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5779 Rosh Hashanah Morning 
Rabbi Yaron Kapitulnik 
 

Six Words 
 
 

Imagine this sermon was only six words long. That would be something? 

Wouldn’t it? 

 

 It reminds me of the story about the rabbi who always gave an18 minute 

sermon, week after week, 18 minutes, no more no less. The congregants 

became more and more curious. How is this possible? Eventually, the president 

of the congregation asked the rabbi how all his sermons are 18 minutes long. 

“Ah” relied the Rabbi, “I think about my sermons while I drive to shul, and I live 18 

minutes away from temple. That’s all.”   

That rabbi was let go the day he announced he is moving to a new home 45 

minutes away from shul.… 

  

I am so glad I live only seven minutes from temple. 

 

So, it is possible?  Is it possible to convey a major idea in six words? 

Is it possible to tell a meaningful story, to tell the story of our lives, what we 

believe in, what we aspire to be, what we have done right, or wrong, in six 

words? 

  



2 
 

 

I can only guess that most of us do not believe this is possible. After all, the 

average college admission essay, is in the ballpark of 400 to 500 words. 

  

But Yale university, in last year’s application process, reevaluated how many 

words it takes to truly express yourself and asked students to answer a question 

in no more than 30 words, yes, JUST 30 words.  

 

And the question was: “What inspires you?” 

  

And I dare to say that even 30 words might be too much. After all we come from 

a people who are known for their ability to tell profound stories is a succinct way. 

Just look at the story of the Akeida -when Abraham was asked to sacrifice his 

son Isaac as an offering to God.  This is one of the most troubling, yet important 

stories of our people, and did you realize, it is told in only 19 verses. 

  

For me, the greatness of Torah lies in its ability to tell complicated stories with 

few words.  Encouraging multiple interpretations of the story, which in turn makes 

the message of Torah personal, meaningful and endless. 

 

Sometimes being brief is an asset. 
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But today, I want us to do better than Yale. Today, I want to ask you to answer a 

question in just six words.  Yes, you heard me right, you have only six words to 

answer my question. 

  

My question is:  What's your motto? 

What six-word statement best describes who you are? What you believe in? 

What you stand for? 

  

This idea of fully expressing yourself in 6 words is not a new idea. Legend has it 

that it was the novelist, Ernest Hemingway, who was once asked to write a full 

story in six words. He accepted the challenge, and some say that Hemingway 

considered his six-word story to be his greatest work ever.  

  

He wrote: “For sale:  baby shoes, never worn.” 

 

In just six words, he stirred the imagination of his readers.  Our minds are drawn 

to the image of tiny, new baby shoes.  We wonder, why were these shoes never 

worn?  Was there a tragedy?  Or did the child just grow out of them too 

quickly?  You can say a lot in just six words.     

  

In November of 2006, and in the spirit of simple, yet profound brevity, the online 

magazine Smith Magazine asked readers to write the story of their own lives in a 
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single sentence. The result is a book I highly recommend, Not Quite What I Was 

Planning, a collection of six-word memoirs by famous and not-so-famous writers, 

artists and musicians. Their stories are sometimes sad, often funny — but always 

concise.        

  

Some stories are bittersweet: “Cursed by cancer, blessed with friends.” Others 

simply sad: “I still make coffee for two.” Some stories are inspirational: “From 

Migrant worker to NASA astronaut” or hilarious: “Married by Elvis, divorced by 

Friday.” 

  

Larry Smith, the founding editor of Smith Magazine, in a recent talk on NPR's 

shared his own six-word memoir: "Now I obsessively count the words." 

  

A few months ago, I taught a Talmud class at temple. We were learning a small, 

yet very important tractate called “Pirkei Avot,” translated as the “Ethics of our 

Fathers.” 

 

It is a compilation of short discussions between rabbis, but surprisingly they don’t 

engage in their usual discussions about Jewish law, but rather discuss values, 

morals and give pure and simple advice about life. These basic life lessons are 

considered one of the most important Jewish texts we have today to guide and 
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direct us. This is the text I teach our Bar and Bat Mitzvah students as they 

prepare for life as “Jewish adults.” 

  

Take for example a teaching so appropriate for Rosh Ha’shanah 

  

 דע מאין באת ולאן אתה הולך  

  

“Know where you came from, and where you are going.” 

  

Yes – it’s six words in Hebrew - the translation is a bit longer. 

  

On this first day of the new year, as we enter the ten days of awe, looking at our 

lives and trying to set our paths for the future, let us not forget to look at our past, 

to know where we came from. To remember the life lessons we received from 

those who loved us, and taught us. Would they be proud of us? Of where we are 

and where we are headed? 

  

In another teaching in Pirkei Avot, Rabbi Yehuda clearly defines for us what 

should be the foundations of our lives, and yes, he does it in only seven words. 

After all he is from Israel and as you know, in Israel six is not exactly six...it can 

also be seven... 
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He said that the world stands on three things  

 על התורה ועל העבודה ועל גמילות חסדים

  

For him the entire world revolved around the wisdom of Torah, our relationship 

with God and the way we treat other people - the simplicity is astonishing. 

  

And believe it or not, rabbis are people too, one of my favorite everyday pieces of 

advice from Pirkei Avot is 

   אל תסתכל בקנקן אלא במה שיש בו

  

Basically, don’t judge a jug by the way it looks.  They refer to a jug filled with 

wine, alluding to the fact that a new and beautiful jug will carry new wine, not as 

good as the older wine in the older looking jug. Now you know where the idea of 

not judging a book by its cover comes from... 

  

And finally, they did some self-promoting asking you to 

 עשה לך רב וקנה לך חבר 

 

Find for yourself a rabbi and a make for yourself a good friend - what else do you 

need? Think of a teacher who shaped you, think of a friend who held you? Is 

there anything more important? Maybe a rabbi that can also be your friend. 
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I could continue sharing with you examples of six-word teachings that are clever 

and thought provoking. I am amazed by the wisdom that can be found in this 

tractate, and so much of that wisdom, as you saw, was revealed in six or seven 

words.  

 

So, as I mentioned, I was teaching this class and I asked the students in the 

class if they can share their motto, their six words of wisdom, words that guide 

them, words they would want to pass on to the future generations...To my 

surprise, not too many were able to do so. And I say to my surprise, because as 

Jews, we are accustomed to profound ideas summarized in six words. After all, 

the most powerful Jewish idea of all time, is expressed in just six words. Let me 

introduce those words to you with this story: 

  

It's the story about the time when Bill Gates decided to organize an enormous 

session of recruitment for a chairman position for Microsoft Europe. 5000 

candidates were assembled in a large room. One of them was Moshe Cohen.  

Bill Gates thanks all the candidates for coming and asks that all those who do not 

know how to use the program language JAVA rise and leave. 

2000 people rise and leave the room. Moshe Cohen says to himself, "I don’t 

know this language, but what have I got to lose if I stay? I'll give it a try." 

Bill Gates then asks all the candidates who have never had experience 

managing a team of more than 100 people to leave. Another 2000 people exit the 
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room. Moshe Cohen says to himself, "I have never managed anybody but myself, 

but what have I got to lose if I stay?" So, he stays.Then Bill Gates asks all the 

candidates who do not have degrees from Ivy League schools to leave. 500 

people get up and leave the room. Moshe Cohen says to himself, "I left school at 

15, but what have I got to lose if I stay?" So, he stays in the room. Lastly, Bill 

Gates asks all of the candidates who do not speak Croatian to leave. 498 people 

exit the room. Moshe Cohen says to himself, "I do not speak Croatian but what 

do I have to lose?" So, he stays in the room.He finds himself alone with one other 

candidate. Bill Gates joins them and says, "apparently you are the only two 

candidates who speak Croatian, so I'd now like to hear you both have a little 

conversation in that language."Moshe, takes a deep breath, turns to the other 

candidate and says to him, "Shema Israel." The other candidate answers, 

"Adonai elohaynu adonai echad..." 

  

Yes, the most famous six-word sentence in our tradition is the Shema. They can 

definitely come handy. 

  

Six words that lay out our entire theology. 

  

These six words are powerful. 

  

How powerful? 
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 Powerful enough to save lives. 

  

You might have heard the story attributed to Rabbi Yossef Kahaneman, known 

as the Ponevezhe rabbi. According to the story, during World War II, countless 

Jewish parents gave their children to Christian neighbors, orphanages and 

convents in the hopes of saving them. The parents expected that they, or their 

relatives, would claim them if they survived the war, but many of those parents 

never came back. And so, the Ponevezhe rabbi took it upon himself to track 

down the children. But he encountered some resistance. Many of the priests and 

nuns who had been taking care of these kids insisted that no children from 

Jewish homes were in their institutions. 

  

The legend tells that one day he approached the priest in charge of a certain 

orphanage and asked that the Jewish children be released into his care. The 

priest responded, "you must have documentation". But the kind of documentation 

that the priest wanted was unobtainable at the end of the war. He then asked to 

see the list of names of children and as he read the list, he pointed to names that 

belonged to Jewish children. "I'm sorry," the priest said, "Miller is a German 

name, and Markovich is a Russian name, and Swersky is a Polish name. You 

can't prove that these are Jewish children and if you can't prove which children 

are Jewish, and do it very quickly, you will have to leave". 
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He finally asked and was granted permission to enter the children's quarters to 

see them before their bedtime. The priest, seeing no possible way that this will 

make a difference, and wanting the rabbi to leave, agreed. 

The rabbi entered the dormitory with row upon row of little beds where the 

children, many of whom had been in the orphanage since the start of the war in 

1939, were going to sleep. He slowly walked through the aisles of beds, calling 

out, "Shema Yisrael--(Hear, Israel), the Lord is our God, the Lord is One!" One by 

one, children burst into tears and spoke up, "Mommy!" "Maman!" "Momma!" 

"Mamushka!"  each in their native tongues. 

  

The years these children spent in the safety of the monastery did not erase their 

memories of their Jewish parents--now murdered--putting them to bed every 

night with the Shema on their lips. 

  

The Shema – six words – is our most basic prayer.  Words that evoke strong 

feelings of connection and tradition.  the most intimate sentiment and statement 

of belief. 

  

 

Traditionally the Shema is the first prayer we teach our children when they are 

young.  In my case, it was the first prayer that my daughters Roni and Tom 

taught me.  They were four years old, attending the JCC pre-school, and just a 
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few days into this new experience, I remember how they looked at me one night, 

when I was putting them to sleep and asked me why I am not saying the Shema 

to them. Being the Israeli I was - I was converted from Israeli to Jewish only a 

few years later - I was never taught this was the tradition, but on that night, I 

changed, it became the first night, and many nights followed, in which the Shema 

became an integral part of our bedtime ritual. 

  

When we say the Shema, to our children and grandchildren at night, we say so 

much to them, just in six words. When we say the Shema, we share with them a 

personal commitment to the continuity of Jewish tradition. 

  

This interpretation, that the Shema is not just a declaration of faith, but rather a 

commitment to continuity, is based on a midrash that pictures Jacob lying on his 

deathbed.  After he blesses all 12 of his sons, he worries – he worries like we all 

worry.  He is concerned that his children will not stay true to the tradition of their 

ancestors when he is gone.  He wants to be sure, before he dies, that his 

children will carry on his legacy.  So, he shares his fears with his children.  And 

Jacob’s sons, wanting to reassure their father, look at him and say:  שמע ישראל – 

Listen, Yisrael - as you recall Israel is Jacob’s other name. ה' א-להינו  – your God 

is our God, ה' אחד – we will carry on your values.   
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 To which Jacob responds with ...yes you guessed right…another six-word 

statement:  ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד Blessed be G-d’s glorious kingdom for 

ever and ever.  And then Jacob passed away. 

  

The strongest experience I had witnessing the power of these six words was two 

years ago year. A dear congregant of ours was taking care of her husband who 

was in home Hospice. For several weeks, I offered, a few times, to come visit 

with him, to which I always received the same answer: “he really isn’t religious, 

and he really doesn’t like rabbis,” she said to me again and again, “I will let you 

know when to come.”  

 

One day I received the phone call. It's the end. He has been unconscious and 

unresponsive for almost a week, “I would like you to come,” she said. 

I went over, we sat by his bed. I started chanting the Shema, almost immediately 

I could see a change, something changed in him. By the time I chanted the 

Shema for the second time, he opened his eyes, he whispered the words 

together with me, and then, he looked one last time with loving eyes at his wife, 

and soon afterward, passed away. 

  

To this day I am moved by the power these six words had in the life, end of life, 

of a non-religious, rabbi disliking, beautiful Jew. 
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The Shema, six sacred words that can touch the deepest, most hidden parts of 

our soul, the spark that can never be truly extinguished in us, no matter how hard 

we try to ignore it.  

 

I hope that by now you believe in the power of six words  

So, I want to take my earlier question and expand on it. 

  

What if i asked you to write your JEWISH six-word memoir... 

  

How would your six words connect you to your Jewish heritage?  How would they 

reflect the lessons that you have received from your parents?  Or those that you 

have passed down to your children?  What would your six-word memoir say 

about the Jewish you? 

  

SMITH Magazine actually took it upon themselves to ask this question of a few 

hundred Jewish people- celebrities and folk people alike. 

  

And I promise you that you will love the name they chose for this project, they 

called it: 

  

Oy! Only Six? Why Not More? 

  

As you can guess some where funny: 
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Jana wrote: Family spends meals discussing other meals. 

  

and Henry wrote: I’m going to worry about it. 

 

Others were very personal: 

 

Katie Mack wrote: That Rosh Hashanah changed this gentile. 

 

And Tiffany added: Israel means “to wrestle”—explains everything. 

  

So many of these memoirs were captivating, it was hard to choose my favorites. 

I still debate between Tovah Feldshuh who wrote: Threat of extinction breeds 

Jewish excellence.Or Daniel Schwartz who summarizes it all by saying: I do not 

stand idly by. 

 

But in all honesty, my favorite Jewish five-word motto is:  

 

Joyous Judaism that inspires action. 

It’s the motto that guides me almost every single day of my life. It’s the motto that 

was born out of a collective effort a few years ago, an effort to define for 

ourselves - who we are, what does Temple Judea stand for? 
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You see, as part of my rabbinic studies, I took a seminar, that among other 

things, examined mission statements of temples.  It was a true eye opener to see 

how complicated, convoluted and unclear most of these statements were. But 

most of all, it was sad. Sad because such vague statements point to the failure of 

so many temples to define what they stand for, who they are and what do they 

aspire to become. We too had a very long, not inspiring mission statement, today 

we have five words 

  

Joyous Judaism that inspires action. 

  

Joyous because we approach our Jewish life with joy and celebrate the gift of a 

Jewish community. Even when we meet in tough times, like a shiva, there is a 

sense of joy that we are not alone and that we have a support system to be there 

for us during our most difficult moments. Judaism because what we do at 

Temple Judea has to add to our Jewish journeys and experiences, and finally - 

we try to inspire people to act, to grow. If your experience at TJ does not change 

you at all, does not make you want to ask more questions, to learn something 

new, to reach out to others, to change not just yourself, but the world around you 

- then we have not yet achieved our goal. 

  

These might only be five words, but let us not underestimate the importance of 

having them. 



16 
 

  

A motto on hand—or rather, in mind—links us to our deepest values and goals. 

  

A motto is a brief statement “adopted as a guide to one’s conduct.” 

  

Complicated ideas get lost in space; simple mottos can help you remember 

what’s important in an instant. 

  

Therefore, on this first day of the New Year, I do not want to ask you what your 

resolution for this coming year is, but rather what your motto is. 

  

I believe that before we make resolutions for the future, we need to be able to 

describe ourselves, our lives, our values, our vision, in six words or less! 

  

What is your personal motto? 

 

If you had six words to write on your headstone, and these six words were your 

message to your loved ones, what would they be? 

 

If you don’t have a motto, if you don’t have six words in mind,  

please consider creating one or adopting one that fits your mission in life. 
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It doesn’t matter how old you are, 20, 40, 60 or 80 years old - at any given 

moment in life you should be able to articulate who you are. What you stand for. 

  

At every stage in our lives, at 20, 40 60 and late beyond our 80’s, we should 

know from where we have come and where are we going. 

  

Regardless of your age, you have a message to teach those around you, and 

you should share that teaching. 

  

Countries have constitutions. Companies have corporate mission statements. 

Organizations have vision statements. 

  

Jewish tradition has Pirkei Avot and the Shema, Temple Judea has a great 

motto. 

  

Why shouldn’t you? 

  

The High Holy Days are a time for introspection – evaluating from where we have 

come and thinking about where we want to go. דע מאין באת ולאן אתה הולך 

  

One way that many people accomplish this goal is through keeping a 

journal.   Despite the value of journaling, I have never been good at keeping one 
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going.  It always starts out well, but then who has time to keep it up?  But a six-

word memoir – a short, but deep statement about your life – that is realistic.  That 

is something that we can do.  

  

So, who’s ready to share?  Don’t all put your hands up at once – we don’t need 

to hear everything right now.   

 I want to ask you to take this task seriously. 

I want you to think about your six-word memoir. 

And when you have one, I am encouraging you to share it. 

  

And because this is a task for people of all ages you can carry it yourself to 

temple, send it by snail mail, Email, text, Facebook Instagram snapchat it too me. 

The only form I ask you to avoid is telepathy. 

  

In ten days, on Yom Kippur, I will share a few of the mottos with you, including 

my own. 

Today is Yom HaDin – it is the Day of Judgement – when we all stand before G-d 

for an evaluation of our lives. Before we ask G-d to evaluate us, let’s self- 

examine our core being. 

 I will leave you with one more six-word memoir example to consider.  It comes 

from a man named Eddie Sulimirski.  He wrote: Became more like myself every 

year.  This is the goal of teshuva, of return.  We dig deep down inside of us to 
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discover who we are, to remind ourselves of that Jewish spark that burns deep 

within our souls.  That piece that tells us to be a mensch, that draws us closer to 

G-d, that told us to come here today.      

  

I think writing your own six-word memoir can help you begin this process.  Here’s 

six more words to help you get started: 

There’s no better time than now.      

 

Shana Tova.  

 


