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What You Do Matters, But Why You Do It Matters So Much More. 

To know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived, this is 
to have succeeded.” ~ Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Shanah Tovah.  

Once again, we meet here at the Eissey Theatre. 

Did you know that this theatre is named after the 3rd president of the 
college, Dr. Edward M. Eissey?  Eissey, a son of Lebanese immigrants, 
born in 1933 in Boston, dedicated his life to education. He held various 
teaching positions in Palm Beach County, then he became the principal of 
Palm Beach Gardens High School, eventually moving on to the leadership 
of the college. He is seen as the major force in helping this college, that 
opened in 1933 with only 41 students, become the 4th largest of the 28 
state colleges in Florida with almost 50,000 students! 

In 1990, in recognition for his contributions, the Palm Beach Gardens 
campus was renamed after him. They wanted him and the community to 
know – all that he did for education in Palm Beach County - MATTERED.  

There are different ways for a campus to be named after you. I am 
reminded of the story about two Jews attending High Holy Day services at 
their temple, they sit next to each other and look at the big letters written 
across the walls of the sanctuary that read, “The COHEN SANCTUARY.” 
One Jew turns to the other and asks, “I wonder who this Cohen is?” His 
friend says, “Oh, he was a famous writer.”  “Really, what did he write?”  
“Checks.” 

Well my friends...you might not be aware, but you too are all writers. And I 
am not talking about big checks. Tonight, you are all authors, opening the 
book you have written in this past year. The book of your life. The book of 
your actions. Tonight, we begin the process of Chesbon Ha’nefesh, the 
accounting of our souls. And so, we read through the various chapters of 
our own books; the one called relationships, the one called achievements 
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and the one called disappointments, the chapter called forgiveness and the 
one called regrets.   
As we read through our books, we are given ten days to make our final 
edits, our final corrections, before we present this book to the publisher of 
life, ten days from today, on Yom Kippur. 

And tonight, I want to focus on one special chapter in this book, it's a 
chapter called “What I Do Matters.” 

Greta Thunberg, the 16-year-old Swedish teen climate activist, is also 
writing a book with the same title.  In the recent weeks, Greta has become 
a news icon, having completed a two-week journey, sailing across the 
Atlantic Ocean on an emission-free racing yacht, to deliver a powerful 
speech at the United Nations Climate Action Summit.  

When she arrived in New York she said that all she hoped to achieve was 
to increase awareness among Americans to what she calls “the climate 
crisis.” 

She knows that she will not solve the problem.  

She knows that she is just a teenager dreaming of a better world, a better 
future for herself and her entire generation. She knows this is a 
complicated and immense challenge that will require global coordination 
and sacrifice, way beyond her ability to generate, but she also knows that 
since she first learned about climate change, as an eight- year old child, 
she felt she could not just sit idle and do nothing. 

She had no idea that when she started skipping school on Fridays to 
protest outside of Sweden’s Parliament, demanding that adults do more to 
address the dangers of climate change, that she would inspire a whole 
movement that would soon spread to other countries across Europe and 
the world.  

She had no idea that her protest would lead to meet the Pope. She never 
imagined that she would be nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize. 

When she started, what has now become a movement, she surely did not 
know of Rabbi Tarfon’s teaching in Mishna Avot 2:17  
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לא עליך המלאכה לגמור ולא אתה בן חורין להיפטר ממנה"  

“It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect 
it.” 

This 2000-year-old Jewish wisdom is as true today as it was when it was 
taught by Rabbi Tarfon. 

Not being able to see the task completed is not a reason not to engage in 
the work.  

There are so many things that are broken in our world, so much disarray in 
our communities, so much pain in our own lives. So many times, it seems 
that the tasks we set to accomplish are just too hard, too big, too far - and 
we, in the most common human behavior justify giving up because we feel 
we have no chance to accomplish the task. To reach the final line. We feel 
that our actions are insignificant, too small to matter. 
  
The Dalai Lama once said that “if you think that one small thing cannot 
make a huge difference, or that you think you are too small to make a 
difference - all you have to do is spend a whole night in your room with a 
mosquito.”  

Every action counts, every minute counts. If you think that one minute of 
your work will make no difference, talk to the person at the train station that 
just missed the train by one minute. 

We might not see how the straw we decided not to use, or the two degrees 
when we raise our AC at home, or the energy efficient lights we installed, 
make a difference. But just because we can’t see how the small steps we 
took made a difference, we are not at liberty to take no steps at all. We 
have to go back to our book, the one we write every day, and look at the 
one chapter - WHAT I DO MATTERS. 

In the last week, there were many people who dismissed Greta Thunberg 
and her call to action. It is not surprising at all.  
I know that when confronted with huge global problems, or even with 
problems on a national level, I find myself many times turning to cynicism 
and saying: “This will never change, this can’t be done.”  This is a natural 
reaction to the society we live in- a culture that tends to ignore, to overlook 
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the small things we do while focusing on the “big” stories, the stories that 
naturally make the headlines of the news. A society that focuses on the end 
result, rather than on the process. We live in a culture that wants to see the 
bottom line, rarely focusing on the process that leads us there. 

So, when I find myself in a state of semi paralysis in front of the big issues-
 I try to remind myself that Rabbi Tarfon, while delivering his teaching, was 
not thinking in global terms but rather what Rabbi Tarfon had in mind was 
another teaching from the Talmud (Sanhedrin 37a) 

"וכל המקיים נפש אחת מעלה עליו הכתוב כאילו קיים עולם מלא" 

“Anyone who sustains one soul, it is as if they sustained an entire world.” 

He was thinking about the difference we can all make in just one person's 
life. And he was comforting us by reminding us that when we sustain one 
life, when we make a difference just to one person, we ARE sustaining the 
world.  

I admire people like Edward Eissey, people that over a lifetime of small 
actions make a big difference and I am in awe in the presence of teenagers 
that are so passionate about the world they live in, be it Greta Thunberg or 
high school students from Parkland trying to change the world they are 
living in. 

But while I feel this way towards people who make an impact on a national 
or global level, I remind myself that most of us will never have a theatre 
named after us or be in the headlines of all major papers in the world. But 
all of us have the ability to make a major difference by changing one life, 
and in so doing we sustain the entire world. 

I recently read a story about a boy who was planning to take his life after 
school one day. As he was walking home, towards what he believed was 
his destiny, one of the kids from his school joined him and walked with him 
for the rest of the way. It was that little act of kindness, those few minutes of 
feeling that someone cared for him, that he mattered, that he was not 
invisible, which ultimately helped him change his mind. That kid from 
school ended up becoming his best friend for life. 
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This boy is just one piece of a huge puzzle called humanity. And we can 
easily fall into the trap of thinking that if one piece is missing in such a huge 
puzzle it really won’t make a difference.  

But it does. 

Every piece matters. Each one of us is a letter in the book of life, each one 
of us is a letter in my Torah. 

You see, Our Torah has 304,805 letters and each one of them is as 
important as the other. Unlike any other text, a Torah scroll cannot be used 
unless it has every single letter in it.  We don’t treat any other text in such a 
way. If you discovered that the new book you just bought was missing just 
one letter, you would still go ahead and read the book. Not so with Torah, it 
is useless unless YOU add your own letter, unless you are one of the 
304,805 letters that come together to create the greatest text ever written. 

All around us are pieces of the puzzle, letters of the Torah, people that 
need us to not give up on them, to not give up on ourselves, to believe that 
every little act we do matters. To believe that we will not give up on the 
entire task just because we know we cannot be the ones to complete it. 
  
Mahatma Gandhi once said, "Be the change you want to see in the world."  

Tonight, according to our tradition, it is the birthday of our world, and we all 
know that the act of creation is not over, that every day, our actions shape 
the world we live in.  Creation is in our hands.  Today, more than any day of 
the year, try to imagine the world we want to live in. 
A world we want our children and grandchildren and great grandchildren to 
live in. 

On this night of reflection, I ask you to dismiss your cynicism, despair and 
disbelief and remember that change is possible. 

On this night of reflection let us remind ourselves and embrace the 
understanding that change is incremental, that we have a better chance of 
succeeding when we work together, and that begins with asking why? What 
is the key for any change we wish to accomplish? 
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Let's look at each of these concepts separately.  

Change is incremental. In his book “Atomic Habits” author, James Clear, 
advocates that true and lasting change doesn’t happen all at once but 
rather in dozens, if not hundreds, or even thousands of small incremental 
steps.  He shares that our daily habits should be viewed like “atoms” - 
individually they are microscopic, but when they come together, they form 
something much greater.  We tend to believe that moving the needle just a 
little bit makes no difference, but we are wrong. Take the example he 
shares about a plane leaving from L.A to New York, if the nose of the plane 
only moves seven feet at take-off, two degrees, the plane would land in 
Washington D.C., not in New York.  

Or the story about the British national cycling team that started making 
small 1% changes in every aspect of their lives, a 1% change in their gear, 
in their sleep habits, in their outfits, in their nutrition...in each of the fields 
mentioned one could barely see a change as it was so small, but the 
overall accumulated changes set the destiny of a losing team to a path 
of one winning every major competition possible. 

Incremental change matters. What you do matters. 

The power of community. Imagine you are one of seven people in a 
room, and the temperature in the room is 26 degrees.  There is an ice cube 
on the table.  Your goal is to melt the ice cube. But each person can only 
raise the temperature by one degree.  The first six people in the room 
raising the temperature will not see any reward for their labor, only the 7th 
person, changing the temperature from 32 to 33 degrees will cause the ice 
to melt, but it was not the 7th persons’  doing alone, it was only because of 
the actions of those who came before that allowed the 7th person to cause 
a change. 

We are stronger as a community. What we do together matters. 

And finally – the importance of starting with the WHY. 
Because before we challenge ourselves to do something that matters, we 
have to ask a crucial question: “What are the issues we care about the 
most, and why are they so important?  
What is something you care about that is greater than yourself?”  
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Maybe, like Greta Thunberg it's the planet and its future, and the world your 
great grandchildren will live in. Maybe it's issues having to do with gun laws 
because you have family that live in Parkland or Orlando or Las Vegas, or 
Pittsburgh. Maybe you went to bed hungry as a child, so you care about 
every hungry kid out there, maybe you grew up in the shadows of the 
aftermath of the Holocaust and swore, “never again” and so you are 
committed to work as hard as needed for the safety of the state of Israel. 
Maybe your experience with personal loss, inspires you to be the 
empathetic source of support for someone else suffering a loss, maybe you 
were that Jewish child bullied on the way back from school and now you 
are committed to not let antisemitism or any form of racism raise its head 
high. Maybe there was a teacher in your past that made such an impact on 
you inspiring you till this day to try and shape the souls of young students. 
And maybe your parents instilled in you a passion for social justice and the 
importance of Tzedakah and you, through your volunteering and 
philanthropic work, know you are honoring their legacy. 

We all have experiences that impacted us, that helped us become resilient, 
that built us to be the people we are today - if you can connect, deep inside 
with those experiences you will find the motivation to act, to make a 
difference, in small increments, as a group, over time, even if you will not 
see the task completed. 

My grandmother, may she rest in peace, whom I loved very much, 
struggled with challenges relating to aging, loneliness and loss of 
independence. Partly because of my experience with her, and my love to 
her, I am proud to lead a congregation that challenges itself to address the 
issues of wise aging and loneliness which was recently defined as the 
newest epidemic in America which now affects up to 47 % of adults—
double the number affected a few decades ago. 

As a rabbi I spend many hours visiting congregants struggling with these 
issues. Every hour spent in the presence of our honored seniors is a true 
humbling experience. I love to hear their stories, to share some of their 
burdens, to give some advice or a comforting word. And while every such 
encounter usually ends with me offering them a blessing, it is truly I who is 
blessed  
by their presence. 

  7



I know that my one-hour visit did not solve the challenges of aging or 
eradicate the problem of loneliness, but I do know that I made a slight 
difference. I know that what I did mattered.  

So tonight, as we celebrate the birthday of the world, let’s recommit to be 
the change we want to see.  

Start with the why. I know that each and every one of you cares about 
something greater than yourselves. What better time than Rosh Hashanah 
to reconnect to what you are passionate about and to recommit your 
determination to doing your part, because you, and what you do, matters.  

Every major journey starts with one step, do not underestimate the power 
of one step, without it you cannot take a second step, and do not take the 
journey alone, for when others walk by your side, before you know it a path 
is formed. 

Tonight, we are beginning the ten days of awe. Jewish tradition uses the 
metaphor of each and every one of us being an open book in front of God, 
all our actions, the well-intended as well as the unthoughtful, are written in 
this book. And each and every action matters. 

Tonight, it is your opportunity to ask yourself what can YOU, and you AND 
you AND you do that matters. Where and how will you have an impact, on 
one single person, this coming year? 

What you do matters. It is not upon you to complete the task, nor are you 
allowed to ignore it. Start with one good deed- it will lead to another. 

I would like to end with two beautiful teachings by Rabbi Nachman of 
Breslov, in the first he teaches that the day you were born in was the day 
God decided the world can no longer exist without you - that you have a 
role and a purpose.  

And the 2nd is a question he asks all of us today: 

“If you are not a better person tomorrow than you are today, what need 
have you for tomorrow?” 

Shanah Tovah
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