Weekly Jewish Wisdom

A Different Bucket List

By Dr. Erica Brown

“…a contemplative man understands that one need not be overwhelmed by human failure any more than by the success that he may experience. For time erases everything; and in the course of years all is borne away on the wind, forgotten. 
All by the lovingkindness of the Almighty…”

Isaac Komiansky

Isaac Komiansky (1828-1903) was a pious Jewish businessman who left an ethical will to instruct his children on Jewish values after his own life had passed. The ethical will is not an unusual document in Jewish tradition. Some date it all the way back to the end of Genesis when Jacob gathers his son to leave his blessings and words of wisdom for them before he dies. Many people throughout history – men and women – claim that they had little money to offer their children so they left them advice instead. While money may have been appreciated or more needed in the short-term, the ethical will is a completely personal gift that will always be associated with the memories of the one who left it. To the point, Elie Wiesel wrote n The Testament, “My father is not dead. My father is a book, and books do not die.”
Our quote above represents the words of a man looking behind and realizing that all of our successes, which seemed so important at the time, and all of our failures, which seemed beyond rescue, all become part of a past that is fleeting. In Komiansky’s words: “but now, with the passage of time, I regard them as vain trifles one and all. They are all gone now, like a dream that has fled, leaving no trace.”

Even though he mixes successes and failures together, he takes this opportunity, his last, to enumerate the many obstacles that stood in the path of his success. It is a litany of fortunes won and lost, of a child dying of illness, of the imperative to be kind, especially to one’s siblings and to have self-control in the face of vice, envy, ambition and anger. It is the confession of a man who too k many risks and then repeated them.
Komiansky’s losses sound quite modern and perhaps the way that he managed them is a word to those who have made fortunes and lost them: “I lost everything and even went into debt. Still, I do not despair; the loving-kindness of the Almighty is not exhausted…The clouds will disperse and the sun will shine, bringing light, joy and splendor…” Komiansky’s light did shine again. 

He also advised his children, in light of his financial woes, to be thoughtful about their own money management and even during times of success to “beware of increasing your expenditures and those of your household. At such times you should think that perhaps days of change will come, so always manage your households at some moderate level.…Each person is obliged to secure his wealth and not squander it on vanities that benefit neither body nor soul.”
Jack Riemer and Nathaniel Stampfer wrote in their collection, Ethical Wills: A Modern Jewish Treasury that ethical wills were not easy to write nor were they easy to read. In writing them, “One must look inward to see what are the essential truths one has learned in a lifetime, face up to one’s failures, and consider what are the things that really count.” Reading them is hard because you feel as if you are “eavesdropping on an intimate conversation, of reading a love letter from the beyond.” Nevertheless, many ethical wills were published posthumously, as was our letter from Komiansky in Russia in 1911. His words, which were meant only for his children, became those that may have advised hundreds of people in his day. 
His will is not the bucket list of Hollywood; it is a set of spiritual and worldly accomplishments that would make him leave the world not saying that he had had unusual adventures but that those around him considered him a mensch. He records how he tried to “battle” with his lower impulses to come nearer to virtue and leaves us with these special words: “spiritual strength is needed for this struggle.”

Shabbat Shalom

