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Aging Well: The Stories We Tell Ourselves and the Company We Keep 

 

Another year has gone by. And another one is starting. The years seem to 

come and go with increasing speed! And you and I don’t get any younger! Aging 

brings out a certain philosophical quality in many of us. We start to think about the 

days we have had and those left to us – especially when those remaining are fewer 

than those that we have had. It becomes natural to ask – ‘how might we best 

approach the time that remains to us?’ 

The famous Rabbi -Hillel taught us to think of both ourselves and others  – 

“im ain ani li mi li, uchshani l‘atzmi ma ani.  If I am not for myself who am I and 

if I am only for myself what am I.” This holy season is a good opportunity to ask 

ourselves both -am I doing what I need to for myself and am I helping others?  

Often, we focus on the altruistic second part. Tonight, I would like to focus 

on the first part of this equation. What can we do for ourselves to live life in a way 

in which we feel nourished, balanced, supported, resilient?  

First –we might wonder, why even ask this question? Aren’t we all feeling 

nurtured, positive, loved, hopeful most of the time?  If you look on social media or 

watch the red carpet – you might think so!    

But the truth is that life is often challenging and even painful.  For most, if 

not all of us, some days we feel beaten down!  

I remember a man at Irv Rosen’s funeral telling the story of a time he sat 

with Irv and shared a difficult problem he was having.  He was feeling hurt and 

lost and as he shared his problem he wasn’t even sure if Irv was listening.  Irv had 

a faraway look in his eye, …but then Irv said slowly something to the effect of 

“life out there is really challenging, isn’t it?”  With those simple but true words, Irv 

validated all that the man was feeling.    

I think many of us can relate to this.  Life can be stressful, buffeting, 

confusing, disappointing, even tragic. What I offer tonight is not a cure all -  no 

snake oil or instant fixes.  But I wanted to focus our thoughts on two aspects of our 

lives.   Over the years, in my HHD sermons, I have spoken on a number of topics 



that may help us as we try to live good, resilient, positive lives.  I have talked about 

hope, faith, repentance, generosity, love …among other important attributes.  This 

year, as I think back on 25 years of learning from working with people as a rabbi, 

there are 2 OTHER behaviors that Judaism promotes and that I have seen be a very 

positive force for personal well-being that I want to draw our attention to.   

The first is to think about the outlook we bring to life. The older I get the 

more I see that so much of the way we experience life depends on the glasses we 

wear.  In other words, through what lens do we see our world?  

Here I feel Judaism sparkles with help.  Judaism offers a powerful corrective 

to some of the unhelpful messages that are constantly fed to us in our world.  

Commercialism, for example, thrives on developing a perspective of 

scarcity.  We NEED the newest computer, clothes, car, camera, catalog, carrying 

case, cat, candy, credit card, crystal, cash cow, etc.  This mindset keeps us unhappy 

and buying.  I like that Topeka is not nearly as status-driven as many cities, but I 

think all of us fall prey to this mentality from time to time.  

Judaism’s message, on the other hand, is centered on the firm belief that life 

is a blessing, and it is precious! Your life is precious!  Not your life is precious 

when you are the prettiest or the skinniest or the sexiest – simply, your life is 

precious… and you are loved by God. 

What do we say each morning when we wake up –“Modeh ani l’fanecha 

melech chai v’kayam shehechezarta bi nishmati – thank you God for returning my 

soul to me!” …I am awake – life is good!  Each person is holy and unique and to 

be celebrated! 

In truth, I don’t think this is an easy perspective to maintain. Sometimes 

when I look in the mirror I don’t feel so approving!  Or sometimes when life has 

given me a difficult day – I don’t feel so thankful.   But perhaps that is exactly why 

we are encouraged to say Modeh Ani EVERY morning!  Because there are going 

to be days when we absolutely need this reminder. 

I would encourage us to wake up every morning and say a blessing. Modeh 

Ani is a great one! But it doesn’t have to be that one. Get up and give thanks! It 

will start your day on a good footing.  Say a blessing when you eat. Fill your day 

with gratitude and mindfulness for the blessings in your life.  



Perspective is not just about reciting brachot. At its core, it is recognizing 

that we have some choice about how we see our world.  

In our own lives, how often do we see the glass as half empty instead of half 

full? It is often not a matter of truth but of outlook.   

Of course, we will not always be upbeat.  We do need time to feel sadness 

and loneliness and other difficult emotions.  This, too, is crucial to our mental 

health.   

But what I want to encourage us to ask ourselves this year is - can we catch 

ourselves when we get too focused on negative thinking?  Let us be careful about 

the stories we are telling ourselves about our lives.    

And, when a situation truly is problematic, can we work to bring a balanced 

perspective and calm reasoning to the issue? 

In Judaism, one of the goals is to transform our hearts and minds. So let us 

remember that while there IS the impact of our lives on our thinking…there is also 

the impact of our thinking on our lives.  …and we do have some control of that. 

 

  The other piece of counsel I have been thinking about is the huge value of 

nurturing strong connections with family and good friends.  We all need 

community! 

I have seen throughout my rabbinate that people with strong relationships 

are blessed indeed!  Our lives are fuller and even safer when we are supported by, 

and in meaningful connections with, other people.  And when we come to the end 

of our days, what do we want?  We desire people around us who care about us and 

who we care about!   

Did you see the article this summer in the Topeka Capital Journal about the 

Moai?  There is a research group that identifies parts of the world where people 

live the longest, and they seek to find out why.  What they learned is that having a 

close group of friends has a very positive impact on longevity.  Okinawa, Japan is 

one of the places where people tend to have unusually long lifespans. There they 

have a tradition of Moai (mo-eye). These are groups of often lifelong friends who 

support one another’s social, financial, health and/or spiritual interests.  They meet 

maybe once a week for lunch just to talk and to be supportive of one another. But 

if one of them has a need, the others are there for him/her.  There is a stress-



shedding security of knowing that there is always someone who cares and is there 

for you. We need our Moai. 

But in this fast-paced age, relationships are getting shallower.  Too many 

friendships don’t go very deep.  We need more than a social media-style 

relationship with people.  

Our faith has always understood this. Already in Chapter 2 of Genesis we 

are taught that humankind is not meant to live alone.  People are social animals.  

  Judaism is explicitly about following a set of rules and folk ways together 

as a faith community. The focus in the Torah is not really on the individual at all. It 

is on the community. We left Egypt as a community. God addressed us at Sinai as 

a community. And, ever since then, that sense of being a people, a community, an 

extended family that is in covenant with each other and with God is an integral part 

of what it means to be Jewish.  

The rabbis built on this Biblical sense of community both with pithy sayings 

and halachic rulings. Shammai, a famous 1st century rabbi, taught us, “aseh lecha 

chaver – get yourself a friend.”  And the rabbis instructed, “al tifrosh min hatsibur 

– do not separate yourself from the community.”  Holiness for us is experienced in 

community – where we can help each other and experience life together. 

I love when people come to Temple for Shabbat, and they talk on and on at 

the oneg! We are a face to face community.  There is a saying apparently- 

“Christians leave and never say good-bye, while Jews say good-bye and never 

leave.”  I don’t know about the first part, but I can attest to the Jewish part.  There 

are times when we want to close up at the end of an oneg here, and we have to start 

turning the lights off on people! …  And on Shabbat when I sometimes invite 

people to greet each other at the beginning of the service, it is often hard to focus 

us back on prayer – because everyone is busy catching up or joking together! How 

very significant that is - that we want to connect! 

And isn’t it beautiful and wise that to say Mourner’s Kaddish for our loved 

ones who have died the halacha says you need at least 10 Jews together? Think 

about that. Judaism understands that we need community in our times of grief!  

When we are most likely to slip away in our own mourning and depressive 

thoughts, our faith says- ‘no. Let someone be beside you or even put their arms 

around you and be there for you -as you say your prayer of mourning for your 

dead.’ A minyan is a brilliant way of ensuring community in Judaism.  



This leads me to a tangent-When you don’t feel like coming to Shabbat 

service, come for someone else.  Your presence at Shabbat services makes a 

difference for all of us. The room feels different – it has more energy and spirit and 

warmth and literally more community when more of us are in attendance.  And 

hopefully you will soon be glad you came as well. 

I want to share with you a recent epiphany I had.  The Zohar, the most 

important text of mystical Judaism, has at its center a hevraya- a group of friends 

who together share insights about life and embark on the quest of bringing more of 

God into the world.  I thought this hevraya was just a literary technique – a way 

share the messages of the book through written discussions, and then I got it. No, 

the hevraya itself is a lesson.  It is a model for the small friend groups with whom 

we can journey through life!  Just in this last year did I realize that we at Temple 

Beth Sholom have a number of hevrayas!  It was a wonderful revelation for me!     

 We have groups who walk together on their faith quest or on different parts 

of their life path.  Our monthly Wednesday middot va’ad is such a hevraya. It is a 

group who shares Jewish learning and the personal challenges of refining our 

behaviors.  Similarly, the book group, TaNaCH study and Kabbala study all read 

texts but in the process they also have become a community who share their lives.  

And really we have so many of these groups at Temple – even groups you would 

not think of as a hevraya.  I think of the adult Hebrew classes, the choir, religious 

school families, the men’s and women’s dinner groups, the friends who sit together 

at onegs.  We are made up of a myriad of communities. … But I think we need to 

go to the next step  - inviting each other out for coffee or over for a Shabbat meal.  

The more time we spend together inside and outside of the Temple, the stronger 

our bonds.  And if you are not currently part of one or more of our Temple groups, 

PLEASE join us! They are enriching and wonderful! And these are not closed 

groups.   Our faith is so right – we need community – for personal growth, for 

sharing life’s small and big moments, for help in difficult times, for celebration in 

our times of joy, for our psychological health and to be able to practice our faith. 

So these are two ways to nurture a more resilient, stronger self in the year 

ahead- one looks inward -  by focusing on our inner landscape and the other just 

the opposite - looks outside of ourselves to nurture deep and meaningful 

relationships. 



May this be a year that finds us taking care of ourselves, feeling the blessing 

of the positive aspects of our lives, and relishing the joy of each other.  Ken Yehi 

Ratzon – May this be God’s will. 

 

 

 

 

 


