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Shemini Atzeret 2014M 

Yizkor Sermon 

 

 

Hag Sameach 

  

On Yom Kippur, in the afternoon, I told the story of Rabbi Levi Yizchak of Berdichiv and 

his Din Torah, his accusations against God. Levi Yizchak was known as a Rabbi who never 

failed to promote the good side of humanity before God. How could God ever accuse 

the Jewish People of any transgression? Sure they were not perfect but for every 

imperfection, for every sin they may perform, according to Rabbi Levi Yizchak, there 

were many more examples of faith and hope that could be found with our people. 

According to Levi Yizchak, we deserved reward, not punishment, at the hands of 

heaven.  

 

So one Yom Kippur, instead of God judging Israel, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak dared to put God 

on trial. The punishment that God ordained for Israel was too severe and not up to the 

standards of Justice that God demands. God should be seen as guilty of treating the 

Jewish People unfairly. The people did not owe God any penitence; it was God who 

owed a good year to the Jewish People. Rabbi Levi Yizchak not only dared to put God on 

trial but he dared to judge God as guilty! Standing in defiance of God, Levi Yizchak 

proclaimed the verdict; and then …. then …. 

 

What do you do when you declare the judge of the entire universe guilty? What 

happens when you proclaim God as flawed, as imperfect as the people that God judges? 
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How is it possible for us to understand all that God has to take into account when God 

judges Israel? God not only understands the sweep of history in a way we can never 

understand, God knows the future of our deeds and the consequences of every action. 

God knows the inner workings of the universe, the order of the stars and the motives 

that lurk in our hearts? How can we aspire to understand the way God dispenses Justice 

in the world? Levi Yizchak dared to judge God. Would God now strike the Rabbi dead for 

his act of impudence? 

 

God does not strike the Rabbi dead. Perhaps God understood the frustration and anger 

that comes when humanity does not understand the meaning behind the pain we 

endure. Perhaps God has mercy on us mortals when we try to make sense of the 

senseless suffering we see around us. Perhaps God was waiting to see what would 

happen when the Rabbi found God guilty; what would the Rabbi do? What would he say 

to God having the impudence to accuse his Creator? Rabbi Levi Yizchak of Berdichiv then 

realized that it did not matter if God were guilty or not. It did not change anything to 

determine that by human standards, God had transgressed. God was still God and we 

human beings still needed to have faith in God and in God’s Justice. So Rabbi Levi 

Yizchak of Berdichev did the only thing he could do in that bold and holy moment when 

he accused and convicted God; He turned to the people and recited the Kaddish – 

“Magnified and Sacrificed is God’s great name”  There will never be anyplace else we 

can direct our prayers.  
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Yom Kippur is the day we simulate our own death. We do not eat or drink, we do not go 

about our daily business, we wear a kittle, symbolic of the shroud we will one day be 

buried in, and we stand before God for our final judgment, hoping that our lives will be 

deemed worthy of salvation, worthy to enter Heaven, worthy of eternal life.  On the one 

hand we know that we are not perfect. That all of us have sinned, but we also know that 

God is merciful, that God understands our weakness and our frailty and will forgive us 

because we try so hard, because we mean to be better but we sometimes miss the 

mark. At the end of Yom Kippur, when we have died and been reborn without sin, what 

are we to do? What should anyone do who has faced death and been spared?  

 

Just eight weeks before Yom Kippur, we observed a different Fast, the fast of Tisha B’Av. 

On that day we mourned the end of our greatest accomplishment. The Temple of 

Jerusalem, the most beautiful building ever created as well as God’s dwelling place on 

earth was destroyed. Destroyed by Roman armies sure, but also destroyed because of 

the senseless hatred we had for others and because we no longer took the ritual there 

seriously. We lived our lives doing all the right things but we didn’t believe in the ritual 

enough to change our evil ways. We undermined the very ritual that was needed to 

redeem our lives and in that moment we lost it all. We had seven weeks to examine our 

ways and face the judgment of Rosh Hashanah. We had ten more days to repent our 

sins and seek mercy from God. Now what? What is left for us to do after the end of Yom 

Kippur?  
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We are given a unique commandment to observe after Yom Kippur. We are commanded 

after the holiest day of the year to go out from synagogue and to build. We are to build 

a sukkah. We translate the work “sukkah” as “tabernacle” but it is not a holy Temple 

that we are building. Sukkot may be the “Feast of Tabernacles” but what we are 

commanded to dwell in is not a copy of the place destroyed by the Romans two 

thousand years ago. We build instead a temporary home, a frail hut with a roof that is 

partially open to the sky. Barely able to keep the sun off of our heads and no shelter at 

all from the storm. We live in our Sukkah as our ancestors lived in the desert on their 

way to the Promised Land; depending on God to protect us from wind and rain.  

 

After Yom Kippur we are commanded to build. How is this even possible? Yom Kippur 

teaches us that we human beings are nothing more than dust and ashes. We chant the 

U’netana Tokef which tells us that we have no control over our lives, over how we live 

and how we will die. It says, “Each person’s origin is dust and each person will return to 

the earth having spent life seeking sustenance. Scripture compares human beings to a 

broken shard, withering grass, a shriveled flower, a passing shadow, a fading cloud, a 

fleeting breeze, scattered dust and a vanishing dream. Only God is sovereign, living and 

ever present, infinite and all powerful.” If this is the human condition compared to God 

how can we build and what can we build? Our life is fleeting and temporary. The best 

we can ever build is a structure as fleeting and temporary as we are. 

 

My teachers at the Institute of Jewish Spirituality write, “On Sukkot we finally 

understand that we will forever live lives of disappointment if we insist that life only has 
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meaning in achieving certainty or in reaching seemingly permanent states of body and 

mind. Sukkot counters the belief that we can only be happy if we solve our problems; 

that we can only be happy if we succeed in all of our relentless struggles to solve, fix, 

build, or grasp onto. This season reminds us that we do not know what is coming 

tomorrow or even in the next breath. We could ignore this reality completely, or we 

could also find ourselves obsessing on it and become paralyzed. Or, a third option: we 

could practice with the orientation of Sukkot, a time in which we allow for those two 

truths to operate simultaneously: everything (including me) is impermanent, yet I am 

incredibly powerful to act and to find meaning and happiness. On Sukkot, our hearts 

feel full because we know that despite our ample limitations as human beings, we are 

astonishingly powerful. We are empowered to build a world that is as good as we can 

possibly make it without thinking that it can ever be finally completed or perfected.” 

  

Now, as we approach Yizkor, we finally understand our parents and ancestors. We set 

out in life to exceed their accomplishments. We would do what they were never able to 

do. Our lives would be full of richness and meaning. We would master this world and 

rise above the struggles that they endured. Now, as we think back on Yom Kippur and 

Sukkot, we realize that we have not exceeded the example of their lives. Our struggles 

may not be their struggles but we struggle just as much and endure similar frustrations. 

Only now, as we remember their lives, do we fully understand the lessons they taught 

us about the meaning of life. Life is never about what we create or build: that is 

impermanent and fleeting. It is the love we carry in our hearts, it is what we share with 
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others, it is in the lessons we teach to our children where we can find an astonishing 

source of wisdom and hope. Built on the love and lessons of the last generation, we now 

understand what we will need to pass on to the next generation. Our life is fleeting and 

impermanent, but the story of our life can inspire our children and grandchildren to find 

meaning in their lives. As the Sage Ben Sira said, “The good things in life last only a 

limited number of days, but a good name endures forever.” 

  

Today we look back and remember those who set the example that we have followed in 

life. Tomorrow, as we begin again the study of Torah, we look to the future and consider 

what legacy we are leaving behind. Have we learned the lessons of life that come from 

our ancestors and from our near death experience of Yom Kippur? Have we learned that 

many of the things we have given our lives to are as impermanent as a sukkah? Are we 

now ready to show a new generation what can be accomplished when we leave behind 

the things in our lives and concentrate instead on creating meaningful relationships?  

 

As we prepare for our Yizkor service let us think about the fact we have very few 

physical reminders of those we will remember but our lives are rich because of the 

memories we still carry. Let us use this time, as one holidays ends and a new year 

begins, to strengthen our memories and to strengthen the story of our own lives, the 

stories that will make up the memories of those who will observe Yizkor in the years 

ahead.  
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May God help us lean from the stories of the past and to create a present where others 

will value our stories in the future as we say …. Amen and Hag Sameach 


