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A rabbi is lying on his deathbed.  His wisest disciple kneels be-

side the old rabbi, the second-wisest behind him, the third-wisest 

behind, and so on, down the length of  the bed, into the hall, 

down the stairs, and out into the street where the simplest stu-

dent is at the back of  the line. 

The wisest student leans over and in a soft, reverent voice asks, 

“Great Rabbi, before you go to be with God, please tell us:  

What is the meaning of  life?” 

The rabbi raises his head a little, slowly opens his eyes, draws a 

rattling breath, and with great effort says, “Life... Life is... is 

like... a river.”  He shuts his eyes, dropping his head back onto 

the pillow. 

The wisest student turns to the student behind him and says, 

“The Rabbi says life is like a river!”  That student turns to the 



one behind him and repeats this wisdom, and so on and so forth, 

out of  the room, down the hall, down the stairs, and outside to 

the end of  the line, until the second-simplest student turns to the 

simplest and says “The Rabbi says life is like a river!” 

The simplest student, realizing he has no one to tell, contem-

plates it silently.  After a moment, he taps the student ahead of  

him on the shoulder and says “Excuse me, but... why is life like a 

river?” 

This message gets passed up to the front of  the line, until the 

second-wisest whispers in the wisest student’s ear: “Moishe wants 

to know why life is like a river.”  The wisest student leans over 

the Rabbi and again, soft and reverently, he said, “Great Rabbi, 

your students have brought forth a question!  Please, O wise one, 

tell us:  why is life like a river?” 

The old rabbi raises his head again, slowly opens his eyes, draws 

another rattling breath, and says... “Okay, so it’s not like a 

river….” 



The Bible says, “There is nothing new under the sun.”  It’s cer-

tainly true for Jewish jokes.   

It may also be true for Jewish wisdom.  Maybe life is like a river 

after all.  The passage that begins the Book of  Ecclesiastes—the 

one that teaches that “there is nothing new under the sun”—

goes like this: 

Utter futility!   

	 Everything is futile. 

What do people gain from all their labors 

    at which they toil under the sun? 

Generations come and generations go, 

    but the earth remains forever. 

The sun rises and the sun sets, 

    and hurries back to where it rises. 



The wind blows to the south 

    and turns to the north; 

round and round it goes, 

    ever returning on its course. 

All rivers flow to the sea, 

    yet the sea is never full. 

To the place from which the rivers come, 

    there they return again. 

The wise old rabbi was right.  Life is like a river.  Our days wind 

on, propelled by an unseen gravity.  Sometimes our journey me-

anders unhurriedly; other times it hurtles forward in a terrifying 

cascade.   

Some places along the way, life bends with unexpected grace 

around an imposing rock; elsewhere it shatters into droplets at 

an unbidden dip in the riverbed.   

Some rivers merge with other streams, give rise to tributaries; 

others chart a solitary voyage.  All along the way they gash the 



earth, wear smooth its stones, leave residual oxbows and valleys, 

sometimes even canyons.   

Eventually, though,  

	 All rivers flow to the sea, 

   	 	  yet the sea is never full. 

	 To the place from which the rivers come, 

    	 	 there they return again. 

Ever flowing, ever fleeting—that’s the river of  life. 

Yom Kippur demands that we wade into these waters, that we 

grapple with impermanence, the transitory nature of  all that is.  

Everything you have ever seen or touched; everyone you have 

ever known; everywhere you have ever visited or imagined:  it all 

comes to an end.   

Those who are masters of  life know this to be true.  Observing 

the golden tinge of  leaves in earliest springtime, a color so fleet-



ing we might miss it if  we look but a day too late, Robert Frost 

wrote: 

Nature’s first green is gold,  

Her hardest hue to hold.  

Her early leafs a flower;  

But only so an hour.  

Then leaf  subsides to leaf.  

So Eden sank to grief,  

So dawn goes down to day.  

Nothing gold can stay.   

This is Nature’s unyielding law.  Nothing of  us or in us is per-

manent.  We change every moment.  Even as we live we die.   

Old cells in our bodies die and new ones are born every mo-

ment.  The Greek philosopher Heraclitus observed that a man 

can never enter the same river twice because he is not the same 

man, and it is not the same river. 



Buddhists teach that we must, therefore, detach ourselves from 

the concerns of  this world, for to attach ourselves to that which 

is impermanent is to invite suffering.  

Many years ago I observed a group of  Tibetan monks who had 

traveled to the Chicago Art Museum to create and exhibit a 

mandala, a magnificent arrangement of  brightly colored sand in 

intricate patterns on a large disc.  The process takes up to two 

weeks.  They worked in shifts, breaking only for food and sleep.  

Upon completion, the monks carried it to Lake Michigan where 

they ceremonially destroyed it. 

Nothing gold can stay. 

Yom Kippur is the ultimate Jewish acknowledgment of  imper-

manence.   

On Yom Kippur we refrain from food and drink and procreation 

and material pleasures, all the trappings of  the physical world 

that will some day crumble into dust, that we can’t take with us 

when we go.   



On Yom Kippur we ask ourselves what we would do if  we knew 

it would come to an end in a day or a week or a month or some 

time before next Yom Kippur.   

On Yom Kippur we look death in the eye.   

On Yom Kippur we remember our dead.  Not incidentally, the 

way we do when passing his or her empty chair at the kitchen 

table, but deliberately, ritually, prayerfully.  

They were parents, brothers, sisters, sons and daughters.  They 

had friends, some of  whom they trusted more than family.  Their 

deaths leave holes in the universe that no one else can fill.  We 

see their faces still, hear their laughter, feel their hands grasping 

ours.  But they are not here.  

Nothing gold can stay. 

Nothing. 



Still, something’s missing.  Could we not find some comforting, 

authentically Jewish response to impermanence, one Jewish re-

sponse to the ever-transient river of  life? 

I have searched the traditional literature, the Torah and Talmud 

and Midrash, the codes of  law and compendia of  lore; I’ve read 

prayers and poems, consulted the wisdom of  rabbis living and 

long gone. 

And I found the answer in the musical Hamilton, which Kelly and 

I saw in January. 

In case you haven’t seen it, and are jealous that we scored our 

tickets early the previous summer, I will inform you that for us, 

Hamilton did not live up to the hype.   

It exceeded it.   

Let me add insult to injury by sharing a spoiler:  At the end of  

the show, Hamilton dies, felled by a bullet fired by rival Aaron 

Burr in an ill-fated duel.  Hamilton was 49 years old. 



In the final song, George Washington comes out of  retirement to 

sing these words: 

Let me tell you what I wish I’d known 

When I was young and dreamed of  glory 

You have no control: 

Who lives  

Who dies 

Who tells your story? 

The entire company assembles around him, joining in the cho-

rus: 

Who lives  

Who dies 

Who tells your story? 

In the end, Hamilton’s widow Eliza gets the final word.  She lives 

fifty years more and tells her late husband’s story.  She re-orga-



nizes all of  Alexander’s letters, papers, and writings with the help 

of  her son, John Church Hamilton, persevering through many 

setbacks in getting his biography published.  So devoted to 

Alexander’s writings was Eliza that she wore a small package 

around her neck containing the pieces of  a sonnet which he 

wrote for her during the early days of  their marriage.  Much to 

the benefit of  a world now more than two centuries removed 

from his lifetime, she tells his story. 

This is, it seems to me, one Jewish response to the problem of  

impermanence.  Yes, we have no control who lives, who dies.  

The river of  life flows on and on.  Good people come and good 

people go.  Nothing gold can stay.   

But all is not utter futility. 

Because each of  us leaves behind a story, and we leave behind 

people to tell it.   

Now, we don’t get to choose who tells our story. 



They do.   

They who live after us.  They who knew us.  Who loved us.  

Who came into the world because of  us.  Who worked with us.  

Who befriended us.  Who were instructed by us.  Who were in-

spired by us. 

They tell our story.   

It makes us wonder:  What kind of  story do we write with our 

lives? 

We get to be storytellers, too.  For to fulfill the meaning of  Yizkor 

is to tell the story our dead cannot tell for themselves.   

To be a Jew is to tell the stories of  those who came and went be-

fore us.  Is this not Torah? 



Let me tell you what I wish I’d known 

When I was young and dreamed of  glory 

You have no control: 

Who lives  

Who dies 

Who tells your story? 

Who tells your story?


