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I do not know how many of you have ever been to a retirement planning seminar. I attended a 
retirement seminar this past spring – because the day will come when I will be eating dinner at 
four in the afternoon. Right in the middle of that seminar, during a presentation on finances, I 
had the ultimate Yom Kippur moment.  

I was sitting next to a colleague, a classmate of mine from rabbinical school. “Are there any 
questions?” the presenter asked. She raised her hand. 

“Yes,” she said. “I have a question. How do you know how much money you need for 
retirement?” 

The presenter looked at her for what seemed like an eternity.  

“It’s really quite simple,” he said.  

“How long do you plan to live?” 

 Boom. 

“It’s really quite simple. How long do you plan to live?” 

The Psalmist put it this way: “Teach us to number our days, that we might acquire a heart of 
wisdom.” 

OK. I am ready. I am numbering my days.  

How do I get that heart of wisdom? 

I turned to two books.  

The first is the recent book by the New York Times columnist, David Brooks – The Second 
Mountain. 

This is what David has to teach us – and it is simultaneously simple and profound.  

There are two mountains in life. 

The first mountain in life is the mountain that we might call the mountain of success. 

This is what David says:  

On the first mountain, we have to perform certain life tasks: establish an identity, separate 
from our parents, cultivate our talents, build a secure ego, and try to make a mark in the 
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world. People climbing that first mountain spend a lot of time thinking about reputation 
management. They are always keeping score. How do I measure up? Where do I rank? 

Here is another way to put it. The first mountain – the first part of life -- is about accumulating 
what David Brooks has called the resume virtues – the virtues that require drive, ambition, 
and individualism.  

But, then, we descend the mountain of success.  

It is time to climb the second mountain – and that is the mountain of soul.  

According to Rav Kook, the first chief rabbi of Palestine, before Israel’s statehood: 

Every soul has a song that it sings. It goes something like this: “This is your path, your 
purpose, your rightful destiny. This is what I brought you into the world to do. Wake up and 
live your life. The world needs your unique contribution. Do it, do it now. Every day that you 
don’t, the world will be lacking, and you will feel empty. 

If the first mountain of success was about the resume virtues, what is the second mountain of 
soul about? 

It is about the eulogy virtues. Those are not the things that appear on your job application. 
Those are not the things that you speak of during the interview. These are not even the things 
that they will say about you at your retirement dinner.  

No. These are the things that the rabbi will say about you at your funeral.  

The voice of the first mountain: Feed your success. That brings you the resume virtues.  

The voice of the second mountain:  Feed your soul. That brings you the eulogy virtues.  

But, how do you do that? How do you feed your soul? 

Which leads me to the second book.  

The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up, by Marie Kondo.  

Marie Kondo’s approach is radically simple. Get rid of anything that isn’t giving you joy. 

Once upon a time, I would have thought that this not only applies to stuff. I would have thought 
that it had to do with people. 

There are people on my contacts list who are no longer my friends. In some cases, they have 
cut me off – usually because of a political disagreement.  

Whenever we pray, at the end of the gevurot prayer, we say: Baruch attah Adonai, mechayeh 
ha-kol. Blessed is Adonai, who gives life to all things.  
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But the traditional version – which also appears in our prayer books for those who want to say 
it – is radically different.  

Baruch attah Adonai, mechayeh ha-meitim. Blessed are You, Adonai, Who brings the dead back 
to life. It is not only about the traditional belief that in messianic days, God will resurrect the 
dead. You are also supposed to say it when you see someone whom you have not seen for an 
entire year (which some of you should be doing right about now).  

When you see each other again, what does it mean? That a relationship that had been dead – 
or that had been in a coma – has now returned to life. It is a miniature resurrection.  

That is why I cannot delete those names. I live with the hope that time and circumstance might 
resurrect those relationships – and that those people might once again bring me joy.  

But, what really got to me about Marie Kondo was not what she had to say about decluttering 
your home, or your workspace, or even your life.  

It was the logical extension of what she was talking about – which my friend and colleague, 
Rabbi Eric Gurvis, refers to as Kondoing your soul. 

The project of Yom Kippur is simply this: 

What is inside my soul that I no longer need? 

And, what will I replace it with? 

Let me tell you about my cleaning project – with the hopes that it will inspire you to do the 
same.  

The first thing that I am trying to Marie Kondo out of my soul is bitterness. In place of 
bitterness – forgiveness.  

A prominent politician and presidential hopeful recently had a heart attack. 

Let us be gracious, whatever our party, and pray for his healing.  

What causes heart attacks? 

Quite often, it is the result of blocked arteries.  

Our tradition knows of a malady called timtum ha’lev -- “a stopped-up heart.”   

It is not about blocked arteries. It is about bitterness residing within us and blocking our hearts 
from truly opening.  

For a variety of unimportant reasons, over the past five years, my brother and I had barely 
spoken. When we did communicate with each other, it was through a series of monosyllabic 
words.  
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When my father was dying, my brother flew down to Florida. We sat with my father, each of us 
holding one of his hands. It was a scene straight out of Genesis. Jacob and Esau tending to their 
aged father, Isaac.  

When my father died, I called my brother. This is what I said to him.  

I have three words for you. I. Forgive. You. We have both suffered long enough. 

If God had given me two souls, I would use one for anger, and the other for forgiveness. But, I 
am not that lucky. God only gave me one soul. So, I have no choice. I have to use that soul for 
forgiveness and love.  

The good news is that my brother and I now speak three times a week. I count that 
achievement as one of the finest of my achievements for the past year.  

The second thing that I am trying to Marie Kondo out of my soul is envy. In place of envy – 
contentment.  

Here, I turn to one of the great Jewish thinkers of our time, the late Mrs. Rose Telushkin -- the 
mother of one of the greatest Jewish writers of our time, Rabbi Joseph Telushkin. 

“The only happy people I know are people that I don’t know well.” 

How true is that! How many people do you know whom, if someone sees them and their lives 
from a distance, seem to have it all? 

But, they don’t. They have holes in their souls.  

Do you know which of the Ten Commandments is the hardest to fulfill? 

The tenth commandment: Lo tachmod – do not covet what your neighbor has.  

Why is it so hard? Because it is about thinking. Try telling someone what not to think.  

The ancient rabbis figured something out. They decided that it was permissible to covet 
something like the something that your friend has. I want a new Tesla – just like Sheldon has. 
They also decided that it was permissible to covet something that your friend has – but not to 
make any moves to take it – which would then violate the commandment against theft.  

My friend, Rabbi David Seth Kirschner, reminds us that there are ten days of repentance 
between Rosh Ha Shanah and Yom Kippur. Ten days – one for each of the ten commandments, 
in order of their appearance.  

Which means that Yom Kippur is the day of the tenth commandment – the commandment 
against coveting. It is the day – today is the day – when we should be ready to fulfill those 
sacred words.  
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When you complete the journey from Rosh ha Shanah to Yom Kippur, you will have completed 
the journey from envy to contentment. 

Or, to put it in the words of the ancient sages: “Who is rich? The one who is content with what 
he or she already has.”  

The third thing that I am trying to Marie Kondo out of my soul is my tendency to be overly 
critical of people. In place of being hypercritical – chesed – what we sometimes call 
grace.  

These are the words of the great Hasidic teacher, Reb Nachman of Bratslav – whom I often 
quote, and who has become a cultural hero in Israel – two centuries after his death.  

You have to judge every person generously. 

Even if you have reason to think that person is completely wicked, 

It's your job to look hard and seek out some bit of goodness, 

Someplace in that person where he is not evil. 

When you find that bit of goodness 

And judge the person that way, 

You may really raise her up to goodness. 

Treating people this way allows them to be restored, 

To come to teshuvah. 

And then, Reb Nachman goes even further.  

All his life, Reb Nachman struggled with that inner darkness that so many of us know. He 
struggled with depression.  

His way of healing depression? Not Paxil. Not Effexor.  

This. Simply this.  

I know what happens when you start examining yourself. 

"No goodness at all," you find. "Just full of sin." 

Watch out for Old Man Gloom, my friend, 

The one who wants to push you down. 

This is one of his best tricks. 

That's why I said: "Now go do it for yourself as well." 
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You too must have done some good 

For someone, sometime. 

Now go look for it!  

But you find it and discover that it too is full of holes. 

You know yourself too well to be fooled: "Even the good things I did," you say, 

"Were all for the wrong reasons.  Impure motives! Lousy deeds!" 

Then keep digging, I tell you, 

Keep digging, 

Because somewhere inside that now tarnished looking mitzvah, 

Somewhere within it there was indeed 

A little bit of good. 

That's all you need to find:  Just the smallest bit: a dot of goodness. 

 

I am giving everyone some homework. Or, rather, shul work.  

In the next 24 hours, I invite you all to think about the following questions: 

What are my eulogy virtues? 

What do I want to Marie Kondo out of my soul? 

What do I want to put in my soul instead? 

If, over the next twenty four hours, you find your stomachs growling with hunger, then let your 
souls growl with hunger as well.  

 


