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In 1888 a wealthy businessman had the unusual experience of 

reading his own obituary.  The obituary was titled  “The 

Merchant of Death is Dead” and it began by stating that the 

man “became rich by finding ways to kill more people faster 

than ever before.” What had this person done to illicit such an 

epitaph?  This man—entirely self-made—was the named 

inventor on over 300 patents; he owned almost 100 factories; 

spoke five languages; wrote poetry and plays; and amassed a 

fortune that would today be worth over $250 million dollars.  

He was also the inventor of dynamite and his name was Dr. 

Alfred Nobel. 
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As the tale goes, that premature obituary, which was the result 

of the newspaper confusing Alfred Nobel for his predeceased 

brother, caused Alfred Nobel to take stock of his life and legacy.  

On November 27th 1895, in Paris, Nobel signed his last will and 

testament and set aside the bulk of his estate to establish the 

Nobel Prizes, to be awarded annually without distinction of 

nationality.   

That mistaken obituary was correct in its time—Alfred Nobel 

was the merchant of death. Yet, his legacy today no longer 

reflects that description.  My guess is that before hearing this 

story, most of you knew about the Nobel peace prize, but did 

not know about how Alfred Nobel accumulated a portion of his 

wealth through the invention of dynamite, as a safer and more 

stable substance, than the nitroglycerin that reportedly killed 

his brother.   
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Today Alfred Nobel is remembered for raising up the work of 

those who contribute to our world through scientific 

advancements and peaceful endeavors because Nobel woke up 

and decided to make a change before he died. 

Welcome to 5780. Rosh Hashanah is here. The ten days of awe 

begin today. Last year ended yesterday, what do you want to 

be remembered for when tomorrow comes? Which of your 

stories will define you? If Alfred Nobel’s obituary had not been 

mistakenly revealed to him, perhaps he would not have 

reflected on his life’s work and created the Nobel prizes. We 

will all have obituaries written about us detailing those 

narratives of our lives that stand out amongst the rest. What 

would you like yours to say?  What will your legacy be?  Will 

you craft it, or have others craft it for you? 
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Our patriarchs and matriarchs lived lives that are documented 

in detail, and yet without reading rabbinic and contemporary 

midrashim on their lives, we only know one narrative. When we 

meet our matriarch Sarah, we read, “Sarah, born Sarai, was 

Abraham’s wife. Sarah was barren, she had no children.” 

(Genesis 11:30) Sarah’s narrative is defined by being the 

mother of the Jewish people, despite the fact that the first 

description of her in Genesis begins with her struggles with 

infertility. The narrative of Sarah’s life is complicated by the 

birth of her son Isaac, his relationship with his brother Ishmael, 

and her treatment of her handmaid Hagar. But when we look 

outside of the book of Genesis, we find another story. In her 

book, Listen to Her Voice: Women of the Hebrew Bible, Miri 

Raver provides us with midrashim, or commentary that fills in 

the gaps of our Torah text.   



5 
 

“The name Sarah comes from the Hebrew root word meaning, 

“to command.” When Sarah came into womanhood, the rituals 

of the Goddess religion were at their height. Ur and Haran-

where she lived before going to Canaan-were centers of 

Goddess worship. Since Sara was a princess, it is likely that she 

was also a priestess of the Goddess before being divinely 

selected as the mother of the Jewish people.” Miri continues, 

“Sarah controlled her household, but she did not always control 

her feelings. She laughed at angels, Sarah saw humor in God’s 

promise that she would have a child at age ninety…laughter 

remains an essential part of Sarah’s legacy to us. She is the 

mother of Jewish humor.”  

This midrash paints a new narrative of our matriarch Sarah who 

we encounter on Rosh Hashanah, as a jealous wife and silent 
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mother. Perhaps if we were to write Sarah’s obituary today,     

it would read; 

Sarah, the priestess of the Goddess, was chosen by God to 

be the mother of the Jewish people. Sarah loved to travel 

and so she travelled with her husband Abraham to new 

lands, until they settled in Canaan. Surprised to find out 

that she would become a mother, later in life than most of 

the priestesses of her time, Sarah gave birth to her 

beloved Isaac, took command of her household, and with 

a balance of humor and grace, Sarah became the mother 

of the Jewish people. 

Like Sarah, the narratives of our lives are the result of the 

decisions we make and the way we respond to those that are 

forced upon us. Our narratives often take unexpected turns. Yet 
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the manner of our response is within our control.  We can laugh 

like Sarah, out of disbelief and awe, at the same time 

commanding control over our destiny.  

If Alfred Nobel can rewrite his legacy through a single act of 

postmortem generosity, what can you do this year? What 

aspect of your narrative is yet to be written? 

We had an improviser with us this morning in our 

intergenerational service, who helped us experience Torah. I’m 

going to ask you now, to experience the rest of your life. I’m 

going to offer a couple of prompts. After each sentence, you 

will fill in the blank (silently), and when I count to three, 

together we will all say, “permission granted.” Let’s try it… 

Please complete this sentence to yourself,  

“I have always wanted too….” 
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One, two, three…permission granted! 

Here is another one, “I will overcome whatever is holding me 

back, I know I can….” 

One, two, three…permission granted! 

Finally, take a moment to recall a hobby or passion of yours 

that you needed to push aside for whatever reason this past 

year. And finish this sentence, 

“This life of mine is a gift, I am going to celebrate that gift by 

….” 

One, two, three…permission granted! 

This may feel silly, but if we do not change the narratives of our 

lives today, we may lose the chance to do so. In our liturgy on 

Yom Kippur we will read together the unatanatokef, that 

Leonard Cohen so hauntingly rewrote for our modern lives, 
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“Who by fire, and who by water. Who by ordeal and who by 

common trial. Who in her lonely slip and who by barbituate. 

Who by brave assent and who by accident?” 

These words haunt us because we know their truth. We are 

struggling with illness, with drug and alcohol abuse, we have 

watched as our neighbors in Houston can no longer contain the 

water falling from the sky and we know accidents of every sort 

change lives every day.  

On Rosh Hashanah we look forward and back.  We reconsider 

our current narrative, because on Yom Kippur we will come 

face to face with the shared reality of life, it’s inevitable end. 

Today we all have permission to make the changes in our lives 

that will enable us to be our complete selves. Today the sound 

of the shofar calls us.  
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Recalling and reminding us who we are, in her reflection on the 

sounds of the shofar, Marcia Falk writes,  

“Imagination brings what is buried to light. With each moment 

recalled, the kaleidoscope turns, patterns change, colors shift 

places. The selves within the self come into view.”  

Last year I spoke from this bimah about civil discourse, because 

when we are in meaningful and honest relationships with one 

another, our society becomes less polarized. Today I ask you to 

be in a meaningful and honest relationship with yourself. When 

we write our own narratives and take hold of our destiny, the 

kaleidoscope turns, the patterns in our lives change and we 

offer our whole selves to this still fractured world.  

May you all be blessed in this new year with the permission to 

be who you are and to offer your gifts to our world. 
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Footnotes:  

This is Real and I am Totally Unprepared-Alan Lew, my re-write of the Alfred Nobel story was inspired by 
Alan Lew’s description in this book.  

Facts about Alfred Nobel’s life were found here:  

https://www.history.com/news/did-a-premature-obituary-inspire-the-nobel-prize  

https://www.livescience.com/40188-dark-history-alfred-nobel-prizes.html 

The Days Between: Blessings, Poems, ad Directions of the Heart for the Jewish High Holiday Season, by 
Marcia Falk 

Listen to Her Voice: Women of the Hebrew Bible, by Miri Raver 

https://www.history.com/news/did-a-premature-obituary-inspire-the-nobel-prize
https://www.livescience.com/40188-dark-history-alfred-nobel-prizes.html

