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Yom Kippur 5777 
The Bucket List 

A few weeks ago a 102-year-old Missouri woman named Edie Simms was arrested. The police 
came to the local senior center and, in front of all her stunned elderly friends, served her with 
an arrest warrant. They handcuffed her, put her in their cruiser, and, sirens blaring, they sped 
off. What had Edie Simms done?   

Absolutely nothing. It turns out it she had never been arrested before and she just wanted to 
cross it off her bucket list. When she was asked later if she had enjoyed her experience, she 
said: “Oh yes, handcuffs and all.”  

The idea of creating bucket lists of things that we want to do before we die has really 
permeated our culture. It may have gotten its start from the 2007 movie about two men who 
meet in a hospital room, make their lists, and set off on a road trip to see and do everything on 
them. 

Now, you can go on Amazon and find books recommending 1000 places to see before you die, 
and 100 more places to see before you die, books listing 1,000 dishes to eat before you die, and 
many other similar volumes. 

There are websites which list must do things that we all should experience before it is too late, 
experiences like hang-gliding, undersea diving, and stomping on newly harvested grapes. 

Some people’s bucket lists include exploits that are extremely perilous. In his first- hand 
account of participating in the ill-fated expedition to Mount Everest in 1996 that claimed the 
lives of eight people, John Krakauer writes about two of them who perished on the mountain.   

One was a man with almost no previous mountaineering experience, just a burning desire to 
stand on the highest point on earth before he died. The other was an experienced mountaineer 
who was seeking to achieve her goal of joining the elite group who had reached the tops of the 
highest peaks on all seven continents. 

Most of us don’t have ambitions to do things that are quite so risky. But all of us most likely 
have some day lists tucked away in our minds.  

 One day, I will see a game in every major ball park in the country.  

 One day, I hope to learn to speak another language.  

 One day, I will gaze on the Taj Mahal, run a marathon, hike the Appalachian Trail, or 
stand on a glacier.  

We dream about these things and wonder if we can do them before it is too late.  

Still, I think there is a big difference between this and creating a bucket list and  setting out to 
methodically check off as many items we can before we die. 
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The Philosophy of the Bucket List vs. The Meaning of Yom Kippur 

It seems to me that acting this way epitomizes a philosophy of life that sees its main purpose 
here on earth as merely gathering as many experiences as we can while we still have the ability 
to do so. 

This feels like a very hedonistic and superficial approach to living.  

Surely we have been given the gift of life for some greater purpose than just to rack up cool 
experiences.   

Judaism rejects asceticism. The Torah teaches that we should lead joyful lives, fully enjoying all 
that the world that God has given us has to offer. The Jerusalem Talmud even imagines that we 
will have to account to our Creator for all the legitimate pleasures of this world we have 
missed.  

Still, our tradition insists that we lead lives that aren’t primarily devoted to our own enjoyment. 

One way of thinking about the reason that we have come together today is that we are taking a 
kind of bucket list challenge. Yom Kippur does force us to confront the uncomfortable truth 
that our time on earth is limited. The coming year may bring us blessing or tragedy, a new 
beginning, or the abrupt end of our lives. 

Today, we are challenged to think deeply about how best to use the time we are granted—no 
matter how brief or long—in ways that truly matter. The Yom Kippur liturgy embodies the 
revolutionary idea that God, the awesome force that is at the heart of all existence, demands 
that we do something with our lives.  

God is waiting for us to turn our hearts towards God and repair our relationships with God and 
with each other. We are spiritual creatures put here to cultivate our minds, grow our souls and 
help to repair and perfect the world. 

The Four Lessons of Yom Kippur: The First Lesson 

As we sit here today formulating our bucket list for the next year and beyond, I think that there 
are four lessons that Yom Kippur can teach us about the kinds of things that they should 
include. 

The first is that on this day, God is called Melech Chafetz Chaim, the King Who Desires Life, and 
that king expects us to value the lives of others. I think this means that it is more important to 
cultivate relationships than to collect experiences, real relationships that will endure long after 
the memories of our adventures fade away.  

Earlier this year I read a remarkable book entitled When Breath Becomes Air. It was written by 
a young neurosurgery resident named Paul Kalanithi.  

Dr. Kalanithi was absolutely brilliant. He went to Stanford, then Cambridge. After that, before 
deciding to go to medical school, he considered getting a PhD in Literature. He chose medicine 
and worked relentlessly to master one of its most difficult and exacting specialties, 
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neurosurgery, a field where the stakes are incredibly high. One small error, one slip of a few 
millimeters can destroy a person’s personality, or take his life. 

Dr. Kalanithi was totally devoted to his work, expecting that later on he would have time for 
other things. That wasn’t meant to be. 

He writes about excruciating pain that wouldn’t go away, and then learning the shocking 
diagnosis that he had an incurable cancer already at Stage Four.  

He tells of his struggle to keep working as long as he could, and the difficulties of making the 
transition from physician to patient. How hard it was to step back and surrender his care to 
someone else. 

The thing that moved me the most about this remarkable memoir, one that I hope everyone 
will read, is how he talked about relationships, especially the one with his devoted wife, Lucy, 
who was there with him every step of the way.  When it was clear he wouldn’t survive, they 
decided that they would have a baby together using sperm that he had frozen when he learned 
of his illness.  

While they were considering it, Lucy asked him if it wouldn’t be more painful for him to die 
knowing that he would never see his child grow up. He responded by saying, “Yes, it will. And 
that is why I want us to do this.” 

Paul was still writing the book when he died. He was 37-years-old. His book was lovingly 
completed by Lucy and is dedicated to their daughter, Cady.  

Dr. Kalanithi knew what it was to be a Chafetz Chaim. His brief career was dedicated to saving 
life, and his last wish was to pass the gift of life on to a child he would never know. 

The Second Lesson 

The second thing that Yom Kippur has to teach us has to do with the regularity of this holiday 
and all of the other holidays of the year in the Jewish calendar. While our tradition encourages 
us to explore the world, it consistently privileges the familiar over the novel. Our holidays are 
always the same. They have been celebrated for thousands of years, coming reliably year after 
year. That is part of why they are so meaningful. Each year they stay the same, but we change. 
They become a way of marking the seasons of our lives and deepening our connections with 
the ones we love. 

How many of us remember going to shul with our zaydes and bubbies?  

How many have sat at the Seder table, listening with hearts overflowing to our children and 
grandchildren singing mah nishtana for the first time?  

My mother passed away earlier this year just before Chanukah. When I was at her house last 
month, I noticed the menorah that we lit every year when I was a child. Suddenly, my heart was 
flooded with memories of taking turns with my sister lighting the candles, our singing the 
blessing together in the darkened room, seeing the light reflected in my mother’s face. 
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My favorite prayer is the Shehecheyanu. While it has become customary to say it to mark many 
joyous occasions, it was originally said as we came back again to a holiday each year. We 
recited it when we sounded the shofar last week and after Kol Nidre last night. In just a few 
words, it conveys our profound gratitude that we have been able to celebrate once again, 
blessing God who has kept us in life and sustained us to reach this moment. 

The Third Lesson 

The third thing that this day has to teach us is that living a life of meaning involves doing more 
than enjoying ourselves: it means helping others. This idea is at the core of the unetana tokef 
prayer which reflects on all the bad things that can befall us in the coming year and concludes 
that Torah, Teshuva and Gemilut Chasadim are the best response to all of them. In a sense, 
they are all part of the same thing. The Torah teaches us to love others as we love ourselves, 
Teshuva requires us to redirect our lives onto the path of righteousness and goodness, and 
Gemilut Chasadim is performing acts of kindness to others. 

So many people find real meaning in their lives by helping other people. I know someone who 
comes to minyan most mornings and then rushes off to volunteer at a hospital. Some of our 
members find meaning in growing food that we donate to a soup kitchen. Others serve the 
community in other ways. All of them have the same experience: what I get out of helping is far 
more than I give. 

The book of Ecclesiastes contains the surprising statement that it is better to go to a house of 
mourning than a house of feasting. This is something that many of us understand. Going to a 
Shiva house, sitting with the family, sharing their sorrow, comforting them by our presence and 
through our words is not only healing for them; it is deeply meaningful for us. As we embrace 
them and listen to them talk about the person they have lost, we feel a deep sense that we are 
doing what God put us here to do. 

The Fourth Lesson 

The final lesson of our tradition that I want to share today is the profound insight that real 
happiness comes from appreciating the gifts we already have. 

I spoke about my mother earlier. I keep thinking about her today, how I would call her after 
Yom Kippur each year to ask how her fast went, and talk about the holiday. In a few minutes, I 
will be say Yizkor for her for the first time on Yom Kippur, and two weeks later come to the end 
of my eleven months of saying Kaddish in her memory. 

My mom wasn’t a person who had a bucket list. She lived a very quiet life ever since she was 
divorced from my dad many years ago. She never moved out of the house I grew up in, and 
kept my room pretty much the same as when I left it. In recent years, she seldom went out of 
the house. She had a weak heart and was very frail. She ate kosher Meals on Wheels, and 
looked forward to being with my sister, who spent every weekend with her, and spending time 
with me when I could come. I used to call her almost every day. I still catch myself feeling the 
urge to pick up the phone. 
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By most people’s standards, my mom lived a very limited life. But she didn’t seem to mind. On 
her last birthday, we had a cake with some candles. After she blew them out, there was a 
beautiful smile on her face.  She said, “Eighty-eight years. I never would have imagined it.” 

One of the last times I saw her, I asked her if she was happy. She said she that was. Then she 
said, “I look out the window and see the seasons change; I watch the birds and squirrels. 
Sometimes a deer comes up on my lawn.”  

“Yes, I am really very happy.” 

My mother was a very wise woman. She knew what really mattered in life. 

The Promise of Yom Kippur 

Later today, we will come back for Neilah, the last service of this very long day. Every year I 
read the same thing to begin the service. It was written many years ago by Rabbi Milton 
Steinberg.  It goes like this: 

The word Neilah, means the locking of a gate. In ancient days, as long as the sun shone, the 
gates of the Temple were kept open. But at nightfall, the gates were locked. From then on, no 
one could enter or leave. Later, the word Neilah was applied to the last service of Yom Kippur. 
For in this day, the Jew saw a spiritual gate, an entranceway to a new relationship with God, an 
opportunity to change, to begin again. 

In our lives, many gates open before us and close behind us. Each year has been such a gate, 
and, as the years have come and gone, gates have opened and shut. No power or prayer can 
reopen a gate which has swung shut. It is sealed forever. 

 

But a new gate has just opened before us. It beckons to us with wondrous gifts. It offers us 
minutes, hours, days. How will we use these precious gifts? 

Let us answer Rabbi Steinberg’s question by seeking out new experiences, but also by imbuing 
our lives with meaning, by deepening our relationships with God and each other, giving priority 
to all that recurs regularly in our lives, perfecting the world and cultivating gratitude and 
appreciation for all that God has given us.    

And for this, let us say Amen. 


