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Heroes

In thirty-one years as a rabbi, I’ve heard a lot of Jewish jokes. In fact, by now I thought I’d heard
them all. Imagine my surprise to discover I’d missed one of the classics. My guess is you’ve
heard it.

It concerns Hayyim Yankel Pinsky, who immigrated to America from Poland in the early 1900s.
He’d asked a friend what a good American name would be and was told, “Sam Cohen. Still
Jewish, but very American.” So, after glimpsing the promising torch of the Statue of Liberty as
the boat carrying him to freedom approached New York harbor, Hayyim Yankel disembarked at
Ellis Island and was now walking up a long staircase leading to the immigration office. With
every step, Hayyim Yankel repeated to himself, “Sam Cohen, Sam Cohen, Sam Cohen.” At the
top of the stairway, thoroughly winded from the walk and from carrying his luggage, he was
caught off guard as a large, imposing immigration officer suddenly called out in a booming
voice, “Name?” Completely flustered, Hayyim Yankel stammered, “Shoyn fargesin,” which is
Yiddish, for “I’ve forgotten.” But the immigration officer didn’t know that and replied, “Very
good. Welcome, Sean Ferguson, to the United States of America!”

Although I’d never heard the joke before, I quickly discovered that it’s all over the internet, often
told as a family anecdote for how Sean or Shane got their name. But in actuality, scholars have
found no evidence that officials at Ellis Island ever changed anyone’s name. In fact, if a name
had been changed, it probably happened at the point of departure in Europe where identification
papers were not as closely inspected. Upon an immigrant’s arrival to America, agents usually
worked off the ship manifests, confirming and copying names directly from there.

Those in our own families who first immigrated to America may not have been famous in any
history books, but they were giants in ours. The gift of freedom and liberty that they presented to
us is incomparably precious. Our gratitude, even generations later, is colossal and eternal. When I
sometimes ask groups to share the name of a hero, the family members who made that overseas
journey to start a new life in America, it is their names that I frequently hear.

We’re living in a moment where we wake up each day to news that assaults our sense of basic
human decency. North Korean nuclear proliferation, frightening us in ways we haven’t felt since
the Doomsday Clock registered at three minutes to midnight in the 1980s (the clock currently
stands at two minutes to midnight). The genocide against the Rohingya in Myanmar, with at least
10,000 presumed murdered and 700,000 refugees fleeing to nearby Bangladesh. Children torn
away from their parents who’ve been arrested for trying to find refuge here in America, hundreds
of whom have yet to be reunited with their moms and dads, and many more likely suffering what
may very well be lifelong trauma from the forced separation.



I could of course go on. But I don’t actually want to talk about despair and hopelessness. Rosh
Hashanah is about new beginnings, hayom harat olam – the birthday of the world. I want to
discuss starting again in the face of challenge and doubt, and to ward off despair and
hopelessness. This morning, I want to share the stories that keep me hopeful, hoping that perhaps
they can help you to do the same.

This is a sermon about heroes. It began taking shape back in April when I saw the movie, The
Greatest Showman. I need you to understand that I’m a storyteller. For me, a story doesn’t need
to have actually happened for there to be truth in it – something real, something essential for me
to learn and to try and incorporate into how I live. The Greatest Showman is the fictionalized
story of P.T. Barnum and how he created the greatest show on earth. Although the real P.T.
Barnum was likely not a champion of tolerance and diversity, displaying his human oddities
strictly for personal gain, the film has him truly caring about finding a place where those who’d
been cast out and labeled by society as freaks could earn a living wage and find a modicum of
dignity. The story, which portrayed a big tent that welcomed all regardless of economic or social
position, reminded me that at that very moment, just outside the movie theater, small minds with
even smaller hearts were battening down the flaps of America’s tent. Getting lost in The Greatest
Showman’s world offered momentary respite, but also reminded me of the work I needed to be
doing once I returned home.

I’m a big believer in the butterfly effect, the power of one individual to change the world through
small, but kind acts. Jainism is a religion that believes deeply in living a life that requires no
other being to suffer in the pursuit of our own survival. In Jainism, the smallest kindness from
one person to another powers the karmic cycle that can bring blessing to those who have elected
to live by this principle. 

I love that concept. The classic Jewish teaching, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,”
parallels this idea, even, so the rabbis tell us, pushing us to be responsive to the needs of others
regardless of whether or not we love ourselves. My own self-loathing, our rabbis insist, doesn’t
give me permission to unleash that loathing on others. In the presence of any living being, I’m
responsible for conducting myself with decency and goodwill. Period.

Which brings me to James Comey’s book, A Higher Loyalty. I know temperatures can run high
around this former director of the FBI, variously charged with throwing the election to Donald
Trump when he released a statement two weeks before the election that he was reopening the
investigation into Hillary Clinton’s emails, while also being villainized for investigating
collusion between Russia and the Donald Trump presidential campaign. In James Comey, there’s
something for everybody to hate.

But his book, A Higher Loyalty, describes Comey’s vision for living a life of ethics and integrity.
Even if you consider it a work of fiction, his words are still powerful and inspiring. Comey
describes an upbringing in which lessons were consistently instilled in him about the value of
truth, of a willingness to learn from mistakes, of confidence tempered by humility, toughness
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tempered by kindness, and of leading by example rather than out of fear. 

So much of Comey’s book appealed to me, especially at this moment in American history.
“Integrity and truth-telling,” he writes, “can be modeled in powerful ways, shaping cultures of
honesty, openness, and transparency. Ethical leaders can mold a culture by their words and, more
important, by their actions. Unfortunately, the inverse is also true. Dishonest leaders have the
same ability to shape a culture, by showing their people dishonesty, corruption and deception. A
commitment to integrity and a higher loyalty to truth are what separate the ethical leader from
those who just happen to occupy leadership roles.”

I admit I am confused by James Comey. I do not claim to know what kind of person he truly is.
But whether he lives or doesn’t live by the words he has written, he has imparted a message that
is good and urgent. I want to live by these words. I want to live ethically and honestly, and loyal
to a higher purpose than any immediate emotional or financial need.

James Comey is human. So was P.T. Barnum. And so are you and I. I doubt there is anyone in
this tent who can write down our highest ideals and demonstrate that we have been 100% faithful
to them. But being human, we can learn from our own mistakes and from those of others. We can
also learn from those moments — perhaps too-brief, or perhaps lived across a lifetime — when
we and they got it right, adhering to the highest principles that respect life and even improve it.

I’m not actually sure how anybody lives, but there are indicators that make a person stand out.
And with perfection being such an elusive idea, I’d rather admire someone who’s got some of the
right stuff than admire no one at all.

So I prepared a short list. Just a few people who have earned my admiration because they
touched my heart and informed the way I try to live.

First, there’s Shirlene Stoven. Shirlene lives in a manufactured home. You and I would call her
neighborhood a trailer park. But for those who can only afford a piece of the American Dream
that arrives behind a Mac truck, that’s her neighborhood. And the thing about owning a
manufactured home is that while you own the home, you only rent the land that it sits on. And
while perhaps once upon a time these living spaces could be considered mobile, today, to try and
move a manufactured home once it’s been installed pretty much renders it unusable, which is
why, at best, we can call them immobile homes. 

So when the owner of the land beneath Shirlene’s home and those of her fifty neighbors
announced he had sold the property and everyone had to move, Shirlene reached out to ROC
USA. ROC stands for “resident-owned communities.” Four years later, Shirlene and her
neighbors secured the four-and-a-half million dollars in loans that they needed to purchase the
land. Today, they are the joint owners not only of their homes but of the land beneath them.

Because of this, Shirlene Stoven has become one of my heroes. In a world that rarely stops to
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take care of the little guy, she found a way to make that happen. And for fifty families that aren’t
able to own a piece of the American Dream like you or me, she found a way to organize her
community and to make that dream happen for all of them together.

Then there’s Hans Jorgen Wiberg, founder of a phone app called Be My Eyes. This miraculous
piece of software has one goal: to connect seeing individuals with those who are visually
impaired and help them see things. So if you like helping in small but important ways, Be My
Eyes is for you. My smartphone has rung three times with Be My Eyes on the other end. Here’s
how it works. Someone needs help seeing something. Could be the label on a box, the writing on
a prescription, wanting to match a shirt with a tie, or any of a million other tiny but sometimes
really important acts that benefit from having a pair of working eyeballs. The individual presses
the icon for Be My Eyes and ten phones ring, selected at random by time zone and language. The
first volunteer to pick up speaks with the caller in order to help. There are currently 90,000 blind
and low vision individuals using the Be My Eyes app, and nearly two million volunteers in 150
countries speaking 180 languages.

Because of this, Hans Jorgen Wiberg has become one of my heroes. Ellen’s mother and other
members of her family have had to live with retinitis pigmentosa, a degenerative disease that
over the years can rob a person of their sight, so this little mitzvah is near and dear to my heart. I
love that it’s so easy to join – download the app, register, wait for a call. Is it changing the world?
Well, helping out 90,000 people is nothing to shake a stick at. Hans Jorgen Wiberg made it
possible, and made it easy.

Then there’s Jose Andrés. A year ago, when Hurricane Maria struck Puerto Rico, it caused $90
billion in damage, and left millions without electricity or running water. Only five days after the
rains, along came Andrés, a Spanish-American chef who, in 2011, was named Outstanding Chef
of the Year by the James Beard Foundation, and this year, 2018, was named their Humanitarian
of the Year. Here’s why. In the wake of Hurricane Maria and all the obstacles to providing
assistance, with most residents lacking power and water, Andrés put in place a network of
kitchens, supply chains, and delivery services that eventually served more than 2.2 million meals.
The New York Times reported that no other agency (including the Red Cross, the Salvation
Army, and even the United States government itself!) fed more people fresh food in the aftermath
of that storm.

Jose Andrés has become one of my heroes. Besides how much good a single individual was able
to do, I’m frankly blown away that someone could even set foot on that island last October and
put in place everything needed in order to feed those people. But it’s not the volume of his efforts
that made this impression on me; it’s Jose Andrés’ passion and his motivation to get out there
and help.

Heroes are people who seem larger than life to us. We admire them so much, but not because of
their fame or celebrity; they display a level of human goodness that is simply stunning. 
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One more example. Charlie asked me to share this one. Hope for Paws is an animal rescue
organization based in Los Angeles. Eldad Hagar and his team travel cross-country and even
across oceans to save abandoned, endangered dogs and cats. I often take a break from my work to
watch one or two of the videos they’ve made of their rescues, and I always end up in tears and a
richer man for having donated to support their work.

Who are your heroes? What people have touched your soul in an indelible way? Whose stories
do you share with others? Heroes can show up anywhere, not just online or in the news. They can
work their magic at your place of business, at your school, in your neighborhood, maybe even at
the grocery store. 

What defines who these people are? New York Times columnist David Brooks, in an article
entitled “What Moral Heroes Are Made Of,” enumerates traits that he sees as common to those
we regard as moral heroes:

• They don’t overthink their choices.
• They don’t think what they do is extraordinary.
• They don’t feel like they’re tirelessly performing acts of self-sacrifice.
• They’re constantly in motion, looking for the next thing they can do.
• Personal hardship doesn’t shut them down, but tends to expand their work.
• They are usually part of a dedicated team.
• They are insanely optimistic.
• And perhaps most important of all, at some point they learned all of this from someone else.

This morning, we’ve read what is perhaps Judaism’s most unsettling story, The Binding of Isaac.
For countless generations, we’ve wondered why such a story was included in our Torah. Why
would God require such a sacrifice? Why would Abraham so easily offer up his son?

We don’t know the answers to these questions. But what we’ve been taught through the ages is
that we are not a people who cast off our children. We are not a people who cast off anybody.
Being human, we may struggle with what that means, but at the end of the day this is what we
teach our children: Don’t hurt others. Don’t act blindly in pursuit of a dream. Don’t listen to
voices, no matter how highly you regard them, if what they are asking of you is inconsistent with
the values you’ve been taught.

These are the lessons we choose to find in this morning’s Torah reading, regardless of what it
might have originally meant. We are, and have always been, a people that looks for high ideals
wherever we can find them. We pull them from our Torah. We learn them from movies that
aren’t true but that share truth. And we find them in the values others have tried to live by, even
if they’ve fallen short.

One last hero: Mister Rogers. I never much cared for his TV show. It just didn’t move fast
enough for me. But Fred Rogers? When it came to respecting people’s dignity, no one moved
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faster. He taught children the simple but vital lesson that “you’re special just the way you are.”
When the civil rights era saw African-Americans being ejected from neighborhood swimming
pools, Fred Rogers filmed a segment where he and a black cast member soaked their feet
together. When evangelical pastors, knowing Mister Rogers was an ordained minister himself,
pushed for him to denounce homosexuality, he told them, “God loves you just as you are.” 

Everyone can be a hero. We just have to keep our minds and our hearts open, so that when we
see a moment where someone needs to step up, we can be that person. Hayyim Yankel Pinsky
couldn’t remember the name he had chosen for himself. In fact, Jewish tradition says that each of
us has three names: the one our parents gave us, the one we call ourselves, and ... the name that
our deeds have earned for us. 

Avinu Malkeynu ... in this New Year, help us to see the world in a new light, to understand that
opportunities to do good abound, and that we need only find it in our hearts to want to help. May
we use these Days of Awe to look deeply within, to gently fan the flames of holy goodness, to
reenter our lives with renewed hope and determination, filled with the understanding that our
deeds earn us at least one of our names, and that for someone, that name can be “hero.”

Ken y’hee ratzon ... may these words be worthy of coming true.

Closing words
In A Higher Loyalty, James Comey writes, “Imagine you are at the end of your life. From that
vantage point, the smoke of striving for recognition and wealth is cleared. Houses, cars, awards
on the wall – who cares? You are about to die. Who do you want to have been?” 

Avinu Malkeinu ... Heavenly Parent ... we are so grateful to have this time, these High Holy Days,
to ponder such questions. May we find the needed answers for these difficult times. May we find
renewed devotion to the ideals taught to us by our ancestors, by our parents, and by the teachers
who appear in so many guises throughout our lives.

When our final chapter nears its conclusion, may we have been people who, as Comey writes,
“used [our] abilities to help those who needed it — the weak, the struggling, the frightened, the
bullied. Standing for something. Making a difference.” 

May our third name, the one earned by our deeds, reflect the kindnesses that we’ve freely given
to others every day of our lives.
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