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Shabbat and Yizkor 

Shabbat Shalom and Hag Sameach 

I want to begin with a question; what does an insurance policy, a burglar alarm and Judaism 
have in common? What trait do all three share? Any ideas? I can give you a hint; they are all 
connected to the song made famous by singer Joni Mitchell, “Big Yellow Taxi”. The refrain of 
her song is “Don’t it always seem to go that you don’t know what you’ve got ‘till it’s gone.” 

 

Insurance policies are a big expense in a family budget. Our parents tell us that we need 
insurance and there are no shortage of salesmen and companies that want to sell us policies to 
insure our life, health and home. But not everyone buys insurance policies because one pays for 
them every month yet it often does not seem like we get very much from them. Unless, of 
course, we get sick, someone suddenly dies or there is a natural disaster. No one who has ever 
received a check from an insurance company for a covered expense is ever unhappy with that 
check. But until the disaster strikes, we just bemoan the fact that we are paying and paying and 
we don’t get anything tangible for our expenditures. 

 

The same applies to a burglar alarm. Most people don’t buy an alarm system until they are 
robbed. Then, after everything has been stolen, they put an alarm in to protect what is left. 
Nobody who has ever had an attempted break-in thwarted because an alarm scared them off 
ever is unhappy with their alarm system. People like to complain that there are too many false 
alarms and the monitoring costs money. For those who buy alarm systems, however, they talk 
about the intangible “peace of mind” that comes with an alarm. More often than not, these 
days, nobody appreciates their alarm until they suddenly need it. 

 

All too often we think about our Judaism in the same way we think about insurance policies and 
burglar alarms. We are way too busy with life to bother with all the different things that 
Judaism demands from us. We see our non-Jewish neighbors who don’t have to concern 
themselves with Hametz on Passover, building a Sukkah on Sukkot or fasting on Yom Kippur. 
There is much we want to get done on Saturday and we can’t be bothered by Shabbat. Keeping 
Kosher is way too hard to concern ourselves with and there are too many good restaurants in 
town that we should be trying, to eat in all of them.  

 

We look at our faith and we wonder what it has to offer to us. The common complaint is that all 
we Jews do is eat and pray; that there is no time set aside for play; that Judaism does not value 
work accomplishments. We have to take so much time away from our work that we use up all 
of our vacation days or our personal time off. When we do take a Jewish holiday off, we don’t 
do anything fun; there are too many restrictions on how we spend our time. For observant 



Jews, cooking is limited; we can’t use electricity so we can’t play video games, watch television, 
download a movie; we can’t ride, we can’t spend money; what is there to do when we observe 
a holiday? Just spend the day in synagogue? 

 

Does all of this sound familiar? It should; Jews have been complaining about these restrictions 
for thousands of years and yet Judaism is still here. Judaism makes virtually the same demands 
on Jews today as in ages past and still the Jewish people have not abandoned their faith. Clearly 
there must be something to this Jewish stuff that makes Jews come back year after year, to 
observe the Jewish holidays. 

 

The first thing we can say about Judaism is that, like an insurance policy, it is here when we 
need it. In sickness and in health we can rely on our religion to be there when we have 
questions and concerns. When someone we love is ill, we turn to prayer to get us through the 
dark nights. When there is a death in our family, we can rely on our faith to give structure to 
our world at the moment everything seems to have fallen apart. Judaism helps us to heal our 
torn and shattered hearts. 

 

My Rabbi, when I was a child, would tell the story of a man who complained that Judaism was 
only about money. Whenever he came to synagogue, they were always asking him to donate 
money. The Rabbi looked at the man and said, “Perhaps you should attend synagogue when we 
are not observing Yizkor. That is the only time we ask for money.” The man made a point of 
attending on Simchat Torah and Purim and found he belonged to a congregation that really 
knew how to celebrate. 

 

Perhaps it is because we are not willing to go out of our way for our faith that we are surprised 
when we discover some beautiful Jewish moment and we wonder why nobody every told us 
about it before. We always thought Jewish education was for children but when we attend an 
adult class, we can learn, as an adult, the real story behind the stories in the Bible. We often 
wonder why God no longer performs miracles like God did in ancient history, but we don’t stick 
around long enough to acknowledge the many daily miracles that occur all around us. We often 
don’t have patience for Jewish rituals, never realizing the effect they can have in our lives if we 
are open to them. 

 

Those who are really anti-religion can point to the many times in history when religion was the 
cause of problems, not the solution; that religion caused wars and feuds as often as it talked 
about peace. It is true that there are lots of people who claim to be religious, who live a 
religious lifestyle on the outside but don’t commit to their faith on the inside. People like this 
can indeed cause a lot of trouble in the world. But as Conservative Jews, we never ask Jews to 
believe something that is impossible, immoral or unethical. We don’t point to the Bible or any 
other religious document and say that this divine document gives us permission to treat others 



unfairly, to treat them unethically nor to deny them their civil rights. As the prophet Micah said 
in ancient times, “It has been told to you what God desires, only to seek justice, love mercy and 
to walk humbly with your God.” And as Isaiah reminded us in today’s haphtarah, we yearn for 
the day when “the wolf will lie down with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the kid … 
with a little boy to lead them.”  

 

Despite all of the problems, the history of Western Civilization is tied to Judaism. Much of what 
our societies get right comes to humanity by way of Jewish teachings. We are often so busy 
looking at the things we don’t like about Judaism that we ignore the many treasures we already 
have. We belong to a religion that does not put money at its center but does not declare it a sin 
to be successful. We don’t idolize possessions, we idolized learning. We have fought many 
battles to defend ourselves but we don’t glorify war. We may be the only religion in the world 
that says that life is so sacred that when life is in danger all other religious laws can be 
abrogated in order to save a life. Our faith teaches that the role of society and government is to 
provide civil and financial justice for every member of society, from the greatest to the least of 
us. We are not judged by how many monuments we build, but on how we take care of the 
poor, the orphan and the widow. Our faith is one that is worth going out of our way for. It has a 
lot to teach us and a lot to teach other faiths.  

 

Today, we are here, at the end of Pesach, to pause to remember the people who once sat in the 
now empty chairs at our Seder table. Many of them understood the importance of Judaism in 
their lives and perhaps that is why we pause to remember them, to remember the commitment 
to faith and religion that they shared and taught to us.  

 

Our faith teaches us that the love that we once shared with those we remember today and the 
lessons we learned from them, all of this does not disappear just because they are gone. Our 
responsibility to love our parents extends far beyond the grave. We say these prayers of Yizkor 
as a way of remembering the lives that are gone and to commit ourselves to extending their 
love and teachings into the future through our own lives. It is even customary in some places to 
make donations in their memory as a way of extending their good deeds throughout the world. 
Death may mark the end of our physical existence, but as long as there are friends and family 
who remember who we were and who remember all the good we once performed while alive, 
and as long as there are those who perform acts of kindness in our name, then we are not 
spiritually dead at all, we live on in our friends’ hearts, in their minds and in their deeds.  

 

Yizkor is a time to remember. A time to remember the good in the lives of those now departed 
but who still live through our hearts and hands. Where else but in Judaism can we find a faith 
that builds for the future through remembering the past? As we reconnect with our loved ones 
at this hour of Yizkor, let us think about how we can reconnect with our religion and our faith. 



Let us remember those who are gone and let us celebrate every day our Judaism, our eternal 
faith that demands we set aside this time to remember. 

 

We rise for the prayers of Yizkor. 


