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5779 Yom Kippur Morning  
Rabbi Yaron Kapitulnik 

 

 Ve' hadarta Pnei Zaken   והדרת פני זקן 

 

Dear Roni, Tom, Danielle and Yonatan, 
 

A few weeks ago, I was driving with Yonatan in the car, when out of the 
blue he suddenly asked, “Aba, are you old?” I turned to him and asked him 
back “what do you think?” 
 

I’ve always taught you not to ask a question if you don’t really want to know 
the honest answer, so the moment I asked him, I regretted it. 
 

For Yonatan the answer was very clear. 
 

I’m not old. I’m ancient. After all, I am turning 50 this year.  
 

Many people who know me, will dismiss me as a baby, after all, I am 
younger than their children, but I know that for you, my children, there is 
slight difference between me and the time dinosaurs roamed the earth.  
 

This milestone birthday is causing me to think a lot about what it means to 
grow older and when do I start referring to myself as old?  
 

According to Bob Hope you become old when the candles on the cake start 
costing more than the cake itself! 
 

When I was much younger, I believed that the world was divided between 
the young and the old, but as I am growing older, and probably wiser, I 
have come to realize that I was wrong.  The world is divided between 
those who are old, and those who are not yet old. 
 

I am reminded of the story about a frail old man who went to live with his 
sons’ family. The old man’s hands trembled, his eyesight was blurred, so 
sitting around the dinner table became a challenge.  He spilled food on the 
tablecloth, and occasionally he broke a dish. So, his son and daughter-in- 
law decided it would be best if his food was served to him in a wooden bowl 
with a wooden spoon, at a separate table. 
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One evening before supper, the father noticed his son carving a piece of 
wood. He asked the child sweetly, “what are you making?”  Just as sweetly, 
the boy responded, “oh, I am making a wooden bowl and spoon.” “That is 
so nice,” his father said, “I am sure Grandfather will appreciate it very 
much.” “Oh, no” said the boy “this bowl is for you and Mama to eat your 
food when you get old.”  
 

The son smiled and went back to work. 
 

The father was speechless, and tears started streaming down his cheeks. 
He knew what must be done. That evening they all ate together, dinner was 
served on the families’ best china, and no one seemed to care any longer 
when food was spilled, or a plate was broken. 
  

Today, the day of Hesbon Ha’nefesh, when we take measure of our 
actions, I want to ask all of us to think honestly about the challenges of 
aging. Are we proud of the way we respond to the growing challenge of our 
aging society? 

 

Because we are an aging society.  
 

In 1900, we would be fortunate to live to be 50. In 1950, lucky people could 
hope to live to be 67.  Today, 67 is the age of retirement. By 2030, Twenty 
percent of U.S. residents, an estimated 71 million people, are projected to 
be age 65 and over, with nearly 10 million of them being age 85 and older.  
 

Living longer, especially due to medical advancements, has been declared 
one of society's greatest achievements, but it is also one of our greatest 
challenges. 
 

This reality requires us to answer harsh economic questions. Many 
individuals did not plan to live into their 80’s, let alone their 90’s and above, 
and many rely on Social Security benefits to provide at least half of their 
monthly income, but this funding is expected to run out by 2034.  What can 
we do to ensure that seniors do not find themselves living the last years of 
their lives in poverty because they did not plan to live so long?  
 

As medicine continues to prolong life, we face harsh ethical questions: 
When does life lose its essence? Where do we draw a line? If at all?  What 
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constitutes a quality of life worth living? What happens when we realize that 
our bodies and minds, or those of our loved ones, are still somewhat 
functioning, but we are no longer truly living? 

 

And we must face social questions of caregiving. Most caregivers for the 
frail and elderly are family members - people known as the sandwich 
generation, caring both for their parents, as well as their children and 
grandchildren. We all know the expression “it takes a village” as it relates to 
raising children, but today we must ask ourselves what are our 
responsibilities as a sacred community are to support and close the caring 
gap when families fall short? 

 

These economic, ethical and social dilemmas are a real challenge. 
But it is a challenge we cannot ignore. It is actually a commandment:  
 

 

We read in Leviticus 19:32 

ן  ֵ֑ ֵ֣י ָזקֵׂ נֵׂ ָתָּ֖ פְּ יָב֙ה ָת֔קּום וְָּהַדרְּ י שֵׂ ֵ֤ נֵׂ ָֽה׃ִמפְּ יָך ֲאִנֵ֥י יְּהָו ָּ֖ ֱאֹלה  אָת מֵׂ ֵ֥ וְּיָרֵׂ   
 

You shall rise before the aged and show deference to the old;  
 

The Jewish approach to aging stands in contrast to the western world we 
live in, a world where old age is seen as liability.  Where consumer 
markets, keeps brainwashing us that “the world belongs to the young,” and 
that sees youth as the highest advantage. 
 

We are part of a society that insists on "learning from their own mistakes" 
rather than building upon the life experience of their elders.  
 

So knowingly or unknowingly, we start believing, and acting as if one's later 
years should be marked by inactivity and decline.  
We say we respect our elders, but in truth, they are made to feel useless, 
or worse, a burden and should confine themselves to retirement villages 
and nursing homes.  
After decades of achievement, their knowledge and talents are suddenly 
worthless; they are asked to step aside and remain silent. 
We expect them to let us live our lives and be grateful for every time the 
younger generation takes off from work to drop by or pick up the phone for 
a short chat. 
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Our Jewish faith requires from us to see the spark of God in every single 
individual, and yet so often, it seems as if the wrinkled skin and dim eyes 
block our view of that spark. 
 

Listen carefully to the words of an old woman, in a letter she wrote to her 
nurse: 
   
What do you see, nurse, what do you see? 

What are you thinking when you’re looking at me? 

A crabby old woman, not very wise, 
Uncertain of habit, with far away eyes. 
Who dribbles her food, and makes no reply, 
When you say in a loud voice: “I do wish you’d try.” 
Who, unresisting or not, lets you do as you will? 

Is THAT what you’re thinking; is THAT what you see? 

Then open your eyes, nurse, you’re not looking at me. 
  
I’m a small child of ten with a father and mother, 
With brothers and sisters who love one another. 
I’m a young girl of sixteen, with wings on her feet, 
Dreaming that soon now a lover she’ll meet. 
I’m a bride now at twenty. My heart gives a leap, 
Remembering the vows that I’ve promised to keep. 
 

I’m twenty-five now. I have young of my own, 
Who need me to build them a safe happy home. 
I’m forty now; my young ones have grown and are gone, 
But my man’s beside me to see I don’t mourn. 
At fifty, once more babies play round my knee, 
Again, we know children, my husband and me. 
  
Dark days are upon me, my husband is dead, 
I look to the future. I shudder with dread. 
For my young are now all rearing young of their own, 
And I think of the years and the love that I’ve known. 
I’m an old woman now, and nature is cruel, 
It’s her jest to make old age look like a fool. 
The body crumbles, grace and vigor depart, 
There’s a stone now where I once had a heart. 
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But inside this old body a young girl still dwells, 
And now and again my battered heart swells. 
And I remember the joys; I remember the pain, 
And I’m living and loving life all over again. 
I think of the years, all too few, gone too fast, 
And I accept the stark fact that nothing can last. 
But open your eyes, nurse, open and see,  
NOT a crabby old woman, look closer, see ME! 
See US!  
SEE US AS WE REALLY ARE –  See under our wrinkled skin, see under 
our shaky hands, see under our bent backs, see under our worn-out 
bodies.   
 

SEE US AS YOU WILL BE SOMEDAY AND AS YOU WOULD WANT TO 
BE SEEN. 
 

Jewish wisdom and law demands from us that we never fail to see the 
spark, the beauty and the wisdom of our elders and their ability to be part of 
our community, an asset not a burden. 
 

Care for elders used to be the sole responsibility of the nuclear family. But 
today, this has become almost an impossible task because in most cases, 
families no longer live on the same block, let alone under the same roof.  
Our ability to take care, honor and respect elders seems to diminish as the 
distance between our zip codes grows.  
 

When I reflect on my own life, I know that this is a huge personal challenge 
for me. 
 

Because I too, followed my own path which led me to live in this country, 
thousands of miles away from my grandparents, and by doing so, grow 
without their daily presence and I live with the struggle of knowing that I am 
not close by as they age. 

 

And because I saw my grandmother, who passed away this year at the age 
of 102, decline slowly, year after year, until there was very little dignity left 
in her. At her funeral, my brother expressed his feelings, as well as my 
own, when he said “I should have seen her more, I should have spoken 
with her more often.” 
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Children, please learn from my mistakes.  
Do all you can, to call, to visit, reach out and make your grandparents an 
integral part of your lives.  Like many other grandparents, and parents, they 
might not be the easiest people in the world and they are unlikely to 
change, but it’s worth the effort. They have so much to teach you and so 
much unconditional love to give you. 
 

Remember my words from last night, do not postpone the things in life that 
matter.  
 

Rabbi Avi Weiss shares a story about the time he lived in Israel and his 
elderly parents used to come and visit him. He would always go and pick 
them up from the airport. One time, on the day they were arriving, he had a 
very important meeting at his Shul. He called his father to tell him he can’t 
pick them up but, will send a car service. His father, with a bit of sarcasm 
said to him “oh, now that you are a big shot rabbi you don’t have time for 
your parents!” Rabbi Weiss said, “of course not, Dad, I love you so much. I 
just can’t miss the meeting but, I do love you. I’m sending a car.” To which 
his father said, “Avi, why don’t you love us a little less and come pick us 
up? 

 

You can guess, Avi never missed an airport pick up again.  
  
And if you do not have the opportunity to be with your own grandparents, 
spend some time with someone else's grandparents.  
 

Roni and Tom, I am sure you remember your Bat Mitzvah project. For a 
few months, each Friday we baked cookies and went to say Shabbat 
Shalom to the residents at MorseLife.  We didn’t know anyone, we just 
walked around engaging in conversation with those who were up to it. I 
hope you can still remember how happy they were to spend just a few 
minutes with you.  The time you dedicated showed them that they 
mattered, that they were respected. 
 

Our elders need more of those moments, moments of connectivity. 
 

Most people believe that sleep, exercise, proper nutrition and good medical 
care are the recipe for a long healthy life. However, research has shown 
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that social connectivity is the number one factor in determining the quality 
of our days. 
 

Loneliness is the worst aspect of aging. Losing a spouse, losing friends, 
losing mobility, and having smaller families that live far away, all contribute 
to the growing sense of isolation. 
 

Never has our role as a Jewish community been greater then now in 
providing some solace to this pain. 
 

So many people I know think that being Jewish is measured by how often 
they come to temple, if they observe Kosher laws or have a mezuzah on 
their door.  
 

And so, I find myself reminding you, time after time, that the essence of 
Judaism is not what you eat or how often you pray, Judaism, as Hillel 
taught, is all about how we treat other people. 
 

So today, I want you to make a commitment to embrace the commandment 
of “Hadarta P’nei Zaken.” I want you to be the person that Loves others as 
you love yourself, especially if the others are elders. 
 

As a Jewish community, my children, we have the task to be a light unto 
the nations, we have to lead the way.  We must start by changing our own 
perceptions and actions toward the old. But that will not be enough. The 
responsibility is not entirely on your shoulders, Older people must make 
their own decision as to how they will use the gift of aging. 
 

There are different ways people choose to age. One such approach is 
described by researchers as “forever young.” In this approach, people do 
all they can to maintain a lifestyle, physical appearance and routines 
resembling their younger selves. While this approach might sound 
appealing, professor Dafna Hacker from Tel -Aviv University says that this 
is not a sustainable approach for aging.  David Bowie, who we all know 
was no professor, left us these profound words: he said, “if you are craving 
youth, I think it produces a stereotypical old person because you only live in 
memory, you live in a place that doesn’t exist.  Aging is an extraordinary 
process where you become the person you always you should have been.” 
 

This approach is what Professor Hacker calls “Healthy Aging.”   
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Abraham was the first to adopt this approach. We know that he is the first 
person to be described as ZAKEN-which means old in Hebrew, in the 
Torah. But why is he the first one to be described this way? The Midrash 
teaches us that ABRAHAM TAVA ZIKNA, he DEMANDED God to give him 
the appearance of an old man. According to the midrash, until that time 
people aged, but did not look old. So, Abraham, adopting the idea of 
healthy aging, of embracing his age and the look that comes with it, said to 
God, if a father and son enter a room, how will people know to whom they 
should show respect? From that time onward, God gave us the gift of 
receiving the respect that comes with the appearance of old age.  
 

Healthy aging refers to people who chose to embrace and accept old age, 
with its limitations as well as opportunities, they learn to evolve and 
reinvent themselves as an older person who has value, purpose, and can 
still make meaningful contributions. 
 

In every stage of life, my dear kids, you have a purpose. I learned this 
exactly 20 years ago, from a Swami in the small town of Rishikesh, in 
Northern India. 
 

He said to me that our lives can divided into quadrants. 
 

From birth to 25 - for yourself. This is your time for you. A time to grow, to 
learn, and to experience as much as you possibly can.  
 

From 25 to 50 -  for your family. These will be the years you, I pray, are 
blessed with finding true love, creating your own families and devoting most 
of your time to taking care of them. 
 

From 50 to 75 - for your community. These are the years where your family 
slowly becomes more independent, and you are at the peak of your careers 
and are now able to be active members in the larger community you 
choose for yourselves.  
 

And finally, he taught me, and I remember his words so clearly: 
From 75 to 100 - for God.  After you built yourself, and your family and took 
care of them and the community, these are the years you can start slowing 
down, and use a lifetime of experiences, relationships, maturity and 
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wisdom to work on what might be the hardest of all relationships - your 
personal relationship with God. 
 

If you take this opportunity, these indeed can be the most significant years 
of your life.   
 

I want to share with you the words of a personal hero and one of the most 
influential Rabbis of our generation, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, who 
spoke in 1961 at the White House conference on aging: 
 

“May I suggest that man’s potential for change and growth is much greater 
than we are willing to admit, and that old age be regarded, not as the age 
of stagnation, but as the age of opportunities for inner growth. The years of 
old age may enable us to attain the high values we have failed to sense, 
the insights we have missed, the wisdom we have ignored. They are 
indeed FORMATIVE years, rich in possibilities to unlearn the follies of a 
lifetime, to see through inbred self-deceptions, to deepen understanding 
and compassion, to widen the horizon of honesty, to refine the sense of 
fairness.”  
 

As a Rabbi of a congregation of over 450 households ages 75 us, I gain a 
daily new appreciation for these words and what can be achieved in these 
formative years. 
 

I have learned that it is never too late to allow worship to enrich your life, to 
find new ways to volunteer and to give back. I am inspired by people this 
age that relocate and manage to build new meaningful friendships. I am 
encouraged by people who recognize it’s never too late to learn, by their 
courage to continue to grow. 
 

When I think of the two main challenges of aging I shared with you today. 
The despair coming from loneliness and isolation and the call to make the 
last part of our lives significant, I realize the importance a temple can play 
at this stage of life. 
 

Temple Judea is such a place. 
 

You had to be there, 2 months ago, when we held our 3rd annual free 
Shabbat dinner in honor of our members 85 years and older. Over a 
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hundred of them came, and I felt a huge sense of pride, being able to honor 
them and show them the respect our Jewish tradition asks of us. 
 

Temple Judea is a place where we provide multiple ways for our elders to 
break the spell of loneliness and engage in various activities that offer 
opportunities for learning, growth and as my swami taught, coming closer 
to God.  
 

And the temple will continue to challenge itself to be a source of light and 
change.  And I hope that you my children, and my entire congregation, will 
continue to challenge yourself as well.  
 

If you are not old yet - challenge yourself to find a way to fulfill the mitzvah 
of Ve’Hadarta P’nei Zaken. There are so many ways to do so, think about 
volunteering with our caring committee and visiting or calling our 
homebound seniors. 
 

And if you proudly call yourself old - please use us! Make the temple the 
platform on which you can create formative experiences, on which you can 
explore your spiritual self and give yourself the chance to reconnect or 
deepen your relationship with God. 
 

As we begin a new year let us take upon ourselves the challenge to open 
our eyes, to truly see the spark of God that exists in all of us, regardless of 
age. Let us reach out and ease the pain of loneliness, let us make our 
golden years, formative and meaningful. Let’s us all work together to create 
sacred spaces in which we learn from each other, inspire each other and 
care for each other. 
 

I want to leave you with one final teaching, the words from Psalm 71:9, 
words that we sing on Yom Kippur during the Hashiveinu prayer, words that 
unite us all - those who are old and those who are not old yet. 
 

Al Tashlicheini le’et zikna - Do not discard me in my old age; 
 

Kiklot kochi al tazbeini - do not forsake me when my strength fails. 
 

This is more than King David’s personal call to God. It is a call for us, as 
individuals and as a community, to not forsake our elders. It is a call for our 
elders to not forsake God. 
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Dear Roni, Tom, Danielle and Yonatan,  
 

I am well aware that I am over the hill, that I have fewer tomorrows than 
yesterdays. But, I promise you to do all I can to make the next half of my 
life, and especially the last quarter, into formative years. 
 

 And my hope for you is that as I age, you will never see me as a burden, 
but rather as the Torah describes Abraham, as a “Zaken Ba bayamim,” a 
man advanced in years who became better with the passing days. 
 

I want to leave you with one final thought. I know very well, that given my 
“ancient” status it is not easy for you to get advice from me. But, before you 
dismiss what I have to say, please remember Mark Twain who said,  
“when I was a boy of 14, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to 
have the old man around. But when I got to be 21, I was astonished at how 
much the old man had learned in seven years.” 
 

G’mar Chatima Tova. 
 

.  
 


