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YK 5776 – 2015 
Rabbi Randall J. Konigsburg 
Yom Kippur Day/ Yizkor 
 
 
Gemar Hatima Tova – May our prayers help us finish this day with a Good judgement 
  
Sherri Morr is the Director of the West Coast Region for American Friends of the University of 
Haifa. She wrote last month on E-philanthropy.com about how she started to attend synagogue 
services just three years ago. At first she was not a regular but eventually she came to love the 
people she met and the music they sang. It reminded her, she said, of the time when she was 
raising her own children. Maybe it was a bit too traditional for her, and sometimes the service 
seemed long but the coffee was good and sometimes they served muffins. She worked in the 
Jewish community, she didn’t need a larger social network, but she did think that by going to 
synagogue, as a single woman, she could meet others in the Jewish community that shared her 
goals in life.  
 
She noted that she did not have family close by but she didn’t really think of herself as lonely. 
But when she heard her Rabbi speak on Yom Kippur about "Loneliness"– she felt as if the Rabbi 
was speaking directly to her. Even with her busy schedule, she still went home alone at the end 
of the day. So as a result she got more involved; she joined a book club, attended several social 
action activities, helped with the synagogue Shalach Manot fundraiser for Purim. She did meet 
lots of people, some who were members because their adult children were members. She 
decided to join, paid dues and made some small contributions.  
 
She met a man who turned out to be in her book group. After the group they decided to go out 
for coffee. A year and a half later, at Friday night services, he proposed to her. She is now 
engaged, as she says, “With a ring and everything”.  Her children are ecstatic, her synagogue is 
practically dancing in the street and her friends are amazed at what has happened to Sherri’s 
life.  Sherri concludes this personal history by writing, “It’s beyond having a date, or a 
boyfriend… it is sharing common dreams and visions even at this later stage of life. It’s having 
the security of taking care of each other, making each of us happy and fulfilled. And yes, it is 
going to shul. It’s being open to looking and finding community based on Jewish life. I highly 
recommend it.” 
 
And now you know why I spoke on Loneliness on Rosh Hashana. Not just because that sermon 
touched the life of Sherri Morr. I spoke about it because there is no other place in the world 
except a synagogue where you could hear a sermon like that. A generation before I was born, 
comedian, Myron Cohen told a joke to his largely immigrant Jewish audience about his father, 
the atheist. His father did not believe in God but he went to shul every Saturday. “Pop”, Myron 
asked, “You don’t believe in God, why do you go to shul every Shabbos?” His father looked at 
his son and replied, “There are lots of reasons people go to synagogue. My friend Garfinkle, he 
goes to shul to talk to God. Me? I go to shul to talk to Garfinkle.”  
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I first heard the joke at a Rabbinical Convention. We Rabbis laughed, but perhaps not for the 
same reason you might have chuckled. We laughed because we knew it was true. Think about 
why you are in Shul today. Look around and see how many people you think are here for the 
same reason. I suspect that there are as many reasons why each of us is here as there are 
people in this sanctuary today. For some, perhaps it is to socially reconnect with friends or 
family. For others, it is to catch up on synagogue news. For some, it may be a chance to try yet 
again to connect to nostalgic traditions. Perhaps we are here from a sense of obligation. Maybe 
someone who is single is looking for a partner, and I promise you, that if a year and and half 
from now, you get engaged at services, we will be dancing too. 
 
It may not be such a good thing that we are all so independent that we don’t share common 
reasons for being in shul, and being in shul today. 150 years ago in Eastern Europe Jews came to 
shul for the same reason on Yom Kippur. They came to remember their deceased loved ones 
and to pray that those who hated Jews not have the opportunity to attack their community in 
the year ahead. We thank God that we don’t have to worry about being killed by lynch mobs 
anymore. But many of us are not really that into prayer, and praying for the dead just does not 
fit modern sensibilities. However, that is not what makes me sad.  
 
I am not sad because we Jews have different opinions. We are well known for being an 
argumentative people. I know that the last month of Jewish fighting over the Iran agreement 
included lots of nasty things said by Jews on both sides. That is not new in Jewish History either. 
If you read the Talmud, you can find Rabbis saying nasty things to each other about positions 
taken on Jewish Law. Jews almost never have a consensus on anything, and still the rest of the 
world thinks we are a united people. They should only know! 
 
The reason I am sad today, is that there are so many different reasons that bring us Jews to shul 
because we have lost our sense of Identity. We have lost our sense of Jewish culture. We no 
longer share a common history, philosophy or language. Each of us knows we are Jews, but can 
we really say we all agree on what being a Jew really means? Last month, at the Rabbinic 
Symposium hosted by AIPAC, we were privileged to hear from the famous author, publisher 
and lecturer, Leon Wieseltier. He may be as close as our people will ever get to a Jewish William 
F. Buckley, but his scholarship and credentials are beyond dispute. Leon Wieseltier asked us 
Rabbis, “If you were to wake up most American Jews in the middle of the night and ask them 
why they love Israel, they wouldn’t be able to give you an answer. If you asked them why they 
are Jews they would not have an answer. This is not just young Jews; this is their parents as 
well. We have not been able to teach American Jews how to create their own American Jewish 
culture.” We look to commentators to tell us how we Jews should react to political situations, 
but being Jewish is not being a lobby for Israel. We HAVE a lobby, but Judaism is  NOT a lobby.  
 
When we talk about culture, we are not talking about Jerry Seinfeld or Woody Allen. We are 
not talking about bagels and lox. That is just Jewishness; it has no deeper meaning. Mr. 
Wieseltier noted that for too long American Jews have tried to live off the cultures of others. 
We tried for a long time to live off the memories of Jews from the Old Country. So we had 
chicken soup for Shabbat and fought anti-Semitism.  Then came the Holocaust so we stayed 
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Jewish so as not to give Hitler a posthumous victory. “Never Again” we cried.  Then we turned 
to Israel and tried to make Israeli culture our own. We wanted a Jewish state we could be proud 
of, one that would make us proud to be Jews, but Damn, those Israelis keep doing things that 
make us uncomfortable. For a while we tried to ignore this, but Israelis don’t share our 
priorities. They live in a very dangerous neighborhood, we don’t. They have to make life and 
death decisions, we don’t. Their culture happens in Hebrew and does not fit our English 
speaking world.  
 
So what are we to do? What would an American Jewish Culture/ American Jewish Identity look 
like? We need to look beyond the ethnicity of the Philip Roths or Woody Allens. Judaism is an 
ancient civilization, an ancient culture and world class religion. What do we, as American Jews, 
add to that history, culture and faith? How many of us can honestly say that we are proud to be 
Jews? What is it that we are proud of? Do we ask for special food when we are invited to 
dinners? Do we turn down invitations for events if they fall on Shabbat or Jewish Holidays? I am 
not accusing anyone of being ashamed of being Jewish. Hey we are here, in synagogue on a 
weekday, a workday. We all took this day off, or at least took part of today off. I am grateful to 
God that this year I didn’t have to ask anyone to choose between Yom Kippur and Football. Still, 
I ask you, would you be proud if someone used your life as an example of what it means to be 
an American Jew? 
 
To build a culture we need to know Jewish values and Jewish philosophy. We need to know 
Jewish History and Jewish Literature. As Americans we value knowledge, but knowledge, says 
Wieseltier, is not just information. You can’t understand culture and philosophy by looking it up 
in a Google search. We can look up Zionism and discover the origins of this political movement 
but we will miss the non-political reasons for Zionism, the religious reasons, the moral reasons, 
the metaphysical reasons for our love of Israel. Zionism depends on sharing a story, an ancient 
story of a people and a promised land. Why don’t we know about Yehuda HaLevi and his love 
for Israel that cost him his life? Why don’t we know about Moses Maimonides who gave up a 
position high in the court of the Egyptian Caliph so he could return to Israel before he died? 
Why don’t we know about Moses Montefiore, who gave up almost all of his wealth to support 
Jews living in poverty in Israel? Next week we are called to build Sukkot, huts, in our backyards 
to know for just a few days what it means to live without a home, and without a homeland. Of 
our 500 families, will five percent of us, just 25 families, build a Sukkah in time for the holiday 
on Sunday night?  
 
But if you can’t Google this love for Israel, where can we go to learn of it? Where can we go to 
connect with who we are, and to find a love of God, Torah and People? Where can we go to 
create the kind of unique culture that we will be proud to add to the long and glorious history 
of our faith? Where do we go? Where can we go? 
You are right now, sitting in such a place. 
 
Sherri Morr figured that out. The only place she could go and act like a Jew all the time was in 
her synagogue. The only place to go if we want to understand our history and culture is our 
synagogue. The only place we can go to seek out like-minded people willing to share their lives 
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in acts of Hesed/Kindness to the rest of the world, is in synagogue.  The only place where you 
can go where it doesn’t matter if you believe in God or not, but you can still find Jews to talk to, 
is in synagogue. 
 
Ancient Rabbis didn’t call this building a synagogue. They called it a Beit Tefillah, a place of 
prayer. It is a place where Jews can pour their hearts out in prayer. It is a place where we can 
gather on Yom Kippur and collectively pray that next year we will live better lives. That we 
know what a good life looks like and while nobody is perfect, we can aspire to be better in our 
work, better in our treatment of others and better to our families. We have learned here that a 
good life is not lived alone but in relationship with others, other worshippers, other families, 
other Jews and other sinners. We are stronger when we are together and we pray that we will 
always be together and always be strong.  
 
Prayer does not come naturally to people. Prayer is a way of looking at the world and seeing it 
from God’s point of view. Sometimes the only way we can get out of our mindset of self-
interest is to try and see life through the eyes of our Creator. Are we good stewards of this 
world? Are we living up to the standards that God has established for us? What are the values 
that are most important in living a life? These are just some of the questions that we can 
answer if we look deeply into the world of prayer. This is one of the reasons Jews attend 
synagogue.  
 
Ancient Rabbis didn’t call this building a synagogue. They called it a Beit Midrash, a study hall, a 
school that is not only for children but for all Jews who want to know more about who we are 
and where we come from. There is a wealth of literature spanning thousands of years: 
commentaries on the Torah, codes of Jewish Law, love poems, liturgical poetry, Midrash, 
Talmud, letters written by ordinary people trying to understand how to live a Jewish life under 
all kinds of different situations. This is the scope of Jewish Literature. The material comes from 
ancient prophets, Early Rabbis, Liturgical Paytanim, Spanish poets and scholars, Arabic Jewish 
Rabbinic scholars, Medieval Jewish community leaders, Philosophers, Theologians, Scientists 
and Astronomers. Only in the Beit Midrash can we learn about Saadia Gaon, Rambam, Ramban, 
Radak, ibn Ezra, Shmuel HaNagid, Joseph Karo, the Rosh, Moses Isserles, ibn Gavriel, Moshe 
DeLeon, the Baal Shem Tov, Nachman of Bratslav, Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev, Samson Raphael 
Hirsch, Judah Touro, Solomon Schechter, Louis Ginzberg, Saul  Lieberman, Abraham Joshua 
Heschel, and Arnold Eisen. How can we think to chart our own Jewish journey when we have 
yet to understand the notes left for us by those who passed this way in previous generations?  
Here in the Beit Midrash we also teach Hebrew, the language of our people. It is possible to 
read the Song of Songs in English, but reading Shir HaShirim in Hebrew is a completely different 
experience. Would you rather see an opera in English or in its original Italian? Would you prefer 
to read a translation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet in Spanish or in the old English in which it was 
written? I know, we think we can’t learn any new languages at this stage of our life. Americans 
don’t learn foreign languages, right? Most of us have learned to master the language of cell 
phones and computers over the last twenty years. I think we have the ability to learn a new 
language; the only question is if we have the will.  
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Ancient Rabbis called this synagogue building a Beit Knesset, a place of assembly. They did not 
mean it only as a social location. After all, there are many places we can go to meet other 
people and have a good time. This is a place we assemble to bring some good into the world. 
Here we feed the hungry, clothe the naked, give shelter to the homeless, help those who are 
sick, comfort mourners, welcome the stranger and the refugee, stand up for the oppressed, 
strengthen the weary, support the widow and the orphan. In this building people gather to 
make sure that there is a safety net for the poor and needy among us. Here we speak up for 
those facing discrimination, bigotry and prejudice. Here money is exchanged so that not only is 
no Jew left behind, but nobody in need is left behind.  
 
The ancient Rabbis also knew that a house did not have to be a building. A synagogue is not the 
structure in which it is housed; it is the people who make a synagogue. In Israel, there are 
structures, large and small, fancy and plain that served our ancestors in ancient times. Jews 
wandered from place to place and sometimes they were not permitted to build buildings for 
the community. But they still gathered in synagogues, in the secret rooms of Spanish Jews, in 
the small storefronts of the Shtetl, in the basements of buildings under Nazi rule; all of these 
were places where Jews gathered to celebrate, and create Jewish culture and identity. We carry 
their work in the way we behave as Jews. But we must build on that culture; we must create a 
Judaism that continues to build upon the vibrant, joyful and amazing culture that our ancestors 
left for us to build on and improve. There are many Jewish organizations that do amazing work 
in our community and in communities around the world. But the key to all of Jewish culture 
passes through these doors and is supported by our hands. If each of us will frequent this 
synagogue, we can not only create a Jewish identity for ourselves, but we will be helping to 
create a unique culture of American Judaism. Sherri Morr found a place to learn and grow as a 
person; she found a place where she could join with others to make a difference in the world. 
She found a place to open her heart to God and found a place where she did not have to be 
alone. 
  
How much time do we give Temple Beth-El? We have the only twice daily minyan in the State 
of Alabama but how many times do each of us come to pray? I understand all the pressures of 
life, the pressures of work and the demands of raising a family. Beth-El can help take that 
pressure off, but you have to use us. We have educational programs that bring Jewish values, 
philosophy and literature all year long, but how many of us take some time to learn and grow 
intellectually? I understand that there are not enough hours in the day to do all that needs to 
be done, but growing in wisdom is always an exceptional use of time. Temple Beth-El is known 
in this community as a place where our people care about those in our community who are 
suffering, but how many of us give up any time during the month to lend a hand to someone 
who needs help? I understand that there are lots of people who are constantly asking for our 
time, but if you attend Community Kitchen with us just once and experience what happens 
when you put a food into the hand of a person knowing that this will be the only meal he or she 
will have that day, you will be changed forever. If you brought food today for our Project Isaiah 
food drive, you should go down to the CJFS office on Sunday and see exactly where your food 
goes. Go see the empty shelves at the food pantry there and see how the generosity of our 
community helps fill them up. This food will be the groceries that the poor in our community 
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will live on each week, because we cared. Go spend a night with Family Promise and meet the 
people with good jobs but who still can’t afford a place to live. Only then you can understand 
the important place this congregation has in the community and you will want to be a part of it.  
And when we do become a part of this community we call Temple Beth-El, you will be creating 
your own Jewish Identity, combating loneliness in our community and helping to create a New 
American Jewish culture, founded on the principles of the Jewish People, the principles of 
Torah/Education, Avoda/Prayer and spirituality and Gemilut Hasadim/acts of Kindness to 
others. Our lives will be richer, filled with meaning and American Judaism will also be richer and 
more meaningful through our participation.  
 
We are about to begin a Yizkor service. In our culture, we do not mourn alone. Our community 
holds us in their hands so that we will not be crushed by sadness or grief. On the very days that 
we miss those who were once a vital part of our lives, on the day we feel the pain of the empty 
chair at our holiday table, on the day we feel the sadness that a loved one no longer sits next to 
us, sharing the wonder of this day, we are not alone. We gather with all those who have 
suffered loss, this year, last year, ten years ago, twenty years ago, fifty years ago. The grief does 
not change but if we see those who have survived its devastation, we know that we will survive 
as well. The bonds of love are still not broken as long as we share that love at one more Yizkor 
service. There are a few here who have not experienced the death of a loved one ….yet. They 
may leave us to our memories, but even as they leave, they know that the day will come when 
they too will have to join us in this service. Nobody escapes death. Nobody escapes grief. Not 
the Rabbi, not the Cantor, not the Janitor. But as long as we are together, we will make each 
other stronger. That is our identity, that is our culture and that is what we must learn to love 
and build upon every day of the year.  
 
Marriage, birth and death. There is more to life than this. There is the joy of celebration, the 
discipline of learning and the equality of death. There is meaning in life and there can be a life 
well lived. Our Judaism is how we navigate it all, and our synagogue is the place where it 
happens. This is the place where we can take pride in who we are and stand together in 
strength. Temple Beth-El was founded in Birmingham, Alabama not because Birmingham was 
the best city for growing Judaism. Not because it was the most welcoming city to those who 
were different. Not because of its long history of support for Jewish causes. No, Beth-El was 
founded because the Jews here needed to be together to face the challenges that came with 
living in the Deep South.  With your support, we can continue facing the new challenges of the 
twenty-first century. We are here for you – Our hope is that you will be here for us. We opened 
our doors this year for all who wished to join us in prayer. Will you open your heart and make a 
contribution so that we can continue the tradition of Beth-El, for over 100 years, serving as a 
place of Prayer, Study and Kindness in Birmingham? A donation envelope is in your Yizkor book. 
Take it out and take it home as we open our Yizkor books and rise for our Memorial service. 
 


