak was offered by his Gentile colleagues and 
friends, a chance to escape, but he refused. "You do not leave a sick child in the night, and you 
do not leave children at a time like this.” With quiet dignity, he walked with his 200 orphans to 
the train that took them to the gates of death, inseparable from them to the end. He saw God’s 
image in children the world had abandoned. He kept his faith with them and with God to the very 
end.  
Janusz Korczak may have acted without regard for what others would think of him. But in dying 
al Kiddush Hashem, his legacy had the effect of sanctifying God’s name both in the eyes of his 
people and in the eyes of the world.  
In a few moments we’re going to recite Yizkor. And we remember our martyrs – the victims of 
the Holocaust and those who gave their lives defending the State of Israel. We remember the 
martyrs who, like Janusz Korczak, died 'על קדוש ה. This Yom Kippur, let’s also remember what it 
means to live 'על קידוש ה. In our family lives, in our professional lives and in our Jewish lives, we 
can never allow ourselves to settle for being good enough. For each of us should aspire to lead 
lives that bring sanctity into this world. Each of us should aspire to be an outstanding human 
being. Each of us should aspire to be an outstanding Jew.  


