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What is the difference between Jews and other human beings? 

I am glad you asked.  

When it comes to senses, human beings have five of them: touch, taste, sight, smell, and 
hearing. 

But, Jews are not satisfied with just five senses. God endowed and blessed us with one more 
sense.  

That sense is the sense of memory. Zachor. Zekher. Zicharon.  

To quote the author Jonathan Safran Foer: 

For Jews, memory is no less primary than the prick of a pin. The Jew is pricked by a pin and 
remembers other pins. It is only by tracing the pinprick back to other pinpricks that the Jew is 
able to know why it hurts. 

What does it mean for us to remember?  

Sometimes, it seems as if memory itself is on trial – the act of memory, the need for memory, 
the very active part of memory.  

Today, at this Yizkor service, I stand before you as a defense attorney. My client is memory. 
Today I want to issue a plea that comes from the depth of my being. Today I am asking you to 
remember to remember.  

To remember our dead. 

Of course, I remember my loved ones who have died! How could I not remember?  I think of my 
mother every day, you will say. Every day, I reach for the phone and I want to call her, 
until…until I remember. Of course, I remember.  

But this is what you need to know about memory and Judaism – or it might be what you might 
have forgotten about memory and Judaism. In Judaism, memory is an active verb.  

Memory is not only what you think. Memory is what you do. It is what you do, and it is such an 
important mitzvah, that the Torah mentions the commandment to remember -- no less than 
169 times 
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Today, I am going to issue a plea to this congregation – a simple plea. I am asking us to 
remember our dead – to remember them actively, and to sanctify time with their memory.  

Let me take you on a tour of the Jewish calendar of death, so that you will know what I mean – 
and so that you will know how tender memory is.  

First, there is shiva. American has been hard on shiva, at least in non-Orthodox Judaism. What 
was once upon a time a seven-day mourning period became a three-day mourning period. The 
roots of that actually go back to Europe, when working people could not afford to take a week 
off from their occupations and their livelihoods.  

Then, three days became two days. 

For some people, it has become one day.  

What has happened to shiva? Shiva has suffered the same American fate as Shabbat. Like 
Shabbat, shiva is what we deem to be “useless” time, time spent in introspection -- and we 
Americans have decreasing patience for empty, useless time.  

And so, yes: I am asking you to consider this, May the angel of death stay away from our doors 
in this coming year, and in coming years. But in case the angel should make the wrong turn, and 
in case you stare in the face of eternity, I invite you: shiva, please. Seven is hard, I get it. I tried it 
this past year. Five? At least, three?  

Then there is shloshim, the thirty-day mourning period. I know that it is traditional to avoid 
celebration and entertainment during that time period. I know that for reasons too complicated 
to name – that such restrictions seem too restrictive.  

When my father died in February, I took upon myself the weighty and wonderful task of re-
reading Leon Wieseltier’s extraordinary journal of his year of mourning for his father. The book 
is called Kaddish. It is the best commentary on Jewish mourning practices that you will ever 
read.  

Leon’s words: 

Friday night. Shabbat arrives in splendor. The rabbi introduces me to two men. They are 
brothers and they buried their father this morning. They have come to say kaddish, but they 
are not familiar with the words and the customs of the prayer. They are helpless. The rabbi 
asks me to help. Soon it is time to recite the kaddish. The brothers rise with me. They read a 
transliteration of the prayer. “We’re the dunces,” one of them says. “No,” I reply, “the dunces 
are the ones who don’t try.” 

And so, I ask you: once again – if death should visit your family this year, God forbid – I ask that 
you come to synagogue on the four Shabbatot after your loved one’s death. We mention those 
names before Kaddish. We ask those who are in mourning and those who are observing 
yahrzeit to rise in place – so that we can become part of a chorus of consolation. That is the 
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meaning of a community. That is the meaning of a family. That is the meaning of the family of 
Solel.  

And then, there is yahrzeit, the anniversary of the death. Perhaps you light a yahrzeit candle in 
your home.  

I now invite you to be here for services to say kaddish for your loved one. For, again: We ask 
those who are in mourning and those who are observing yahrzeit to rise in place – so that we 
can become part of a chorus of consolation. That is the meaning of a community. That is the 
meaning of a family. That is the meaning of the family of Solel. 

On this day of confession, I freely confess this to you. When I was a young rabbi, in my late 
twenties and in my early thirties, I used to be pathetically cynical about those worshipers who 
came only for yahrzeit. In my callow and callous youth, I silently accused them of ancestor 
worship, of creating a cult of the dead.  

I am older now, and since then, I have buried two parents. This is what I now know: I was 
wrong. To come to synagogue for yahrzeit is a measure of genuine piety. Nothing could be 
more Jewish. 

 “The person with the kaddish has a mission,” writes Leon Wieseltier. “The mission is to speak 
up against darkness and against nothingness.”  

He is right. Just the act of saying kaddish, of extolling the name and presence of God, is to cry 
out not only for our losses, but against our losses. It is to say that God is whole, as I pray to be 
whole. It is sometimes the fist that we shake in the face of God, in anger and pain. Kaddish has 
the rhythm of the heartbeat. It is the pulse of Judaism.  

We call this k’vod ha met. It is the honor that we owe the dead. For how we treat the dead, and 
how we treat our memory, truly matters. It matters to us. In a way that we cannot begin to 
imagine, it matters to the dead. It matters to God.  

Some of you are saying: There the rabbi goes again – begging and imploring us to be more 
Jewish, to do more Jewish.  

You expect your golf pro or your tennis pro to help you improve your game. I am only doing 
what your golf pro or tennis pro would do. I am inviting you to improve yourselves, as Jews.  

Some of you are saying: The rabbi is only doing this because he wants more people to attend 
services.  

It is not only that I love seeing this sanctuary full. It is also that I love seeing (if seeing is the right 
word) – I like seeing souls full. Again, Leon: “When we say kaddish, it is not only that we 
remember the dead; we remember also what the dead remembered.” 

Some of you are saying: I remember my loved ones my own way.  
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No doubt you do. But I am here as a defense attorney, representing my client: the last 2500 
years of Jewish tradition.  

Those traditions are not only traditions because they are traditions.  

Those traditions are traditions because they have stood the test of time.  

Those traditions have maintained themselves against the corrosive forces of modernity – 
largely because they work. They work psychologically; they help us process and continue to 
process loss. They work theologically; they help us be present with God and struggle with faith. 
They work sociologically; they help us maintain our communities.  

This tradition has sustained a great many people, over a great many years, in a great many 
places. The least I can do – the very least I can do – is to enter that tradition and that ancient 
conversation without a chip on my shoulder, without overt skepticism, with the faith of the 
centuries that my ancestors and their teachers, and the teachers of their teachers, they were 
not fools – but that they understood the human condition with a depth that most of us can only 
covet.  

This I know. I know the words of my colleague and teacher, Rabbi Sandy Sasso. She writes: 

When people die, their hopes and dreams don’t die with them. They continue in the lives of 
others to who whom they were close. We absorb so much of our loved ones that when they 
die, they do not totally perish. At least significant parts of them are still in us, in our brain. 
The parts that matter most are actually transportable to others.  

In that sense, perhaps, I bear my father’s dreams and his hopes. My act of being here – your act 
of being here – turns memory from a passive mind game into an active recipe of lived action.  

And, yes: this is the first Yom Kippur, the first season of awe, since my father died in February.  

And, yes, I missed his phone call that would inevitably come right after Tashlich on the first day 
of Rosh Ha Shanah: “How did it go? What did you say? How many were there?” 

Last evening, I spoke about what it means for me to refuse to delete the names of lost 
friendships from my IPhone – because I believe with perfect faith that someday those lost 
friendships might once again spring to life.  

But there are other names that I refuse to delete from my IPhone.  

They are the names of those who have died. Friends, congregants, colleagues, teachers, 
musicians, composers, writers.  

Just the act of seeing their names is their kaddish.  
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