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Erev Yom Kippur 
5780 

 

The Final Exam: 4 Questions for Sacred Living 

 

 As I walked through the narrow cobble alleys of the Old City in 

Jerusalem, I noticed there was something different in the air. The crisp 

morning air was strangely muted, untroubled by the usual hustle and 

bustle of the human traffic selling their wares, hurriedly on their way to 

prayer or all astir in the presence of ancient ruins. Time stood still and as 

like a magnet, I was pulled by an unseen force towards the kotel; the 

Western Wall, the remaining remnant of the retaining wall that supports 

the temple mount. It is on this mountain that according to tradition, 

Abraham bound Isaac on the altar, and where Solomon built his temple 

and later the second temple stood, where the kohanim and the Levites 

drew near to God and offered sacrifices on behalf of the people. 

 Mesmerized by the blinding sun reflecting off the golden blocks of 

Jerusalem stone I made my way to a crevice in the wall that called my 
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name beckoning me forward, drawing me near, demanding my attention. 

As I peered into the crevice in the wall, I saw a petek, a note left in the 

wall but with the inscription on the outside that read, Acharei 

Mot…k’doshim. Immediately I recognized these words as the names of 

two back to back parashiot, Torah portions in the book of Leviticus. 

Read together, this means, after death…you shall be Holy – kadosh. I 

took a deep breath and asked myself why was I drawn to this spot and 

davka to this scriptural reference? What can this mean? I buried my head 

into the wall, closed my eyes and meditated on the mystery which led 

me to this moment. Then the ancient stories which have heard the 

woeful tales of countless generations, who have soaked up the tears of 

our ancestors for over 2 millennia, who have been beseeched time and 

again to pour out the wisdom of the ages and heap mercy upon 

compassion, these very stories began to speak. I stood in awe and 

amazement, incredulously but undeniably transfixed by the soulful 

import of her words. I took to heart the message conveyed and tonight I 

share with you to the best of my recollection the essence of that uncanny 

encounter with the sublime. 



 
3 

 Acharei Mot…k’doshim t’h’yu – after death you shall be Holy 

really means, spoke the disembodied voice, “on the other side of this life 

as you know it, you will be pressed by the Holy One of all existence to 

give an account of your life – how you lived your life, a kind of final 

exam and if you answer positively and your life’s behavior reflects the 

truth of your testimony then indeed you shall be holy, as I the Lord your 

God am holy.” 

 “Final Exam”, I stammered. Are you kidding me? I had always 

shuddered upon hearing those words with regard to algebra and 

trigonometry, but a final exam on the other side of death, that was just 

too much to hear. Yes, responded the voice from within, a permanent 

record of sorts. But I have a gift to offer you – today I will give you a 

sneak peek at the questions on the exam. If you wish to know what you 

will be asked, listen with all your heart and soul. And if you are able to 

answer honestly and in the affirmative to these 4 questions, indeed you 

will be holy as I Lord your God is holy. Well you can say I was riveted, 

unable to move from that spot. I listened with rapt attention.  
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 The first question you will be asked is: ____________________ 

Did you conduct your business affairs ethically? 

 In other words, were you honest in your business dealings? Did 

you live your life with decency? Did you trust others the way you 

wished to be trusted? Ultimately did you live with integrity? Were you 

able to look yourself in the mirror and like what you saw staring back at 

you? Not your physical form, for that will change from year to year, 

even day to day. But was your core persona ethical and upright? Did 

your moral compass, more often than not, point towards righteousness, 

justice, and moral integrity? Please recognize, adjured the still small 

voice, the first question posed has nothing to do with ritual needs or 

theological beliefs, but rather with human decency. As you have been 

taught, “for brokenness in relationships with God, Yom Kippur can 

atone; but for brokenness in relationships between one human being and 

another, Yom Kippur will not atone until they have mended their 

relationships.” 
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 Cheating, skimping, deceit, and lies distort and disfigure the image 

of the divine which animates the soul of every human being. The mirror 

which reflects our true nature is aptly described in the following poem: 

The Man in the Glass 

When you get what you want in your struggle for self 

And the world makes you king for a day 

Just go to the mirror and look at yourself 

And see what that man has to say. 

 

For it isn’t your father, or mother, or wife 

Whose judgment upon you must pass 

The fellow whose verdict counts most in your life 

Is the one staring back from the glass. 
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He’s the fellow to please – never mind all the rest 

For he’s with you, clear to the end 

And you’ve passed your most difficult, dangerous test 

If the man in the glass is your friend. 

 

You may fool the whole world down the pathway of years 

And get pats on the back as you pass 

But your final reward will be heartache and tears 

If you’ve cheated the man in the glass. 

 

 Self-respect as you can see is ultimately the test of our morality. 

The ability to answer the first question affirmatively is key to living a 

life of holiness. That is not to say that we will be perfect or unblemished, 

but rather that our striving for moral excellence is ongoing and 
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aspirational. Psalm 15 concisely and appropriately reflects this first 

question and defines the answer. 

“O Lord, who shall dwell in Your sanctuary? Who shall abide upon 

Your holy mountain? He who lives with integrity, does what is right and 

speaks the truth in his heart; who has no slander upon his tongue, who 

does no evil to his fellow man, who does not reproach his neighbor. In 

his eyes, a vile person is despised, but he honors those who revere the 

Lord. He takes an oath, even to his own harm, and does not change. He 

does not lend money at usurious interest; he does not take a bribe 

against the innocence. Whoever does these things shall stand firm 

forever” 

The second question to be set before us on our final is 

_________________? _______________________________ 

Did you set aside time for the study of Torah? Here the word 

Torah does not mean Torah in the narrow sense of the word referring to 

the first five books of the bible, but rather to Torah as learning, study, 

and soulful reflection. Socrates taught: “The unexamined life is not 
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worth living.” Study of sacred texts for their own sake and spiritual 

elevation is indeed a worthy endeavor, but for Jews, “Talmud Torah 

k’neged kulam”, the study of Torah is paramount because it leads to the 

potential fulfillment of all the other mitzvot. 

The whole purpose for setting aside time, no, making the time to 

engage with words of Torah can be boiled down to 3 lofty objectives. 

1. To teach us how to be the best versions of ourselves, to refine 

our character, and multiply our virtues 

2. To teach us how to make the world a little better because of the 

positive impact we leave upon it  

3. To enrich our understanding of our Jewish identity by increasing 

our appreciation for the history, culture, and roots of our Jewish 

heritage. 

In other words, Torah is our TAO, our sourcebook, guide, and 

repository of ageless wisdom and ongoing revelation helping us to enjoy 

a life well lived. Did you set aside and fix a time for the study of Torah 
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is the second question to be posed when we cross to the other side in our 

pursuit of holiness. How will you respond but more importantly, how 

will your life’s work reflect the veracity of your testimony? 

The third question on our “final exam” revealed to me at the wall 

asked  ________________________? ___________________________ 

Did you enjoy the pleasures of my world? I stood back from the 

wall, straightened my back, and stared in amazement wondering aloud 

why the Holy One would care if I enjoyed my life. It sounds kind of 

self-indulgent and selfish and yet the more I thought about it, perhaps it 

was the hardest question of them all. In other words, did you take time to 

smell the roses? If the Holy One endowed this world with awesome 

pleasures and we neglect to partake of them then it is as though someone 

gave you a present which you never opened. 

As human beings we are gifted with 5 extraordinary senses to see, 

hear, taste, touch and smell as we interact with the world around us. Did 

you truly concentrate on the sweet sensation of eating a strawberry, or 

really hearken to the sound of a hummingbird or a woodpecker? Did you 
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savor the taste of a really good bottle of wine or stop by the side of the 

road to take in a double rainbow? Did you really appreciate the touch a 

great massage, the tight hug of your youngest child, or the sensual and 

intimate embrace of your soulmate? 

In Judaism, in moderation, we are not only permitted to experience 

the sensual pleasures of life, we are commanded to do so. Perhaps it is 

no accident that the very first mitzvah in the Torah is the commandment 

to procreate, “to be fruitful and multiply”. In fact the exact translation of 

question number 3 is “were you active in being fruitful and did you 

multiply? So while we are taught to channel our urges and employ them 

for healthy and morally appropriate purposes, never has Judaism favored 

celibacy, vows of poverty, or asceticism. Adraba – just the opposite is 

true – hence question #3 on our final exam – Did you enjoy the 

pleasures of my world? – or were you too “busy” making excuses? By 

the way, in case you are too busy, added the voice from within, I gave 

you another gift called Shabbat. Once a week, you have no excuse not to 

have a really good meal, drink some spectacular wine, enjoy the 
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company of family and friends, hear the words of Torah read aloud, 

inhale the fragrant spices and cohabit with the one you love. In fact, on 

Shabbat, it is a double mitzvah! To be Holy is to partake in the divine 

gifts showered freely upon us day by day. 

The ultimate question on the final exam is for sure the hardest to 

answer. Simply put (__________________) Did you look forward to 

redemption of the world? That is to say, did you fulfill the 

commandment not to despair? Did you hope always for the time to 

come, the end of days, the ultimate triumph of good over evil. Or given 

the harsh realities of life, the understandable doubt that accompanies 

pain and suffering, were you able to still say yes to life and the promise 

of something better. Or did you give into cynicism, pessimism, and 

despair? 

I’ll never forget studying with the 20th century Jewish philosopher 

Emile Fackeheim at Hebrew University in Jerusalem when he taught 

that after the Holocaust, we must add a  614th commandment – thou shalt 

not despair! He understood that the ultimate victory we can give to 
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Hitler is for the Jewish people to give up, throw in the towel, and turn 

our backs on our heritage. Instead he echoed the sentiments of Elie 

Wiesel who called us to be ____________, to be prisoners of hope. 

Despite every reason to despair we refuse. That Elijah will yet come, 

that Tikun Olam, repairing our world is not in vain, and that every act of 

Tikun holds within it the power of cosmic proportions, … This is to 

hope for hope’s own sake. Finally the voice from within reminded me it 

is no coincidence that our congregation is aptly named Kol Tikvah – The 

Voice of Hope. 

In fact, hope is the antidote to defy the fear of death. To believe 

that on the other side of death is the possibility of life, albeit unknown to 

the mortal mind, is to be holy as God is holy. Death is not a final 

destination but only a doorway to another reality. This is how the 

holiness of the divine defeats death. Ah, acharei mot…k’doshim t’h’yu, 

we have come full circle. 
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As I took in all that I gratefully learned during that fateful 

encounter, I realized there was one last message I needed to share on this 

eve of our atonement, this Erev Yom Kippur. 

Ironically or perhaps intentionally, wrapped inside the Torah 

portion of Acharei Mot – “After death” is the scriptural passage dealing 

with the biblical rituals of Yom Kippur. Among those verses is the 

clarion call which embodies the message of this Day of Atonement 

which we read earlier. 

______________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 “For this is the day set apart for you for your atonement to purify 

you of all your shortcomings” 

In other words, we have This day to reflect upon the questions on 

the final exam and to make the necessary corrections. We have this day 

to amend our ways and our attitudes to be able to answer confidently and 

affirmatively, when they are posed to us on the other side of death.  
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1. Did you act ethically and morally in your dealings with others? 

2. Did you set aside time to engage in the study of Torah? 

3. Did you enjoy my world? 

4. Did you remain hopeful despite so many reasons not to? 

Then indeed as the cryptic note in the wall revealed “k’doshim 

t’h’yu, “you shall be Holy,” not only acharei mot, after death but in the 

life we lead in the here and now. 

So my dear friends, sometimes the most meaningful experiences 

happen when you least expect them, random occurrences which leave a 

lasting impact. That unusual day in Jerusalem is sealed forever in my 

memory and hopefully now in yours as well. Now you and I are privy to 

not only the questions on the “final exam”, but the way to holiness, for 

as we have been taught “k’doshim t’hi’yu – you shall be holy as I the 

Lord your God am holy. 

May we all pass the exam with flying colors, hearing the beautiful 

words spoken by the voice within and the thundering applause of the 
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angels on high, yasher koach and kol ha-kavod, - Congratulations on a 

job well done! 

And let us say… 

 

 

  


