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Yizkor Sermon 

 

Gemar Tov – May we have a good finish to this fast. 
  

There was a cartoon in the New Yorker magazine a few years ago which showed a few 
young people sitting in a diner discussing the movies. They were trying to remember the 
name of an obscure actor who once played a rather small part in a forgettable movie. One 
of the young members of the group pulled out his Smart Phone and said, “Aren’t we lucky; 
without the internet we would NEVER KNOW THE ANSWER! 

 
Well, thanks to the internet, there are no surprises anymore. You can’t play trivia games 
anymore since the answer can just be “Google”ed. You not only can find out who acted in 
every movie ever produced, but you can find the lyrics to any song, the answer to any 
question and the history behind any work of art. You can even look up the plot of every 
book ever published. Because of the internet, there is no mystery in life. It is all just a search 
engine away.  

 
And yet, with all that information at our fingertips, the one thing that is missing from our 
world is certainty.  It is a well known fact of our society that young adults today never sign 
up for any event until the last minute. I don’t want to pick on the Millennials though. So 
many of us of all ages hesitate to make a plane reservation, to reserve a seat at a play, to 
sign up for a fun weekend or to even let someone know they can count on us to help. Why? 
Why do we hesitate? I think it is because we are afraid of making a wrong decision. We are 
not certain that if we decide to do one thing that something better might still come along. 
We hesitate to make a purchase because we are not certain that we are getting the best 
deal.  

 
It is bad enough when we see important news breaking on the internet and we mention it 
excitedly to a friend only to find out they saw it 15 minutes ago, or even ten minutes ago. 
But there is nothing worse than buying something for twenty dollars only to find that 
someone else got it for $18.95. In the game of life, they beat you by $1.05. And you can’t let 
that information go out on Facebook or Twitter lest you be embarrassed in front of your 
friends.  

 
 

The now famous Pew Report came out late last year. It looked at Jewish life in America and 
the big winner seemed to be the Orthodox movement. We Conservative Jews appeared to 
be in a long slow slide that is evidence that we are a dying breed of Jew.  The Orthodox 
seem to have the right idea. They are selling certainty: This is what you need to do. Halacha 
is fixed and unchanging. You want to feel close to God? Torah is the only correct path to get 
there. Just do as the Rabbi says and you will be a Good Jew.  It is working for them quite 



well. Many people want to know something certain about God. The Orthodox seem to have 
all the true answers.  

 
I call this Orthodox approach, “Cookbook Judaism”. If you see a recipe in a cookbook on 
how to bake a cake, you know that if you follow the recipe exactly, then you will end up 
with a cake. Every time you follow the same recipe you will get the same cake and it will 
taste the same every time you make it. However, if you ask a baker, about how to follow a 
recipe, you will get an amused smile. Experienced bakers know that a recipe is just one way 
to get a cake. One can adjust the recipe in hundreds of ways that might actually create a 
cake that is moister, more flavorful, and healthier. Baking is not about following a recipe, 
but it is a form of art that uses ingredients to create culinary masterpieces.  

 
We Conservative Jews, some call us Masorti Jews, some call us Traditional Jews, we don’t 
claim to have all the answers. Sometimes we don’t seem to have any certainty about what 
we believe. We Conservative Jews look inside the Talmud and we see multiple points of 
view: there is never one Rabbi in the Talmud who is certain of the truth. Learning Judaism, 
like baking, is an art form. The best creations, the best ideas, the best way of living, comes 
from a mixture of doubt and faith. 

 
There is a story of the Kotzker Rav, a great Hasidic sage. One of his Hasidim came to him 
very worried. “I keep brooding and brooding and I am unable to stop.”  “What are you 
brooding about?” asked the Rabbi. “I keep brooding about whether there really is a 
judgment and a judge.”  “Does that really matter to you?” “Rabbi! If f there is no judgment 
and no judge, then what does all creation mean?” “Does that matter to you?” “Rabbi! If 
there is no judgment and no judge, then what do the words of Torah mean?” ““Does that 
matter to you?”  “Rabbi! Does it matter to me? What do you think? What else could matter 
to me?” “Well,” said the Rabbi,”if it matters to you so greatly, then you are a good Jew after 
all. And it is quite all right for a good Jew to brood: nothing can go wrong with him.” 

 
We Jews do like to brood about God and about Jewish life. A recent issue of Shema 
Magazine featured two young writers, with Orthodox backgrounds, who had problems with 
the certainty of Orthodoxy and have to come to terms with their doubts. Or N. Rose is the 
director of the Center for Global Judaism at Hebrew College in Massachusetts. He wrote in 
Shema; “Admitting my theological doubts was very painful. I felt both disoriented and 
disloyal – to the God of my youth and to various religious teachers and mentors who had 
given so generously to me over the years. How could I make meaning in a world with a 
different sort of God, or, more frighteningly, with no God at all?” 

 
To make the transition between the world of childhood and the world of maturity means 
giving up the certainty of being a child.  The golden world of our youth is like the “Golden 
Land” that this country was to the immigrants of past generations who came here from 
Eastern Europe. To those contemplating immigration, the United States was a country 
where the streets were supposed to be paved with gold. Humorist Myron Cohen noted two 
generations ago what it meant to lose this dream. He said that when his father arrived in 



New York, his father discovered three things. First, the streets were not paved with gold. 
Second the streets were not paved, and third, he was expected to do the paving.  

 
 College is often the place where many make this transition, it is the time where childhood 
certainty about life is finally broken. It is at college when students discover that the Pilgrims 
were not very nice people, that parents are far more wonderful than students ever gave 
them credit for being and that the world is not always a safe place, but one full of danger 
and intrigue. 

 
Science itself grows by revolution.  Theories about the universe are taken as fact until the 
exceptions become so overwhelming that a new paradigm is needed, one that will provide a 
simpler more elegant explanation for the cosmos and requires fewer exceptions.  For 
example; Copernicus offered a theory that the earth was not the center of the universe 150 
years before Galileo was finally able to prove his theory. For 150 years, astronomers fought 
to prove Copernicus wrong until the overwhelming evidence of the telescope changed their 
understanding of the solar system forever.  

 
Our faith must also undergo a similar transition. As we grow, the God of our youth, the old 
man with the long white beard in heaven, is lost forever and the line between good and evil 
gets wider and a lot greyer. We begin to question the very foundations of our life as the 
certainty of all we know is called into doubt. Perhaps we don’t feel the sense of betrayal 
that Mr. Rose describes, but we are not happy as our perfect world seems to disintegrate in 
the face of reality.  And yet, although the reality may be messy, we get some small comfort 
knowing that our new reality is more real than the world of our youth.  

 
Shoshana Olidort is a writer for several news organizations. She writes in Shema; “If 
fundamentalism is the dark side of faith, doubt can lead to its own darkness; the emptiness 
engendered by not knowing is sometimes overwhelming. Though faith may provide 
answers, doubt has allowed me a depth of perception that is empowering even when it is 
terrifying. For me, to live with doubt or in doubt, is to live without any single truth but, 
ideally, in pursuit of a multiplicity of truths. … Now that I don’t have that kind of absolute 
moral compass guiding me, the choices are endless; they are also, finally, my own.” 

 
Ms. Olidort picks up on the messiness of life. Certainty is always neat and all the ends are 
where they belong. Doubt leaves us with more questions than we have answers. We feel 
the loss of control when we don’t have a grip on what is certain in the world.  My friend and 
colleague, Rabbi Irwin Kula, the President of the National Center for Learning and 
Leadership, writes in his book, Yearnings: Embracing The Sacred Messiness Of Life: “Joy and 
sorrow, good and evil, greatness and triviality, hope and anxiety, the ideal and the actual: 
The ability to live with these seeming contradictions and the ambivalence and tension they 
create is what gives rise to wisdom. Our most chaotic periods can be catalysts for 
understanding. Even our daily frustrations and desires, when we bring them to the surface 
and wrestle with them, can imbue our lives with meaning. And our moments of wonder and 
awe, of sheer delight can be so much greater when we’ve celebrated the multiplicity of life. 



When things work out as we hoped, when things feel orderly and right; these, too, are holy 
moments.” 

 
Ms. Olidort may feel some tension when her certain world is no more, but she also 
understands that in spite of the terror of not being certain, there is also great satisfaction in 
discovering the multiple truths that this world has to offer and to have the great privilege of 
having to decide between them. Here is a woman who does not put off making decisions, 
she actually enjoys making them! 

 
 

The sign of intellectual maturity is when we don’t need certainty to make a decision; we act 
on our faith. Our faith helps us choose the path that is best for us and we make our 
decisions based on the choices we make. For example, I often say that there is no proof for 
the existence of God in this world. There is no certainty at all. How can we prove the 
existence of something that defies the very physics that are the foundation of our universe? 
I make the choice to believe in God because, in my opinion, having no God does not lead 
me to a better life and does nothing to make the world a better place, a place filled with 
justice and peace. I choose to accept God and live my life on the basis of that choice. My 
faith is built on my choice to find God in everything that we do. 

 
I learned my theology from my father. He taught me about a time when the weight of the 
world was on his shoulders; he was no longer sure if he would be able to stay in business 
and if not, how would he feed his family of five children? Walking home through the 
downtown of his city on a day when a bone chilling wind blew down the street, he noticed 
some birds huddled in a doorway, sheltered from the freezing wind. He thought in that 
moment, “If God can take care of these birds in the winter, I am sure that God can take care 
of me and my family.” He stopped his worrying and was able to make the decisions that 
eventually moved him forward in life. He made his choice based on the world he saw, and it 
made for him, all the difference.  

 
Conservative Judaism/Masorti Judaism probably is not popular in today’s culture because it 
does not hand us the certainty we think we desire. It gives us instead the tools to create a 
better life through the choices we make. Conservative Judaism affirms that anti-
fundamentalist concepts like intellectual curiosity, gender equality and religious pluralism 
do not preclude a religious life. We believe the Torah can still be central in guiding our lives 
even if we are not sure exactly how it came to be in the form we have it today.  

 
The late Rabbi Bernard Raskas wrote in his book, Heart of Wisdom, “There is an important 
distinction between the immature and the mature individual. One may recognize the 
immature person by his lack of balance. He is overwhelmed by the first assault of 
misfortune and swept off his feet by the first piece of good luck. … Then he believes … that 
what happened to him is utterly unique and nobody has ever suffered his problems or met 
with his good fortune. The mature person knows that to be human means to have spiritual 
ups and downs and that to love means to experience both joy and sorrow for the sake of 



those we love.  He knows that the Psalms, the Siddur, the love of a friend, the steadfast 
faith of a spouse, the balm of time and the healing hand of God together make up the great 
balancing force of life.” 

 
We must not be afraid of being unsure. We should not pretend that everything is certain 
and that to doubt is to betray our teachers and our God. We don’t have to make up our 
minds once and for all time. Our choices are endless and they are ours to make every day 
we are alive. In our choices we can find the key to knowing who we are and what we stand 
for. We declare what gives our lives meaning and what goals we are working toward. Over 
time we discover that our doubts are the key to bringing faith and wisdom into the fabric of 
our life. It is a process that takes a lifetime.  

 
As the Psalmist says, “seventy years is the span of our life, if we are strong we can live to be 
eighty. Laden with trouble and sorrow, our life flies quickly by. … Teach us to use all of our 
days that we may attain a heart of wisdom.” The Psalmist implies that using all of our days 
includes using the wisdom we learned from those who came before us. As one year ends 
and another begins, we find ourselves contemplating the achievements of past generations. 
Therefore, during the days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur we visit the cemetery 
and the graves of those loved ones who are no longer part of this world. We visit the 
monuments and markers we erected to their memory in the place where their bodies were 
interred. We place a stone on each grave as we remember their lives and how much we 
miss their presence.  

 
But there is another monument to their lives that we must visit. There is another 
monument to our parents and grandparents that was built out of the lessons our loved ones 
taught us and the examples they once set for us. It is a monument that they built with their 
own hands every day that they were alive. That monument is built in our heart and it is with 
us every moment of the day. Our parents, teachers and mentors did not teach us to just 
follow the decisions they once made, they taught us to think for ourselves and to weigh 
each decision carefully and to find our own way in the world. When we think of them during 
this time of Yizkor, we remember their wisdom and the difficult choices they had to make. 
As they made their decisions about life, we too understand that they were showing us how 
to make hard choices. Our own life is a prayer of gratitude for the stories and values they 
shared. This is why, on Yom Kippur, when our thoughts are turned inward, we still set time 
aside to remember those who came before and who gave us the tools to live our lives 
better.  

 
What we want from life is what they wanted for us. That we might go through this year with 
our eyes open to every possibility, our minds open to all the truths that we may encounter, 
and with our hearts open to embrace a world filled with wonder.  Our prayer today is that 
we should have the courage to make the choices every day that will lead us to God, to faith 
and to wisdom. God, faith and wisdom are the elements we will need so that this year will 
be a good year and an important part of the foundation for a remarkable life. May the God 
who blessed our ancestors bless us in this New Year as we say …. Amen and Gemar Tov. 



 

Please take out your Yizkor books and rise for the prayers of Yizkor 


