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We spend a lot of time, during this season, thinking about who we are and where we are going 
in our lives. We understand that our actions in the past year are now under review and that 
God takes notice about who we are from the actions we perform in our lives. Only with the 
hindsight that comes as one year ends and another begins, can we see our actions as others 
might have seen them, and we can be proud or regret the things that we have done.  
 
A season such as this one, where we have holiday after holiday, one service after another, 
adding to our prayers and noting the changes for the current festival, we find ourselves 
wondering; What is this religion of ours all about? Who is this God that makes so many 
demands on our time at this time of year? How can we know God? How can we know anything 
about God? Why does this God care about human beings at all and why of all the human beings 
and with all the planets in the universe, why does God care at all about me? 
 
We search our Siddurim and we study the Torah and we keep asking these questions. Surely 
God must have better things to do than to examine my life. I am only one person in a vast 
world. One small life in a sprawling solar system. One tiny speck in an infinite universe. What 
reason could God have for even caring what we do and why we make the decisions we make? 
 
And yet, God does care. God is not somewhere out there in the universe, too busy to notice 
what we humans are doing. God is close by, in our hearts and in our souls, an intricate part of 
who we are and what makes us human. The entire world, indeed the entire universe is filled 
with God, each part all the more alive because of the divinity that is part of its existence. God is 
what gives substance and reality to all that exists in our experience. 
 
The sad fact is that we don’t really look for that piece of divinity that is inside of us. We don’t 
seek it out or take notice of it at all. We go about our day, doing all kinds of things that we think 
are important; bringing in the mail, shopping for groceries, making a deposit at the bank, going 
to work, taking our children to dance or to soccer practice, changing the oil on our car, checking 
Facebook, Instagram or Twitter, cleaning the closet or the garage, maybe even reading the 
news. And we do all these things never realizing our spiritual needs nor considering how we can 
satisfy them. 
 
There is an old story I once heard from the late Rabbi Sidney Greenberg about a drill sergeant 
looking at a group of new recruits, a rag tag bunch of young men he needs to make into 
soldiers. Finally the Sergeant looks up and says, “Just step out here and look at yourselves!”  
 
We can look in a mirror and see if our clothing matches and if they are still in style. Maybe 
while we are looking we will see the additional grey in our hair or the couple of pounds we have 
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put on or taken off. If we pause too long we may even note how much older we look from last 
year, or from ten years ago. It is not an issue of vanity, but we still don’t linger in front of a 
mirror for too long.  
 
Standing in front of a mirror is not the only way to see ourselves. We have the ability to turn 
our gaze inward. We can examine our lives without a glass with a bit of silver on the back.  We 
know what we look like when we are mean to someone else. We know what our appearance is 
when we are angry and shouting at someone else. We know what the expression on our face 
will be when we are caught doing something that we wish we would never be caught doing.   
 
But think for a moment… what do we look like when we are kind to another person? What is 
our face like when we show someone that we really care about their life and what is happening 
to them? What is our appearance when we are putting a sandwich in the hands of someone 
who will only have that sandwich to eat today or when we hand over a blanket to someone 
looking for a place out of the cold? It is in moments like these that we can begin to see the God 
that dwells within us.  
 
One of the most touching love stories I ever heard was told about the Jewish philosopher 
Moses Mendelssohn. He was a brilliant man but he had a misshapen spine, he was a 
hunchback. One day, when visiting a friend in Hamburg, Germany, he met his friend’s beautiful 
daughter, Frumtje. Mendelssohn fell hopelessly in love but she could not bear to look at him. 
When the time came for Moses Mendelssohn to leave he paid one last visit to Frumtje. He tried 
to start a conversation with her to no avail; she could not look at him. Finally, he asked her, “Do 
you believe that marriages are made in Heaven?” “Yes,” she replied, “Do you?” Moses 
continued, “Yes I do. You see, in heaven at the birth of each child the Lord announces who his 
or her spouse will be. When I was born, my future wife was pointed out to me, but the Lord 
added, “She will be hunchbacked.” Right then and there I called out, “Lord, a hunchbacked 
woman would be a tragedy. Please Lord, give me the hump and let her be beautiful.”  With that 
Frumtje looked up into his eyes, she reached out and gave Mendelssohn her hand. And yes, 
eventually they married.  
 
We have the power to see more than we think we can see; not just out there in the world but 
deep inside our souls as well. The purpose for all the praying we do at this time of year is to give 
us the mirror, to give us the insight, to give us the power to see ourselves as we really are. If 
there are things we see that are embarrassing or shameful, we can see them and not hide our 
eyes in shame. To see them is the first step in changing them. If we can face what we see when 
we look at ourselves, then we can repent and return to the innocence of our youth, and we can 
restore our most basic humanity for each other. Getting past our sins means restoring our 
spiritual self, and bringing back the joy and laughter in life that all too often we repress.  
 
On this day of Yizkor, we turn back to remember the lives of all those we once loved before 
they were taken from our lives. Even though they are no longer with us, the lessons we learned 
when they were alive are still active in our hearts and minds. This is what we mean when we 
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say that they are still with us “spiritually”, their sprit still speaks to us, reminding us of their 
hopes and dreams, as well as their hopes and dreams for us.  
 
It is no crime or indication of weakness if we were to cry at Yizkor time. These are not tears of 
fear or shock. Our tears today show just how much the love they had for us still fills our hearts. 
Our sadness this day, at this hour is because, even years after our loved ones die, the love we 
have for them still burns strong. I always say that tears are the price we pay for loving someone. 
After all, you don’t cry for those who were mean and nasty to you their whole life. Perhaps we 
think that our tears are a sign of weakness that we have not been able to get over the death of 
someone we love. That just is not true. The truth is, that even after many months and years, we 
still miss them, we still miss their presence in our lives and when, at an hour such as this, a time 
given over to memory, we recall their lives, we recall their presence and we recall the love. Is it 
any surprise that the tears will once again flow? 
 
When we look at ourselves we can’t help but notice the influence that others have had upon 
us. Their lives are not just a dream that has passed, but their lives remain a vital part of who we 
are and the lives we desire for ourselves. We also realize that our lives can be tied to the lives of 
others; others who love us and who will carry our legacy on when someday, we are gone.  
 
Our prayers at this time of year are designed to see ourselves as we really are. To see again the 
love of others that have shaped our live and made us into the people that we are. Our prayers 
are for those who took on the sins that made our souls misshapen and so left us more beautiful 
human beings. This is the ultimate love story of the world and we are the beneficiaries of that 
love. So we pray, so we remember, so we cry and so we live our lives as a living memorial to 
those whom we remember today.  
 
May our memories of this hour spur us to more acts of love and honor so that we too can, one 
day, be remembered for our kindness, our honor and our deep capacity to love others as we 
say…. 

Amen and Hag Sameach 

 


