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“Several months ago I tackled the chore of going through a box of old papers and mementos 
— we all go through the routine sooner or later and for different reasons — and I came across 
a greeting card that my grandmother had written to me on high school graduation day, which 
just so happened to be my 18th birthday; it was an exciting and scary time and a real rite of 
passage for me. It was the sixties, a time of social and political turmoil; a time of upheaval in 
society, morals, church and politics and I was going to be right in the thick of it. But was I 
ready psychologically, spiritually, at all? Now, some 40 plus years later, as I sat cradling the 
card in my hands and regressing to that day, I read the sacred words inscribed in elegant, 
careful cursive, now 15 years after my grandmother’s passing, and I realized that she had 
written me a testament that transmitted her values, her wishes for me, and her tender love. It 
was in that handwriting and as I read the words I imagined hearing her voice speaking the 
words to me softly, gently. It was a powerful emotional moment, and I almost choked up 
recalling my grief at her death. I placed that card in a special place with my most valuable 
mementos of my life, ensuring that it will never be lost to those coming after me. But for now, it 
is a special resource, a legacy that I go back to read from time to time, and is something that I 
will leave to my loved ones as a part of our family’s ethical history. I find myself wondering if my 
grandmother knew that she was leaving me a gift of such immense value, but the reflections in 
this rediscovered card is a treasured gift that keeps on giving, especially now she is no longer 
here to share her wisdom with me.” [Anonymous] 
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imes of transition such as the birth of a child or grandchild, marriages, or the death of a loved one 
become reflective times and opportunities to review one’s views on the meaning and purpose of life, 
one’s values and what makes life sacred. These rites of passage are opportunities to enter into dialogue 
about your faith, beliefs and values and can become a unique legacy to generations to come. 

The word legacy by definition is “something transmitted by or received from an ancestor or predecessor or from 
the past.” It comes from the Latin word legare which means to gather, bring together, collect, and that’s pretty 
much what we do in a legacy or ethical will: we gather, bring together and collect our thoughts on what is most 
important to us in our lives. While we might tend to think of our legacy as the property that we’ll some day 
leave to our loved ones, a legacy goes far beyond the mere material. Like any gift, these legacies should be 
planned because what they contain and transmit is really timeless; you are transmitting values in this form of 
legacy, and that fact should not be forgotten. That’s actually the purpose of this legacy: to be remembered for 
our values. I advocate very vocally for the ongoing process of communicating— orally and in writing, better 
still through our actions — values and wishes throughout our lives, but once we are gone the written legacy, our 
ethical will becomes one of the most important heirlooms we can leave behind, a treasured endowment that we 
can bequeath to our loved ones and to generations to come. As in our story above, a written legacy is 
something, like the graduation card, that loved ones can return to again and again. 

T 

Death is a threatening word. Most everyone reacts to a death with some measure of anxiety and sense of loss no 
matter what the circumstances, whether sudden and unanticipated, traumatic and violent, or peaceful after a 
long life lived well, what we call a “good death”. Sometimes the myriad emotions accosting us resolve more 
quickly and healing sets in, but more often the case that they hang on for some time and persist in some form as 
we, the bereaved, make the pilgrimage through the uncharted territory of grief, transformation, healing, and 
transcendence that inevitably sequels death. 

Our anxiety is so uncomfortable because it is the sign of hyperawareness, we’ve been ripped from the comfort 
of our little nest of denial and avoidance. We are forced into awareness and must acknowledge a dread mystery, 
and inevitability we’d had previously contented ourselves with hiding under wraps; that camouflage of denial 
that cruelly allowed us to skip through life thinking that there is always time and many more opportunities 
ahead is finally lifted. When the veil is suddenly raised we become aware that life is fleeting, delicate, relatively 
brief or “too short”, and that awareness demands our fullest attention and reflection. At those difficult times we 
may well reflect on the meaning of that life, our own lives, and what remains and what will be remembered. As 
mortal beings, we have the ability to picture a world, in which we are no longer physically present, and we feel 
the pain of being sidelined, even forgotten. There’s a saying that goes like this: “We die three times: once when 
we take our last breath, a second time when our bodies are no longer, a third time when our name is no longer 
spoken.” It’s that final annihilation, the final erasure that comes when we or our legacy is forgotten. It’s this 
awesome thought that compels us to find opportunities leave something durable and valuable to those who 
survive us. 

Now the big question is: Whether we will seize this existential opportunity to take advantage the time left to us 
and to create a thoughtful, valuable, meaningful endowment fashioned with our memories, values, hearts, or 
will we allow our roots, our lives, our values to become just dust in the winds of time? 

Experiencing the death of someone close to us only emphasizes those fleeting moments and the awareness 
creates a profound confusion in us, which only increases the existential anxiety and can make the fleeting 
moments longer loom larger, calling forth reflections about what is makes life meaningful, important. Very 
often these reflections bring us into a closer, deeper connections with others, and inspire a greater appreciation 
for the gift of life; they may even generate a kind of mindfulness of the in-the-moment-by-moment savoring of 
moment-by-moment living. If we surrender ourselves to these transitional experiences, the underlying 
spirituality will emerge as transformation and; we can all benefit from this type of reflection and the 
transformation it makes possible. It is these very reflective transitional moments that provide fertile ground in 
which to nurture what gives life its deepest meaning. 
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In our Western culture we have been victimized by the notion of individualism, materialism, and think that we 
each have our own, self-contained meaning that we have to assert at all times. It’s no quantum leap to decipher 
what is meant by self-contained, the “self” being the ego and the ego containing all that many contemporary 
persons are. But the ego is mortal and dies with the body. True meaning, the meaning we seek in our philosophy 
of life and living, is far more timeless than an individual’s self-contained meaning. Meaning may manifest itself 
as individualized meaning, yet underlying all of this individual patina is  a common yearning shared by all 
human beings to live a life that is meaningful. Do we really know what that means? 

Each person touched by death or with an awareness of death to seize the living moments and reflect on them, to 
journal them, to create written records of what makes us meaningful as human beings. What will ultimately 
evolve from these reflections is a system of values, beliefs, wisdom that will become your ethical will. 

As a chaplain I cannot even begin to estimate the number of times I have spoke to families, trying to form a 
picture of the dying person or the person who has died in order to better support the family. But how often do I 
get the cookie-cutter generalities that sound only worse when repeated by me, a veritable stranger delivering a 
homily at a funeral service. But that’s all the survivors have to offer because the deceased loved one hasn’t 
shared with them what was his or her essential meaning. That is so, so very sad, and so very avoidable. 

When we share the meaning of our lives, our values, our hopes, a philosophy of living, we are bestowing a 
unique and valuable endowment that can be immediately helpful to our loved ones or anyone close to us at our 
death and, like the discovered card in the anecdote above, will provide strength and inspiration to generations to 
come; a veritable gift that keeps on giving perhaps timelessly. 

While many of us in the professions are trained to write profusely the writing I am promoting here is not 
journalism or academic, it’s what we call journaling and can take but a few minutes at the end of the day when 
we can look back on our day and just write a short — or a longer — reflection on what the day meant to us. It’s 
that simple. Keeping your little journal book close by when you are waiting for an appointment, having a solo 
lunch, sitting in the park, lying in bed. There are as many opportunities for creating your written legacy, your 
ethical will, as there are moments in your day. Each time you write you will realize that your thoughts take on a 
little life of their own, they may assume a different configuration or highlight or emphasize something different. 
The writing you do is not formal, not even organized, and certainly shouldn’t be edited or planned in advance; 
these are writings that come from straight from you heart and might even take the form of a letter to a loved one 
or a close friend. 

You might even start by writing a letter to someone who has been a special person in your life, thanking him or 
her for the simple gifts that have made your life meaningful. You won’t know the satisfaction you’ll feel once 
you do something like that nor will you know the joy you can give someone who might receive such an epistle 
— well, not until you do it, and you should do it before it is too late. Catch my gist? 

This notion of written legacies, ethical wills, is about values and beliefs rather than about anything material and 
is an ancient tradition whose roots we trace to earliest Biblical times. An Ethical will (Hebrew: "Zava'ah") is a 
document designed to pass ethical values from one generation to the next. We find the tradition of ethical wills 
continued through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries right down to the present. We tend to have rebaptized 
them as “written legacies.” The practice is said to have originated with Genesis 49:1-33. When Jacob lay dying 
he gathered his sons to bestow on them his blessing and to request that they bury him in Canaan in the cave at 
Machpelah with his ancestors. We find other examples of ethical wills in Deuteronomy 32:46-47, where Moses 
instructs the Israelites to be a holy people and teach their children, and in Matthew 5, where Jesus blesses his 
disciples. These early teachers urged us to “‘transmit the tradition’s ethical teachings”’ and they communicated 
them orally to their children. 

Like everything else that is valuable, the ethical will has been subjected to the perversions of materialistic 
culture and distorted into business applications, self-help books and the whole gamut of modern 
meaninglessness. But for those with a firm footing in reality, spirituality, meaning-making interest is still strong 
at the growth nurturing potential, the spiritual strength, the philosophical value of the ethical will. You don’t 
need a how-to book or a website because nature has provided you with the essential tools: your heart, your 
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thoughts and feelings. Correction: you may have to resort to purchasing some materials for writing them down 
and preserving them. 

So far I have been writing about writing your reflections down on paper pages but there are other possibilities 
for inscribing your legacy. Today we can create digital legacies as videos or even more creatively in art forms 
like story boards, collages, even the plastic, sculpture arts. The important think is that what you create has 
meaning, and that meaning is made up of your values. 

But to be very honest and practical, having something written by you to be read and reread after you’re long 
gone may be just what your loved ones need. There’s just something special about the written word that it 
almost contains a person’s vitality, a person’s spirit in it. That’s why we tend to hamster greeting cards and 
letters, there’s something special present when a person takes the time and effort to write something to us. 
Cards, letters, journals are ways that we maintain our relationships with special persons — even when we’re 
physically long gone. 

Rather than provide a bibliography of how-to’s I’d much rather provide a couple of generic ideas to jump start 
the process. Keep in mind always that it’s what you share in your written legacy, your ethical will, which 
counts, not the style or the presentation. If you wait to create something perfect you’ll never accomplish 
anything. And don’t try to include everything or to be overly specific; that’s almost as bad as trying to create the 
perfect piece of legacy literature and you’ll inevitably miss your point. 

Be natural and comfortable when creating your written legacy. Ethical wills and written legacies may be just a 
few sentences long as in a short letter or they can be volumes of journals and collections of reflections 
accumulated over time. 

One interesting and particularly wholesome approach is to start now writing something now and again over a 
few years. A good time might be at a moment of particular significance or a crisis or transition event. These 
legacies can be particularly rich in growth potential since they will start at a significant event and record how 
you have grown from that event or how you were transformed and the path to making meaning. These legacies 
may be shared during life transitions of life. There are no rules about them; the choices are your own. 

Any time we are faced with a crisis is a rich time to record your reflections for your legacy, particularly if you 
have young or young adult children. Seize the moment and take a little bit of time to capture in writing what’s 
going on in you. Shared at an appropriate time, these legacies will be treasured and you will have lost nothing 
but will have fashioned a monument. 

Whereas I have been writing about death and death transitions, I would be remiss if I were not to emphasize that 
written legacies as such are important in a wide range of situations such as at any rite of passage (at the time of 
a birth, a marriage, a significant loss of anything one values, at any crisis moment, at any life transition), but can 
be especially meaning-full when written at the time of diagnosis of a chronic disease, whether terminal or not, 
and regardless of the prognosis, even if excellent. Written legacies are reflections of any awesome moment, 
whether joyful or sorrowful, because joy and suffering both are filled with meaning. In any confrontation with 
existential crisis, especially death, the time is ripe for writing, your message may change as the situation 
changes. When continuing on into survivorship or recovery, this too is a time to write; the insights, growth, 
transformation, wisdom gained from your experiences have the potential of becoming indispensible supports for 
your loved ones and others. 

Life transitions, illness, death, loss do not make appointments nor do they respect age or gender. My point is 
that regardless of your age or your gender or status in life, you have meaning and you have value. In my opinion 
you have a duty and an obligation to your fellow human beings to share those gifts. I can think of several 
important works by children about their suffering, and we all know of innumerable works by adults of every 
status, race, creed, and gender who have penned remarkably insightful contributions to the treasury of human 
legacy. 

As the adage goes:  “There’s no time like the present” to get started on this life project. The only real 
speedbump you’ll have to overcome initially is that of denial and the false certainty that there’ll always be 



tomorrow. How many people have been fatally disappointed by those mortal delusions? The reality is that we 
will all end up dead sooner or later; it’s not necessarily certain how it’s going to happen but it is certain that the 
Grim Reaper will knock and we’ll have to accept the invitation. People die, nations fall, money gets spent, 
families disperse, cities crumble. The living memory continues even if only one person is left to narrate it; your 
survivors may not like your taste in furniture or china and your clothes are probable outdated. Your life’s 
savings won’t last long and nobody wants your cat. Leave something behind that reaches into the deep recesses 
of your inherited past and can reach far into generations to come; leave your survivors a written legacy, an 
ethical will. 
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Appendix 

 
e are all unique but I have yet to meet someone that doesn’t share a very human desire: to be 
remembered. You may not be a parent and may never be a parent; you may not actively practice any 

institutionalized religion, and you may be an unrepentant maverick, a free-thinker, but one thing is certain: 
You have values and meaning. You need to share that. 

W 

As I mentioned above, a simple letter might be the best starting point so here are some ideas that you might 
want to include (if you try to think too hard about what to say, you’re doomed to frustration so don’t even 
go that route): 

• What I learned from my family and friends 
• What life has taught me about living 
• What I want you to know about me 
• What I hope[d] to have passed on to you 
• My spiritual [not necessarily religious] beliefs 
• Why I love you 
• My hopes and visions for you 
• What I learned from working 
• What I am grateful for 
• What I learned from my mistakes 
• What I learned from my grandparents 
• What I learned from my parents 
• What my children taught me [what I learned as a parent or a mentor) 
• Something important I learned from a teacher or spiritual guide 
• My favorite poems and songs [and Why?] 
• My most significant memories [good and bad] from my childhood [and what they taught me] 
• My feelings when you were born 
• What I have learned from raising you 
• What was your life’s greatest challenge 
• What was your life’s greatest missed opportunity 
• What was your life’s greatest accomplishment 
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• What was your life’s greatest joy 
• What business was left unfinished 
• Why everyone should leave life with a little secret untold 
• Be sure to include your thoughts on values and virtues like: 
• Spirituality [what is most valuable in life and living] 
• Honesty 
• Integrity 
• Friendship 
• Compassion 
• Community 
• Family 
• Recreation 
• Health 
• Spiritual or religious beliefs 
• The meaning of children 
• Politics 
• Courage 
• Love 
• Evil 
• Sin 
• Creation 
• Creatures and the environment 
• Marriage or Commitment to a significant other 
• What ismeaning 
• What makes / made life meaningful to me 

And the list goes on, and on, and …. you can continue it on your own. 
Some Useful Resources 

1. Celebrations of Life: Past, Present, Future. https://celebrationsoflife.net/ethicalwills/ 
2. Life Legacies: Preserving Past, Present for the Future. http://www.life-legacies.com/ethicalwills/ 
3. Personal Legacy Advisors LLC (commercial site but some good ideas). 

http://www.personallegacyadvisors.com/knowledge-base/ethical-wills/contemporary-examples-of-ethical-
wills/  
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