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Tolstoy’s Three Questions 

 

This past spring I attended a lecture by Dr. David Pelcovitz, a professor of psychology 

at Yeshiva University, and he told a story about a pulpit rabbi he knows. When this rabbi 

was in his 50’s he suffered a massive heart attack, and a wonderful, gifted, world 

renowned Italian Catholic surgeon saved his life. Years later, this surgeon called the 

rabbi and said, “Rabbi, I’m deeply depressed.  Just getting out of bed in the morning is a 

heavy struggle. Talking to my children requires enormous effort. I can’t work. I can’t 

sleep.  Can I come to you for counseling?” 

Now this orthodox rabbi was a bit puzzled by this request from an Italian Catholic.  But 

this doctor had saved the rabbi’s life, so of course the rabbi agreed.  And they set up 

several meetings and met several times.  But the rabbi was frustrated that he couldn’t 

seem to find the words, or the teachings, to lift this man out of his malaise.  So the rabbi 

wasn’t surprised when the doctor skipped two meetings in a row. One morning, the 

rabbi called to check in. “Rabbi,” the doctor said, “I feel great! Full of energy, reengaged 

with my work and my family! I am better than ever!” The rabbi asked, “Can you share 

what triggered this change?” The doctor told him that he had picked up a short essay by 

Tolstoy called “The Three Questions”, an essay he hadn’t read since college, and it 

changed his life.  The essay’s three questions, terrific Yom Kippur questions are: What 

is the most important time?  And the answer is, right now. Who is the most important 

person? The person right in front of you. And what is the most important thing to do? To 

do good by the person in front of you.  

The doctor told the rabbi that now, at the beginning of every surgery, after the patient 

has been put asleep, he gathers the entire surgical team into a big huddle around the 

patient, like a football huddle-and everybody is required to join in this huddle, nurses, 

doctors, techs, everybody--- and then he shouts out those questions: What’s the most 

important time?  And everybody shouts back, “Right now.” Who’s the most important 

person?  “This person right here on the table!”  What’s the most important thing to do?  

“To do good by this person!” It’s probably a good thing the patient is asleep for this.  

If you think about it, Tolstoy’s three questions are a remarkably simple and obvious 

pathway for contentment and joy. Take the first question: What’s the most important 
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time?  I meet people all the time who live in the past.  And they fall into two categories. 

Those who glorify their pasts, and those who are paralyzed by their pasts. For the first 

group, they believe their best days are behind them. They relive and romanticize their 

high school years, or college years or young adulthood, times they remember as full of 

success, and compared to those amazing times, the present feels like a 

disappointment. They compare every new day, with the best day of their youth.  Wishing 

they could go back.   

And then there are the folks who can’t move past the worst thing they’ve ever done.  

They believe they are and will always be that same person who blew it back then. Each 

day is defined by that stain, that memory, and each today is about reliving it.  I also 

meet people who are in such a hurry to get to the future.  They want today, and 

tomorrow, and next week, to fly by so they can get to the time when they can really live.  

When life will be just like their dreams.  

And here’s a Yom Kippur truth, lost in the sad reminiscences and pining for the future, is 

today. Lost in all that living inside your memories and dreams, are the people who need 

you, right here, and right now. And it ignores the great potential we all have to grow, to 

learn, to rise up from our struggles, to find joy in the passage of time and new 

discoveries, if we’re willing.  

Among my most emotional and sacred duties is to sit at bedside with people who are 

out of tomorrows, who know that the end is very near.  It is an exquisite gift to be 

welcomed into a person’s life at the end of life.  They are acutely aware of the present, 

and, ironically, often acutely alive.  At such times, I have witnessed intimate moments of 

connection.  They gather their family close and say “I love you,” “Thank you.”  “I’ll 

always be with you. Sometimes they say, “I’m sorry.” “Please forgive me. I tried my 

best.” All that’s left is what is most important, that moment, and the deepest expressions 

of the human heart. 

The most challenging question our prayer book poses to us today is Mi yichieh u’mi 

yamoot, who shall live and who shall die.  And like so many of you I struggle with these 

jarring words.  But I once read a commentary that suggests that we don’t have to view 

them as questions about mortality---about actual life or death, but rather, the question, 

“who shall live,” is a question about the quality of the life we choose to live. Do we 

embrace today?  Or do we throw it away. Do we nourish our relationships, heal our 

relationships, focus on what the people we love need from us, even crave from us? 

Journalist Hunter Thompson once wrote that every person has two lives, and the 

second one begins the moment you realize that you only have one life.    

Lately a series of pictures has come across my Facebook feed, all in the same meme.  

A couple spooning in bed.  A family at the dinner table.  A father walking alongside his 
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son.  At first, each picture evokes the warmth of a Rockwell painting, but if you look 

closely, each person, in each picture, is staring into a different phone.   

What’s the most important moment? Who’s the most important person?  What do we 

miss when, in the presence of people we love, we cannot go 20 seconds without 

checking a phone? How important can anybody be to us, if we are that easily distracted 

away from them?  

I think now of those moments at bedside.  I think about those family hugs, and 

expressions of love, and forgiveness. No one is distracted.  No one is pining for the 

past, or wishing today and tomorrow would evaporate so they can finally get to the good 

times. No one is checking their stock portfolios online. Those moments teach us that 

what expands the human heart is our very presence and our expressions of love and 

connection.  It’s taking the time to intuit what another person is feeling, needing, and it’s 

being vulnerable with someone who accepts us, embraces us, needs us, and can give 

us strength.  

 

Such images of the end of life beg the question: If all you had is today, what would you 

reach for?  A screen or a human hand?  And because all we know we have is today, we 

need to ask: who do I need to call, to see, today?  Who needs me now?  Who needs 

and deserves my apology?  Who needs to hear these words from me: You matter to 

me.  I love you. Who do you need to tell: I’m really sorry, let’s try to put the past behind 

us. Let’s try again.  Who do you need to draw close to you, now?    

Rav Yonah taught in The Gates of Repentence, “One is obligated to exert himself to the 

full depths of his very soul on behalf of another person……This is one of the most 

crucial and important things that a person is called upon to do in life.” It means 

reframing our expectations in our relationships. Instead of judging, and focusing on how 

they disappointed us or what we deserve from them, it means asking: What does she 

need from me? And what can I do to make his life easier, better?  

The promise of the holy days is both as simple and as obvious as Tolstoy’s questions, 

and more importantly, his answers. You may have been hurt, you may feel stuck or 

afraid, but it is important to recognize, as the Shehechiyanu teaches us, that there is 

something glorious, something miraculous, about being alive, about being here, right 

now. Feel that miracle and use it to bring a bit more closeness, a bit more love, a feel bit 

more joy because you spread joy.  So this year, let’s hold on to right now, with the 

people who matter, present with each other, good to each other, kind to each other. 
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