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Shavuot Day 2 
Sermon 
Yizkor 
 
Hag Sameach 

In 2010, I was honored by my Alma Mater, the Jewish Theological Seminary, for my over 
twenty-five years of service to the Jewish community. At that time, the Seminary conferred 
upon me the degree of “Doctor of Divinity, Honorus Causus” an Honorary Doctorate. It was a 
lovely ceremony where I was joined by some thirty other Rabbis who also received their 
Honorary Doctorates for their service to the community for over twenty-five years.  
 
In some ways it was a survival degree; we had all survived long enough serving Jews that we 
deserved an honorary degree. I have to say that it was a very nice touch that the Seminary 
recognized our lifetime of achievements.  Every few years another group of my colleagues is so 
honored for their service as I was honored for mine. 
 
This year another group was presented with their honorary degrees. Chancellor Arnold Eisen 
spoke to them about the significance of their service. I have long admired Chancellor Eisen’s 
approach to learning and to Judaism. And I was impressed this year with his address at this 
year’s convocation honoring my colleagues.  
 
He said he would speak of Berayshit moments, Shemot moments, Vayikra moments, etc. He 
called these moments “openings to holiness, invitations to meaning and community, pathways 
to encounter with God” all pointing to a full Jewish life. It is these moments that fill the lives of 
all Rabbis and make us very busy in our professional lives.  
 
What is a “Berayshit moment”? Chancellor Eisen defines it as “occasions where one takes on 
the mantle of being heir to the stories of our ancestors. This is the challenge and opportunity 
held out to Jews in every generation; the way that the universal question of ayeka (Where are 
you in the world?) reaches Jewish heart and minds and calls us to the covenant.” 
 
I have taught the Book of Berayshit the past two years to my Bible class. These are the stories of 
the highs and lows of our ancestors. These are the stories that teach us that in spite of their 
flaws and foibles, our ancestors were able to overcome their sins and have a major impact on 
the world. We must not forget that none of us are perfect and Judaism does not insist that we 
become saints or hermits. We must live in this world. If we fall down, we have to pick ourselves 
back up. If we sin, we have to do teshuva. If we fail, we have to overcome failure and seek 
success. We all face tests of character every day. Sometimes we succeed and sometimes we fail 
the test. We often wonder what God expects of us and we are all too aware, in our own lives, 
how far we often are from where we think God would like us to be. If we can understand that 
we are part of God’s world and that world does not revolve around us, this is the most 
important lesson we can learn.  
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According to Dr. Eisen, Shemot moments are “moments that link personal to national stories. 
We are all commanded to remember; not cognitively, but by putting into the world counter-
facts to evil and extinction.”  
 
Dr. Eisen uses these moments to remind us that we are always on two horns of a dilemma. We 
can’t allow our young people to separate themselves from Israel and to be alienated from our 
homeland. Yet at the same time, we must speak up about how Israel can be a great force for 
good among the nations only if Israel will confront the issues that hold her back. We have to 
challenge Israel without giving aid and comfort to Israel’s enemies. All Jews must look to the 
book of Shemot and see that we must remember our past, make sense of our history and learn 
the lessons of our experience so that as a people and as a faith, we can affirm the covenant 
made at Sinai, a covenant that was born of this kind of historical memory. 
 
Dr. Eisen sees Vayikra moments as those of intimate and daily rituals. He writes, “I love Vayikra. 
It recognizes that I am frail, and wants me to know that I am mortal, and – despite that or 
because of that – it commands me to love my neighbor, to not take vengeance, and to care for 
the poor, in full confidence that I can do all these things.” 
 
There is so much that distracts us and pulls us away from the lives we wish to live. Rituals in 
Judaism are not inherently holy. Rituals are holy when they call us to act in ethical and moral 
ways. Doing a ritual, even a Torah ritual, that causes us to act unethically, is a desecration of 
God’s name and a desecration of the Torah that God gave us. Ritual must change. To maintain 
that women, converts, non-Jews or LGBTQ Jews are somehow excluded from morality perverts 
the meaning of Torah and of living a Jewish life. Even if there are good biblical verses that may 
support inequality, equality is our goal and we should not let a bigoted understanding of Jewish 
Law hold us hostage when we know that these rituals are no longer true or meaningful.  
 
Dr. Eisen looks to Bamidbar, a word that means “wilderness” to speak of matters relating to 
where we live and where we are going. He writes, “I count on rabbis to sound that reminder  
loud and clear – and to tell us baby boomers that, no matter how good our GPS and how 
effectively Siri Answers our questions, we are still lost, much of the time – and as far from the 
Promised Land as ever. But it awaits. We need to keep moving in its direction.” 
 
It is telling that the Torah ends without the People of Israel entering the Promised Land. Just as 
they get to the gateway to the goal, we end our Torah reading and go back to the beginning. 
Moses is not the only one that does not get to enter the land God promised to our ancestors. 
Along the way on our journey, we often encounter the problems of living. Today we talk about 
terrorism, uncivil discourse, climate change and discrimination. The book of Bamidbar includes, 
war, and attempted coups, curses and perpetual grumbling. Through it all, Moses never 
consulted his favorability rating. We need to remember to keep our eyes on where we want to 
be and understand that to get there, may require some hard and unpopular decisions.  
 
Finally Dr. Eisen speaks of Devarim moments, writing: “In recent years, Devarim has come to 
mean, more than anything else, Nitzavim, with its radically inclusive invitation to covenant 
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addressed to men and women, old and young, wealthy and poor, Israelites and the ger and the 
stranger who dwells in your camp. I am grateful for that - and for the further enlarging of 
Moses’ audience to include those ‘alive that day and those not yet alive that day’ – Me, you, us 
and the generations of descendants to whom we, by passing on Moses’ words will be treasured 
ancestors.” 
 
Devarim makes sense to anyone who has ever hoped to transmit from this generation to the 
next, the wisdom we have learned in life. Wisdom from our faith and the wisdom that comes 
from our mistakes. Devarim is about changing the circle of life into an upward spiral. History 
may repeat itself but we can learn how to deal with the challenges in better ways if we learn 
the lessons of our history. Just as we are better human beings because of the lessons we 
learned from our grandparents and parents, so too will our children and grandchildren succeed 
if we are able to transmit what we have learned about life to them. 
 
Pirke Avot teaches that the Torah was given to Moses on Mt. Sinai. Moses gave it to Joshua; 
Joshua to the Prophets; The Prophets to the Elders and the Elders gave it to the Men of the 
Great Assembly. So it has been passed down from one generation to the next not only as a 
valuable inheritance, but as a source of wisdom in how we should live our lives. Each 
generation has found meaning in its text and the wisdom of Torah has never gone out of style. 
Today, at Yizkor, we remember what the Torah meant to those who gave it to us, and we 
marvel at what it has come to mean to us. Torah is precious most of all because we received it 
from those who were precious in our lives. Living a Jewish life is not easy. Living according to 
Torah means trading what others desire for a different understanding of what is desirable. 
Now, as we grow older, we understand what our loved ones were trying to teach us. We should 
not cling to what is here today and gone tomorrow, but we should hold fast to the Torah, “Atz 
Hayyim Hi, L’machazikim ba” Torah is a tree of life if we just hold fast to it. It is Torah that keeps 
our loved ones alive for us at Yizkor time and it is Torah that keeps us alive even as it keeps our 
lives filled with meaning.  
 
If we had to memorize Biblical stories as children we only did half the work needed. Biblical 
stories must become our story. The struggles and challenges, the mistakes and successes in the 
Torah are the story of our lives. Just as it was the story of those who we remember this day. 
Before we read the Torah we always recite, “Atem Hadvakim badonai Eloheichem Yahim 
kulchem hayom - All those who cling to words of Adonai our God are still living this day.” As 
long as we remember loved ones who lived their lives by Torah and who taught us Torah, they 
are always alive. As long as we live our lives by Torah and teach it to others, we will be 
remembered forever. As long as we are part of the chain of transmission, a chain that brought 
Torah to us so that we could pass it on to those who will come next, then we will always live in 
the moments of Torah.  
 
Amen and Hag Sameach 
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As you take out our Yizkor books, there is an envelope inside for your Yizkor donations. We are 
calling your attention this year to the needs of our students who are attending Camp Ramah 
and other Jewish educational camps. The need is as great as ever. Summer Camp is accepted as 
one of the most important experiences in a child’s Jewish life. Please help us send more 
students to camp next year by indicating that your donation should be directed to the Beth-El 
Camp Scholarship Fund.  
 
We are grateful for your continued support of Temple Beth-El and of our Educational Program.  
 
As we celebrate Torah this Shavuot and as we celebrate those who taught us Torah, let us rise 
for Yizkor to affirm their lives and our own as part of the ongoing eternal holiness of Torah.      


