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YIZKOR – Yom Kippur Day – Sanctuary - October 8, 2011 – Rabbi Adam Feldman
A few weeks ago, after a member of our congregation passed away, I wanted to call the deceased’s husband to check in with him. We had spent time together preparing for the funeral, we were together for Shiva and I wanted to see how he was doing. Since he was not home when I called, the voice mail message played. It was the voice of his wife who had passed away. Erasing that message must have been just too difficult for him and so, almost as if from beyond the grave, her voice called out, “You have reached the home of ______. We are sorry that we cannot come to the phone right now.” I thought to myself, “If you only knew how many of us are sorry that you cannot come to the phone. It was a strange feeling to hear her voice, wishing me a nice day.”
To help me stay in touch with the members of the congregation, I uploaded the names and phone numbers of our members to my new cell phone. Yes, we men like our gadgets. My cell phone is a big help because I can use it for phone calls, addresses, email, checking the weather and baseball scores and surfing the web. Having the contact information at my fingertips whenever I need it, as I like to say 24/6, is extremely valuable. The challenge for me is what to do when members of the congregation pass away. I find it very difficult to just delete their name or phone number from my contacts. It is hard to accept that they are no longer with us, so I tend to keep their entry stored for a while so as not to let them go too quickly.

When our loved ones pass away, we all struggle to keep them with us in different ways. The line between them being still so profoundly here - and yet, not here - is blurred. We all struggle with the line between life and death. Isn’t that what this Yizkor moment is about? How we keep people with us even though their physical presence is no longer here? 

Memories help us keep people with us long after they pass – Modern medical technology keeps people alive longer than they would have in previous generations. However, we still are not able to determine the two most important dates we all may want to know – exactly when we will come into this world and exactly when we will leave this world. All expectant parents are happy to know the due date but they also know it is just an estimate. It would great to know the actual day the baby will be born. And some of us may like to know the exact date on which we will pass away – perhaps.

According to the Midrash, the Great King David asked God to tell him the day he would die. God told David: “No one may know the day of his death. King David persisted and God said “I will not tell you the exact day of your death but I will tell you one detail of the timing of your death. David, you will die on a Shabbat.” King David was devastated with this one detail. So he set about a plan to fool the angel of death. He knew the angel would not take a soul from this world while he was engaged in fulfilling a mitzvah. So, every Shabbat, from beginning to end, from candle lighting until Havdalah, King David studied Torah non-stop. In this way, the angel of death was delayed many years. Then, one Shabbat, the angel blew a strong wind through King David’s window. The wind startled David and caused him to look up for a moment. It was at that moment that the angel of death came and took King David’s life.
Perhaps we should not know the day of our death. Perhaps God was right in not giving King David the information he wanted. As it says in our Machzor, only God knows the secrets of humanity and it is not for us to know all that God knows.

How does this play out for us in our modern world? With all this technology and modern ways of thinking, it seems we have created a strange new situation where the real intersects with the semi-real. It seems at times that perhaps we have succeeded in pushing back the age-old boundaries of death.

Millions of people are alive today because of vaccines and immunizations and medicines that were not available in previous generations. There are people walking around with new hearts, livers, kidneys, or lungs long after their own failed. There are countless loved ones with diseases that will ultimately take their lives who are still with us for weeks, months, or even years beyond what was the norm in the past because of what doctors are now able to accomplish. So many people today are living on borrowed time, and I sincerely hope they understand that and make the most of these extra days, weeks, months and even years that they have been given. I hear countless stories of people who live long beyond what the doctors estimated and I am glad to hear so many feel inspired to make the most of this time God granted them.

Yom Kippur is a day when many of us contemplate our own mortality. The customs of Yom Kippur that symbolize mortality include wearing white for purity but also because the traditional burial shrouds are white;, we refrain from eating, drinking and other bodily benefits. We spend much time here thinking about our own lives and about the lives of those who passed away. The Rabbis connected Yizkor to Yom Kippur for these reasons and because we need to be together as a community to mourn our loved ones.

At Yizkor time, we become more aware of things we can do throughout the year that allow us to keep our loved ones with us, to keep their memories alive and their souls with us with grace and with honor.

For some it is not deleting their name from our phone book – for some it is leaving the voice on voice mail.
For some it is leaving their favorite chair at holiday meals or not giving away clothing.
For some, it is visiting them at the cemetery prior to the holiday.
I have a friend who tries to wear piece of her mother’s jewelry every day and others who quote their relatives; doing so keeps a piece of that person’s legacy alive. “Remember what Aunt Sadie used to say.” “If your father were here he would tell you that you should not do that.” “Remember how much fun Bubbie used to have when we would go to the beach! She always told us it was her favorite thing to do.”

We experience Yizkor in a different way when we say, “My mother used to always say, that is why God gave you two ears and only one mouth.” “My father always found a way to see the glass as half full.” There is part of us that gets upset when we hear our parents’ voice coming out of our own mouths, until we stop and realize the wisdom of the statement we just made. And then there is the regret, “If only I had written down all of my father’s expressions or all of my mother’s recipes, my uncle’s jokes or my sister’s stories.”
One of the most profound thoughts I learned from my Rabbi was that we should all do our best to write our own eulogies. He did not mean literally write them by hand, but that we should live our lives so fully that when it comes time for someone to write our eulogy, to put to paper the lessons we taught and the values we shared, it will be a relatively easy task. 
Erma Bombeck once said, “When I stand before God at the end of my life, I would hope that I would not have a single bit of talent left and I could say, "I used everything that you gave me."
Let’s consider this today – how do we want to be remembered? What do we want our loved ones to say about us when we have passed away? What are the lessons, the messages, the values, the stories we want them to know and share and remember when we are no longer here. What do we want their memories of us to be, when they go to shul on Yom Kippur to say Yizkor? What is the legacy we want to pass on? What are our wishes for end of life decisions?

In fact, NOW is the time to begin to have conversations with our children and grandchildren, with our loved ones and friends so that we can share what we want others to know. 
One of my friends owns a video company that now offers a service where he interviews parents who want to preserve the stories and history of the family. The video will be preserved until the person passes on and then given to the family.  

Too many people wait too long to have these important conversations. I know that many people do not want to talk about death because they are afraid of what it may bring. In fact the worry paralyzes them to the point that they never make the time to have these conversations and then it is too late. I want us to try to get beyond these fears and worries. Family members come to my office and argue about what they think the wishes of their loved one were who just-departed loved one were. The disagreements and the emotional toll are sometimes too great and can cause damage to those left behind. 

As we remember our loved ones at this Yizkor Memorial service, I urge us to not only look back to the past but also to prepare for the future. I encourage us to have the conversations we need to have with our loved ones now – before it is too late – now – before it gets too emotional, so that we can avoid the conflicts in the future and so that they will know exactly what we want them to know. For their sakes and for our own, I want to suggest we think about ways we can bring more meaning to our life before we or our loved ones are forced or rushed into them.

There are three elements of this critically important conversation:

First, we should discuss our wishes for the end of our life. What do we want to happen if we are ill and not able to make our own decisions? What heroic measures do we want or not want taken on our behalf? What are our preferences for the funeral service? Who should have the authority to make the decisions for us? We need to decide which person or people will be making these decisions, and communicate our wishes to them.

My parents and I had the end of life conversation not too long ago. First they needed to decide which of their three children would be the health care proxy. I live the closest and I am deal with these types of things more than my two sisters, so, I was chosen even though I am the youngest. We had what I would consider to be a very healthy, honest conversation that included details about what they want for their advanced medical directives as well as what they want in terms of the Funeral and Burial – and you can guess which of the three children has to speak at the funeral. What has been helpful is that every now and then, my father sends me a “Just in Case” envelope with updated information to have when I need it.

My parents made their wishes clear to me and I shared them with my sisters. I now feel very relieved that we were able to have this conversation while they are relatively young and healthy and I hope I do not have to use this information for at least 100 years, but the decisions have been made. 

It is always a challenge for me as a Rabbi to sit with a family, as they spend the final days with a loved one who is unable to communicate or after the person has passed away, and see they are not sure what to do because they did not have the conversation earlier. What they will say is, “We wanted to Rabbi, but we never found the right time to talk.” 

Make your wishes known to family members, doctors, attorneys and Rabbis, in writing. A number of congregants have filed sealed copies of such instructions with me, so that there is an extra copy around in case it is needed. I would be honored to help anyone else who wishes to do this.

The well-known Swiss-born psychiatrist, Dr. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, sheds perspective on the end of life in her landmark work on death and dying.  In her book, Death - The Final Stage of Growth, she wrote:

It is the denial of death that is partly responsible for people living empty, purposeless lives; for when you live as if you’ll live forever, it becomes too easy to postpone the things you know you must do…when you fully understand that each day you awaken could be the last you have, you take the time that day to grow, to become more of who you really are, to reach out to other human beings. Try not to be afraid of these conversations. Just because you have the conversation, does not mean that anything will happen more quickly. 

The second part of our end-of-life discussions is about how we can enact the mitzvah of pikuach nefesh – saving the life of another. We need to discuss our views on organ donation with our family members. Every 11 minutes someone is added to the waiting list for an organ. Every day, an average of 75 people receive organ transplants. However, an average of 20 people die every day waiting for transplants because of the shortage of donated organs. Organ transplantation has become an accepted medical treatment for end-stage organ failure. The facts prove it. But only we can help make it happen.
There was a time, a generation or two ago, when Jewish tradition instructed us to not donate our organs to science. Since God gave us our bodies to use while on this earth, we need to return them as they were given to us, the thinking went. Jewish law has evolved over time and organ donation is a classic example of how the Conservative Movement has embraced tradition and change. We can help save another’s life as ours is about to end. In fact, there are people in our congregation who have benefitted from the generosity and kindness of others, and who made this act of Hesed the final gift in their lives. 

In the State of New Jersey, our Driver’s License is our Organ Donor Card. When our children are starting to drive, we can begin to have this conversation with them. Share your views on organ donation and other end of life issues so  they can begin to decide for themselves. I often talk with our Hebrew High School students about this in my Values Class and the conversations are fascinating. The dialogue and the challenges we bring to each other are wonderful. I want you to have those same conversations with your loved ones at home.

My family knows that I want to be an Organ Donor because that could give me the opportunity to fulfill the mitzvah of Pikuach Nefesh, saving the life of another, the greatest mitzvah in our tradition. Being an organ donor allows us to live out the concept of making our life a blessing – when my life is complete on this earth, I can still be a blessing to someone else. 

The third element of our end-of life conversation is the role of the ethical will. While we all know that we need to write a last will and testament for material possessions, we also need to give attention to our Ethical Will, a statement of values and advice we will leave to our families.  

Jewish history gives us wonderful examples of Ethical Wills that help us understand how to pass on the morals, values, passions and ethics we want to impart to our family members. One of my teachers, Rabbi Jack Riemer wrote a wonderful book about Ethical Wills titled, So that Your Values Live On. In it Rabbi Riemer wrote, “I have learned that ethical wills have the power to make people confront the ultimate choices that they must make in their lives. They can make people who are usually too preoccupied with earning a living stop and consider what they are living for.”
Here are a few classic statements made in some inspirational Ethical Wills.

Ramban – Nachmonides – the Great Spanish Jewish Philosopher of the 13th Century
“Accustom yourself always to speak all of your words with gentleness, to all people and at all times.”  This is the Ramban’s first instruction to his son and, by extension, to us: we must speak gently to all people at all times.  He continues, “and through this, you will be saved from anger which is a very evil trait and causes people to sin.  This is what our Sages say, that ‘whoever becomes angry all kinds of hell rule over him.’”  

Sadie S. Kulakofsky, a woman who lived in Omaha, Nebraska through most of the 20th Century, who was committed to many causes including Hadassah, Israel Bonds and who had a personal relationship with Teddy Kollek, the long time mayor of Jerusalem, Sadie wrote the following to her family nearly 20 years before she passed away:

“Above the material things bequeathed to all of you, I hope I shall have given all of you something which is more precious than gold and jewels. I hope and pray that during the years we have had together I have given you a love of our faith, a trust in God, from whom all blessings flow, a devotion to righteousness to justice and to peace—all of which one will find as the principles of Judaism, and the basis of civilization. These are the jewels, more precious than rubies which I hope will make your lives rich in all that is worthwhile for many years to come as I think they have made mine. May God shower you with his blessings and may you share your blessings with others. God bless all of you.   Your Mother.”
Eldad Pan – an Israeli soldier who died in the War of Independence in 1949

“Lately I have been thinking about what the goal of life should be. At best, man’s life is short. His life may be kind or harsh, easy or difficult, but the time passes before he realizes it. An old person wants to live no less than a young person. The years of life do not satisfy the hunger for life. What then shall we do during this time?

We can reach either of two conclusions. The first is that since life is so short we should enjoy it as much as possible. The second is that precisely because life is short and no one can completely enjoy it . . . therefore we should dedicate life to a sacred and worthy goal, to sacrifice it for something that will be valued above life. At times the first feeling is stronger and at others the second one. Of late, however, I think that the second feeling is dominant. It seems that I am slowly coming to the conclusion that life by itself is worth little unless it serves something greater than itself.”
It is the Yizkor hour of Yom Kippur – it is the time when we come together as a community, as a congregation, as a family to remember. In a few moments we will recite the sacred words of Yizkor and we will have time to recall the personal memories. We will join with our fellow Jews around the world to remember our loved ones; to recall the values and the lessons, the stories and the love they shared with us. As we always do when we recite Yizkor, we will look back to when these people were physically with us and able to share our daily lives. 
As important it is to look back during Yizkor, I also ask that we look ahead to a time when we will no longer be here with our loved ones. 

Please consider these three elements:

When will we have the all-too-important end of life conversation with our families?


Will we practice pikuach nefesh and donate our organs? 


What ethics and values will be transmitted in an ethical will to our children and our children’s children?


Yizkor – it is time to remember – and it is time to think about ways we want to create memories for the future.

The time for Yizkor is now.
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