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Who Lives, Who Dies … Who Tells Our Story 
 
I’m not sure how many of you know this, but my father (here tonight!) is a psychiatrist. 
People tease that it must have been stressful to grow up wondering when I was being 
analyzed … that wasn’t so much of an issue. But I do remember being nervous every time I 
walked into our house past a sign that announced, “The Shrink is in …” accompanied by 
pictures of shrunken heads! 
 
Once I got over that, I learned about all sorts of cognitive issues, pathologies, and for all I 
know, I may have been the recipient of an experimental treatment or two. But I always 
knew that my dad was not only helping people with mental illness, but addressing a range 
of common difficulties: relationship troubles, problems at work, life tragedies … the sorts of 
things many of us still work through with our own therapists. 
 
In the year 2016, however, these same therapists are noticing something different. 
According to Stephen Holland, Director of the Capital Institute of Cognitive Therapy in 
Washington, DC (The Atlantic, “How to Preserve Your Mental Health Despite the 2016 
Election,” May 24, 2016), “I’d say probably two-thirds to three-quarters of our patients are 
mentioning their feelings about the election in session.” Although therapist appointments 
commonly rise during an election season, Holland says that “We’re hearing a higher level of 
concern and dismay than I’ve probably heard in any election cycle, in 25 years of clinical 
work.” 
 
The level of distress across our nation is so high that Dr. Steven Stosny has identified a new 
psychological ailment in America – Election Stress Disorder (Psychology Today, April 15, 
2016). Really! He says that this election, more than any previous one in recent memory, 
“appeals to [what psychologists describe as] the toddler brain — emotional, all-or-nothing 
thinking.” Further, as a result of being bombarded with these messages, people tend to 
respond “with more of the toddler coping mechanisms: blame, denial, and avoidance.” 
(Salon, September 18, 2016) 
 
And that leads to a collection of damaging effects – as people pay less attention to work, 
drink more, drive more aggressively, and suffer the physiological and mental effects of 
mounting stress. 
 
For me, sitting here just four short weeks from Election Day, the concern goes beyond 
people’s individual anxiety. I am afraid that we are showing symptoms of carrying a 
massive stress load as a society. 
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We can see it happening every day, even in the subtleties around us. Not long ago, I was 
chatting with one of our Temple members, Loretta Polish, when she observed that unlike 
any election year that she can recall, there are (almost) no yard signs out! Driving around, I 
realized she was correct – usually, by September and certainly October, you tend to pass 
sign after sign after sign, everywhere you go. Not this time. Why would that be? 
 
I suspect that we are more than a bit anxious. We aren’t putting signs out because we don’t 
want to spark what might be an acrimonious or even painful conversation. We don’t want 
to provoke our neighbors. We are hesitant to show our colors – one of the hallmarks this 
nation is founded on – because of the response we might get. 
 
Another Temple member, Brian Dickerson, columnist with the Free Press, gave a talk at 
Temple last spring as part of Brotherhood’s Sunday morning Speaker Series. He opened by 
wryly observing, “On Wednesday, November 9 … about half of your neighbors are going to 
wake up and realize someone they despise has been elected President.” 
 
America is reeling from the brutal run-up to November 8 … and I’m certainly not going to 
stand up here on our holiest day and wade into campaign issues. I leave that in each of your 
capable hands. But what about November 9? I find myself especially concerned about what 
happens to our community the day after the election. How do we navigate this growing 
polarization? How do we unite again after being torn apart?  
 
Yom Kippur is more than a time for us to search our souls. It is also a sacred opportunity to 
work on the issues that affect us collectively. How can this day of inspiration and awe and 
foreboding help us not address politics, but move beyond them? 
 
Yom Kippur invites us to create the future we want by clearing away the debris of our 
blunders, our conflicts, our imperfections. Tonight, we heard the stirring refrains of Kol 
Nidre. But the words are just as significant as the melody. They remind us that the things 
that haunt us do not have to define our future! Kol Nidre says, in essence, whatever we’ve 
done, whatever we meant to do, whatever we didn’t live up to … it’s ok. We can allow the 
past to be the past, and set up new goals for tomorrow. 
 
And that means taking action. Our liturgy tells us very clearly – if we simply show up on 
this day, expecting a clean slate, nothing will happen. It takes time and commitment. 
Healing from these distressing times is no different. If we are apprehensive about 
November 9, we need to start today. 
 
Or perhaps a few months ago, on July 6. To understand more about why this has become so 
traumatic, I would begin with a day that changed our lives with the release of a new 
technology so engaging, so profound, so popular … that nobody could ignore it. Yes, of 
course, I am talking about … Pokémon Go. 
 
In case you missed the phenomenon that swept the world over the summer, it is basically a 
virtual reality game that people play on their phones. They walk or drive around looking at 
a representation of the outside world on their phone, and attempt to pick up Pokémon 
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figures that show up on their map. But the novelty is that they are picking up these 
imaginary items from real places.  
 
For example, during a meeting over in the Board room, Jordon, the Executive Committee, 
and I watched with curiosity as somebody walked onto the Temple’s property, looking 
down at her phone the entire time, and then jumped right up onto our metallic Agam 
sculpture out front. She sort of did a fist-pump, as if she had found something good. This 
was not a unique incident. Our security team here reported nearly 200 run-ins with 
random people on our property in the first 10 days alone! And you may have heard the 
disturbing news reports of people playing this game at places like the U.S. Holocaust 
Museum, and even at Auschwitz. You can’t make this stuff up. 
 
But why would I bring this up if we are discussing how to rebound from a disquieting 
political season? 
 
Pokémon Go only reflects a broader trend in our society toward virtual reality. I remember 
the first time I watched kids walking next to each other, or sitting together, and texting 
instead of talking. I was dumbfounded 15 years ago; today, that story probably sounds 
quaint, as we all inhabit a cyber world more and more. And while “virtual reality” sounds 
very modern and interesting, the downside is that we are interacting less and less with the 
real world and the real people around us. 
 
With Pokémon, there is literally nothing there. Nothing there! And yet people are 
interacting with it. At what point, when we are interacting with nothing, do our lives start 
to imitate nothingness? Are we trying to escape from reality? In fact, do we still believe that 
reality is anything more than what we choose to create? 
 
That question extends far beyond harmless games. In today’s media world, we increasingly 
define reality as we see fit. Opinion is treated as fact. We have all watched with growing 
dread the downfall of newspapers – and with them, much of the journalistic process. We 
have replaced high standards of investigation and reporting with commentary, in a vast 
social media world where no person’s viewpoint seems to have more authority than 
another ... except, perhaps, as defined by the number of “likes” they get. 
 
There is a wonderful story about creating reality in the Torah. The prophet Balaam is sent 
by an angry king to curse the Israelites in the desert. As he opens his mouth to do so, God 
places different words there, and out pours the beautiful blessing Mah Tovu, which has 
become so familiar: “How fair are your tents, Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel!” 
(Numbers 24:5) In our story, it is not us or them who defines reality – it is God.  
 
Unfortunately, I think it is safe to assume it is not God putting words into the mouths of our 
politicians. More disturbing than games or even the media, political discourse also has 
become detached from reality. 
 
Balaam spoke a blessing, not a curse, because the situation demanded it. Sadly, we have 
gotten used to the way politicians “pivot,” which is jargon for saying whatever they want, 
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regardless of the situation. Polls show that not even 1/3 of Americans consider either 
candidate vying for the presidency to be honest. This trend may be disheartening, but it’s 
hardly new.  
 
Back in 1967, the philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote a famous essay in which she said, “No 
one has ever doubted that truth and politics are on rather bad terms with each other.” 
(“Truth and Politics,” originally published in The New Yorker, February 25, 1967.) And you 
can go all the way back to the myth of George Washington and the cherry tree as evidence 
of Americans wanting our politicians to be more honest than they are. 
 
The difference is, today, deceit has become a matter of practice. Games, the media, politics – 
one more serious than the last, and all have become distortions of reality. And I am 
convinced that the tension gripping America is due, in no small part, to our flirting with 
created realities rather than engaging with our own. 
 
Just as people are playing games when there is nothing there, just as news is dominated by 
fleeting opinion … Our candidates have been tremendously successful, garnering the 
support of millions and millions of Americans, by doing exactly what their advisors tell 
them works. And that is, creating a powerful narrative, whether it is true or not. 
 
True. Factual. Real. It just doesn’t seem to matter anymore. So what are we to do? How do 
we fight back against this surge of pessimism that is harming us as individuals, and pulling 
us apart as a society? How do we regain a measure of control? 
 
There is a Jewish answer. And that answer surrounds and envelops us tonight. Our unique 
counterpoint to the disappointing, hollow, insincere reality we see wreaking havoc all 
around us is called Yom Kippur. 
 
On this holy day, we are also encouraged to create a narrative … but not about our past. 
About our future! And unlike the other narratives that may or may not have any 
relationship to the truth or even to reality, ours must rigorously adhere to it. To an honest 
self-assessment. To a faithful evaluation. To understanding ourselves and the world we 
inhabit well enough to craft a hopeful vision for the coming year.  
 
Yom Kippur stands in direct opposition to the manufactured, virtual conversation that is 
driving such distress and disillusionment across America. Please don’t interpret anything 
I’m saying to suggest that politics don’t matter or that this election is unimportant.  
 
But Yom Kippur asks us to imagine living a different way.  
 
Be present. When games or news items seem to be illusions, they probably are. But not the 
people sitting next to you. Not the people you work with. How could it improve our lives if 
we dedicated more of our energy to having real conversations with those we care about, 
and even those we don’t know so well – instead of sending a brief text, instead of simply 
posting a note on Facebook, instead of holding onto thin air? 
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Reveal your true self. It’s not easy, and we all sometimes need to hide behind masks and 
messages. But remember the words God put into Balaam’s mouth – he spoke a blessing and 
not a curse because it was honest. No matter what politicians tell us, you can’t spin 
everything. Our best selves are grounded on the truth we are willing to share, and the 
concern with which we choose our words. 
 
Put your phone down once in a while. Believe me, I’m as guilty as anyone. But do you 
realize that Americans currently average 10 hours and 39 minutes per day staring at a 
screen? That includes our smartphones, tablets, computers, video games, and TVs. Our 
productivity may be skyrocketing … but what about the quality of our relationships? How 
many hours per day do we spend talking with people? Listening to people? Seeing them in 
genuine ways beyond whatever social media sound byte they may offer? 
 
I worry about November 9 not only because of the tenor of this election, but because of 
what it has revealed about the current state of our society. Pokémon and false narratives 
are only symptoms … but I remain confident that we can be better if only we hold onto the 
towering voice of our tradition, reminding us that today, on Yom Kippur, each one of us 
gets to decide for ourselves what our story will be in the coming year. 
 
Last spring, there was a bit of a commotion related to our nation’s money. Treasury 
Secretary Jack Lew had previously announced that Harriet Tubman would become the first 
woman to grace the front of American currency. The tumult grew, however, as people 
realized that she would be on the $10 bill … taking the place of Alexander Hamilton.  
 
In addition to being one of my favorite historical figures, it turns out that a wildly-
successful musical was energizing Broadway. And yes, popular phenomena, such as 
Hamilton, can definitely impact public opinion and even government action.  
 
Lin-Manuel Miranda – Hamilton’s writer, composer, and lead actor – asked a poignant 
question at the end of his show. A question that also resides at the heart of our High Holy 
Day theology: Who gets to determine our fate?  
 
These 10 Days of Awe ask a lot of us. We look in the mirror, we beat our chests, we ask 
forgiveness. All in pursuit of a new year free from the complications that assail us.  
 
By focusing the end of his show on the question of legacy, on who will tell the important 
stories of our lives, Miranda unwittingly became Hamilton’s historical protector … as  
the Treasury eventually acceded to leaving him on the $10 bill.  
 
His words will live on, reverberating as a chorus, and reminding us that we hold the power 
to determine our future. Just like we’re told at Yom Kippur. 
 
In recounting the legend of Alexander Hamilton, Lin-Manuel concludes his show with a 
stunning verse that sound as if it could have been lifted from this very service …  
(CHOIR: “Who lives, who dies, who tells your story…”) 
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Who shall live and who shall die; Who by fire and who by water; Who shall be tranquil and 
who shall be troubled; Who shall be humbled and who exalted … (CHOIR: “Who lives, who 
dies, who tells your story…”) 
 
Distrust, fear, antagonism. Our nation is on edge, as we peddle in stories that may be more 
virtual than reality. Allow this season of politics to be our spiritual wakeup call. A shofar 
sounding from the depths of tradition that demands of us nothing less than taking 
responsibility for the future, to ensure that the community we describe to our children on 
November 9 is one of unity and compassion and hope … (CHOIR: “Who lives, who dies, who 
tells your story…”) 
 
Dear God, as You listen to our prayers on this Kol Nidre evening, a time during which we 
confess openly that we have gone astray, give each us the audacity to create more moments 
filled with goodness, to elevate our sacred relationships with those closest to us, and to 
strive to achieve our most noble aspirations … so that one day, they will continue to tell our 
stories. (CHOIR: “Who lives, who dies, who tells your story…”) 
 
Amen! 
 
Full Hamilton anthem: Who Lives, Who Dies, Who tells your story … 
 


