
Yizkor Yom Kippur 5783

Opening: Again, good yontif and welcome - if one can be welcomed - to

Yizkor.  I want to ask you to do something. Look around this sanctuary, if

you are at home watching, then take in the congregation when the camera

pulls back. For this hour we are a congregation of mourners. Those here

know the pain of loss and the pain isolating loss. The community here is as

real as the tears that roll down your cheek, as real as the tightness in your

chest when you miss your beloved. We are here and God is here and that will

not end when this service concludes. And if COVID and its risks are keeping

you from being here, you are not alone.

There is a teaching in Judaism that there is a piece of the Divine shining

within each of us. Each of us brings our own light and presents it to the

world. When our mourning is most intense that light often feels dim. But it is

there. Even if we are in a place of darkened shadows, it is still there. In that

light we carry our love for our dearly departed. And in that light their spirit

lives on. During this service, seven candles will be projected on these

screens. And, this year, years of so much loss - not just death but loss that

came in all shapes and sizes, you are welcome to come forward and add your

light by illuminating a candle at the foot of our bimah. You may come

forward at any time during this hour of Yizkor to kindle the tealights. Please

light the inside candles first. It is symbolic. And it is real. Each candle will

bring more light, more warmth into this hour of memory. Each light will

remind us that in spite of our loss, in spite of everything, we are not alone.
Our Yizkor service, page 540.
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To come later in the service after p. 566

Queen Elizabeth II - How do we remember, how do you want to be

remembered?

She was a part of my life from the moment I was born. She looked

over me at school, accompanied me when I bought something, boarded a

bus, or made a phone call. When I communicated with friends and loved

ones--especially while writing all those thank you notes after my bar

mitzvah, she stuck around. Whenever I traveled outside the country, she

accompanied me, never intrusive, adding just a degree of assuredness

and security.

From the moment of my birth, Her majesty, Queen Elizabeth II

was with me. Her picture hung in the hospital where I was born, in every

school I attended, post office I used, and government office I visited.

Her face looked back on every coin, every bit of paper money, and every
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stamp I affixed to a letter. My passport has words that request,   "in the

name of Her Majesty the Queen, all those whom it may concern to allow

the bearer to pass freely…” Her presence was ubiquitous and, because it

was there for 70 years, changing only as she aged, it provided a good

deal of comfort. Like many of our loved ones whom we come to

remember today, in this ever changing and unpredictable world, at least

you could count on Elizabeth being there.

In the wake of her death, I was shocked by my own emotion and

awed at the outpouring of love and emotion from around the world.

People queued for hours, literally walking miles to pay their respects.

Even VIP’s like footballer David Bekham waited in line. Throughout the

commonwealth, flags were lowered to half-staff, the day of her funeral

became a holiday.

Now, I realize that Queen Elizabeth was not as present in the life of

the average American as she was to someone in the British

commonwealth. For many, we may have only come to know her by

watching The Crown or viewing Helen Mirren in her Oscar winning

performance; however, when someone has been an essential part of the
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fabric of our world, when someone has been a presence in your life for

that long, there is a real sense of loss… Like the code for her death,

London Bridge has fallen down.

She represented something larger than herself. Age 96. Almost a

century. What she represented was the memories of all those world

events that made up modern history. She was there for all of them, rarely

commenting about them, just bearing witness. And she was therefore a

part of our memory. As someone said to me this week, “You get attached

to things and to people because of the memories they hold and the

dreams for future memories.”

In Hebrew the word for memory is Zachor. No other word in the

Hebrew language rings with greater resonance.  A flood of associations

come to mind. Shabbat Zachor is the sabbath before Purim. Yom

HaZikaron is Israel’s memorial day, it is also another name given to

Rosh HaShanah to underscore the role of memory in the process of

introspection. The word surfaces again slightly altered in the name of

this memorial service, Yizkor as we are now awash with particles from

the past asking God too to remember our loved ones. And Zachor is used
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to describe Shabbat, in the kiddush, as zecher liy’tsi’at mitsrayim = a

recollection of the Exodus from Egypt and zikaron l’ma’aseh b’reshit =

a recollection of the work of Creation. The root of Zachor is zayin, chet,

resh, deriving from the root sense of “pointing.” It designates the idea of

pointing to something to arrest attention to it. That is what Jesus meant

in the Last Supper when he pointed to bread and said “do this in memory

of me.” He meant “Let bread be a pointer to me.” Memory, then, is the

capacity of pointing, the way the mind points to what is not actually

present.

It’s what we do here today, right now. We point to the presence of

our own loved ones who are no longer physically present but who still

matter. Our tradition builds in specific times for memory so that we will

arrest attention to it, sad as it still might be, painful as it often still is.

To what did the Queen’s life point? To what did her death arrest

attention? On her 21st birthday in 1947, while touring South Africa with

her mother and father, the “heiress presumptive” took the opportunity to

broadcast to the Commonwealth her own redefinition of the calling of
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monarchy, “I declare before you all, that my whole life, whether it be

long or short, shall be devoted to your service.”

That was it. Her life was one of service and it is that service that

we remember, that we point to. Queen Elizabeth was the epitome of

duty, stability, wisdom and grace. As her grandson, Prince William said,

“I thank her on behalf of my generation for providing an example of

service and dignity in public life that was from a different age, but

always relevant to us all.”

Queen Elizabeth didn’t directly feed the hungry, read to the

illiterate or clear brush from a wood. What she did was to be utterly

present, to put the needs of others before her own. That was her

superpower, her service, even if it was often hidden from public view.

It’s typified in the anecdote told in his memoir by renowned

trauma surgeon David Nott, who met the Queen when he returned from

working in the war-torn Syrian city of Aleppo.

He met the Queen for lunch at Buckingham Palace. When she

asked him about his experience in the Syrian city Dr Nott said, “I don't

know why it happened then, or why it should have been the Queen who
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breached the dam. Perhaps it was because she is the mother of the

nation, and I had lost my own mother. My bottom lip started to go and

all I wanted to do was to burst into tears, but I held myself together as

best I could. I hoped she wouldn't ask me another question about

Aleppo. I knew if she did, I would completely lose control.

“She looked at me quizzically and touched my hand. She then had

a quiet word with one of the courtiers, who pointed to a silver box in

front of her. I watched as she opened the box, which was full of biscuits.

‘These are for the dogs,’ she said, breaking one of the biscuits in two

and giving me half. We fed the biscuits to the corgis under the table, and

for the rest of the lunch she took the lead and chatted about her dogs,

how many she had, what their names were, and how old they were. All

the while we were stroking and petting them, and my anxiety and

distress drained away. 'There,' the Queen said. 'That's so much better

than talking, isn't it?' That’s what her life of service was, to be present, to

empathize, to put people at ease, to be the mother of a nation. She

understood it, she embraced it, she lived it.
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When I meet with a family after the death of a loved one, I find

that the most revealing question I can ask is, What adjectives would you

use to describe them?

It is those adjectives that tell me all I need to know. Biographies

are fine for obituaries. Adjectives are how we remember people, it is

what we write on headstones. It tells us all about them.  They were

generous, empathetic, caring, loving. These adjectives point to a life of

giving and a life of service, if not to a nation, then to a family and a

community that represents our own world, no matter how small.

Yizkor, I believe, points to two things. The most obvious is how

we remember. The second is always there, just beneath the surface, even

if we don’t say it. Yizkor points to the questions of how we want to be

remembered. Queen Elizabeth laid it out for the world 75 years ago. We

can begin to do it here, now, today. How do you want to be

remembered? What would your loved ones say about you? What words

would your eulogy contain? What will your loved ones write on your

headstone? To what does your life point?
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May the memory of Elizabeth, daughter of George and Elizabeth,

be for blessing and may the memories of all our loved ones arrest our

attention to them in this moment of Yizkor. May they be for blessing,

pointing to all that was good and noble about them. Amen.
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