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Preface

One of the most important halakhic responses to tragedy is the act of 
remembering, Yizkor. More than it has history, the Jewish people has 
memory. Yet in the biblical Hebrew of Tanakh there is no word for history, 
and modern Hebrew had to borrow one, historia. Instead Tanakh uses the 
root zakhor, meaning “memory,” which occurs no fewer than 169 times 
in the Hebrew Bible.

There is a fundamental difference between history and memory. His-
tory is “his story,” an account of events that happened sometime else to 
someone else. Memory is “my story.” It is the past internalized and made 
part of my identity. That is what the Mishna in Pesaĥim (116b) means 
when it says, “Each person must see himself as if he (or she) went out of 
Egypt.” History is the story of a past that is dead. Memory is the story 
of a future.

There is the specific Jewish way of remembering. Most cultures’  
memories are about the past, but whenever the word yizkor is men
tioned in the Torah, it refers not to the past, but to the present and to 
renewal. “VaYizkor Elokim et Noah – God remembered Noah” (Gen. 8:1). 

“VaYizkor Elokim et Avraham – God remembered Abraham” (Gen. 19:29). 
“VaYizkor Elokim et Raĥel – God remembered Rachel” (Gen. 30:22).  
“VaYizkor Elokim et berito – God remembered His Covenant” (Ex. 2:24). 
In each case it was about the future, not about the past. God remembered 
Noah and brought him out to dry land. God remembered Abraham and 
saved his nephew Lot. God remembered Rachel and gave her a child. 
God remembered His Covenant and began the process of rescuing the 
Israelites from Egypt. In Judaism, memory itself is future oriented.

This is neither accidental nor marginal. Judaism gave two majestic 
ideas their greatest religious expression: memory and hope. Memory is our 
living connection to those who came before us. Hope is what we hand 
on to the generations yet to come. Those we remember live on in us: in 
words, gestures, a smile here, an act of kindness there, that we would not 
have done had that person not left their mark on our lives. That is what 
Yizkor is: memory as a religious act of thanksgiving for a life that was, 
and that still sends its echoes and reverberations into the life that is. For 
when Jews remember, they do so for the future, the place where, if we are 
faithful to it, the past never dies.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
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yizkor
The Yizkor service is said on the last day of Pesaĥ, the second day of Shavuot  
( first day in Israel), Yom Kippur and Shemini Atzeret. In some communities,  

those who have not been bereaved of a parent or close relative do not participate  
in the service, but leave the synagogue and return at the end of Yizkor.

  ?Lord, what is man that You care for him, a mortal that You notice him יהוה
Man is like a fleeting breath, his days like a passing shadow.  
In the morning he flourishes and grows;  
 in the evening he withers and dries up.  
Teach us to number our days, that we may get a heart of wisdom.  
Mark the blameless, note the upright, for the end of such a person is peace.  
God will redeem my soul from the grave, for He will receive me, Selah.  
My flesh and my heart may fail,  
 but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever.  
The dust returns to the earth as it was,  
 but the spirit returns to God who gave it. 

ב  He who lives in the shelter of the Most High dwells in the shadow of the ישֵֹׁ
Almighty. I say of the Lord, my Refuge and Stronghold, my God in whom I 
trust, that He will save you from the fowler’s snare and the deadly pestilence. 
With His pinions He will cover you, and beneath His wings you will find shel-
ter; His faithfulness is an encircling shield. You need not fear terror by night, 
nor the arrow that flies by day; not the pestilence that stalks in darkness, nor 
the plague that ravages at noon. A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand 
at your right hand, but it will not come near you. You will only look with your 
eyes and see the punishment of the wicked. Because you said, “the Lord is my 
Refuge,” taking the Most High as your shelter, no harm will befall you, no plague 
will come near your tent, for He will command His angels about you, to guard 
you in all your ways. They will lift you in their hands, lest your foot stumble 
on a stone. You will tread on lions and vipers; you will trample on young lions 
and snakes. [God says:] “Because he loves Me, I will rescue him; I will protect 
him, because he acknowledges My name. When he calls on Me, I will answer 
him; I will be with him in distress, I will deliver him and bring him honor.  
With long life I will satisfy him and show him My salvation.
With long life I will satisfy him and show him My salvation.

Ps. 144

Ps. 90

Ps. 37
Ps. 49
Ps. 73

Eccl. 12

Ps. 91

סדר הזכרת נשמות

הוּ::  בֵֽ ְְ חַשּׁ ן־אֱנוֹשׁ וַתְְּ דָעֵֽהוּ, בֶּ יהוה מָה־אָדָם וַתֵּ

The יזכור service is said on the last day of פסח, the second day of שבועות  
(first day in ארץ ישראל), יום כיפור and שמיני עצרת. In some communities,  

those who have not been bereaved of a parent or close relative do not participate  
in the service, but leave the בית כנסת and return at the end of סדר הזכרת נשמות.

צֵל עוֹבֵר::  מָה, יָמָיו כְְּ בֶל דָּ  אָדָם לַהֶֽ

יָבֵשׁ::  מוֹלֵל וְְ רֶב יְְ חָלָף, לָעֶֽ קֶֹר יָצִיץ וְְ בּֽ בַּ

מָה::  כְְְ בַב חָָ נָבִא לְְ ן הוֹדַע, וְְ ינוּ כֵּ נוֹת יָמֵֽ  לִמְְְ

לוֹם::  אִישׁ שָׁ י־אַחֲרִית לְְ ר, כִּ אֵה יָשָׁ ם וּרְְְ ר־תָּ מָָ שְְׁ

לָה::  נִי סֶֽ חֵֽ י יִקָּ אוֹל, כִּ י מִיַּד שְְׁ שִׁ ה נַפְְְ דֶּ ־אֱלהִֹים יִפְְְ אַךְְְ

עוֹלָם::  קִי אֱלהִֹים לְְ חֶלְְְ בָבִי וְְ בָבִי, צוּר־לְְ אֵרִי וּלְְְ לָה שְְׁ כָּ

הָיָה  שֶׁ רֶץ כְְּ יָשׁבֹ הֶעָפָר עַל־־־־־הָאָֽ וְְ

תָנָהּ::  ר נְְ שׁוּב אֶל־־־־־הָאֱלהִֹים אֲשֶׁ הָרֽוּחַ תָּ וְְ

צוּדָתִי,  וּמְְְ סִי  מַחְְְ לַיהוה  אֹמַר  לוֹנָן::  יִתְְְ י  דַּ שַׁ צֵל  בְְּ יוֹן,  עֶלְְְ תֶר  סֵֽ בְְּ ב  יֹשֵׁ

רָתוֹ  אֶבְְְ בְְּ הַוּוֹת::  בֶר  ֽ מִדֶּ יָקוּשׁ,  ח  מִפַּ ךָ  ילְְ יַצִּ הוּא  י  כִּ טַח־בּוֹ::  אֶבְְְ אֱלהַֹי 

ֽחַד  מִפַּ לאֹ־תִירָא  אֲמִתּוֹ::  סֹחֵרָה  וְְ ה  צִנָּ סֶה,  חְְְ תֶּ נָפָיו  חַת־כְְּ תַֽ וְְ  , לָךְְְ יָסֶֽךְְְ 

יִם::  רָֽ הֳֳ צָָ יָשׁוּד  טֶב  מִקֶּֽ  , יַהֲלךְְְֹ אֹֽפֶל  בָּ בֶר  ֽ מִדֶּ יוֹמָם::  יָעוּף  מֵחֵץ  לָה,  יְְְ לָֽ

יט,  תַבִּ עֵינֶיֽךָ  בְְּ רַק  שׁ::  יִגָּ לאֹ  יךָ  אֵלֶֽ מִימִינֶֽךָ,  בָבָה  וּרְְְ לֶף,  אֶֽ ךָ  דְְּ מִצִּ יִפֹּל 

עוֹנֶֽךָ::  מְְ תָּ  מְְְ ֽ שַׂ יוֹן  עֶלְְְ סִי,  מַחְְְ יהוה  ה  י־אַתָּ כִּ אֶה::  רְְְ תִּ עִים  שָׁ רְְ מַת  לֻּ שִׁ וְְ

 , ךְְְ ה־לָּ צַוֶּ יְְ אָכָיו  מַלְְְ י  כִּ ךָ::  לֶֽ הֳֳ אָָ בְְּ רַב  לאֹ־יִקְְְ נֶֽגַע  וְְ רָעָה,  יךָ  אֵלֶֽ ה  אֻנֶּ לאֹ־תְְ

עַל־ ךָ::  לֶֽ רַגְְְ בֶן  אֶֽ בָּ גֹּף  ן־תִּ פֶּ ךָ,  אֽוּנְְְ ָ יִשּׂ ֽיִם  פַּ עַל־כַּ רָכֶֽיךָ::  ל־דְְּ כָָ בְְּ ךָ  רְְְ מָָ לִשְְְׁ

הוּ  בֵֽ גְְּ הוּ, אֲשַׂ טֵֽ ק וַאֲפַלְְּ י בִי חָשַׁ ין:: כִּ תַנִּ פִיר וְְ מסֹ כְְּ רְְְ , תִּ רֹךְְְ דְְְ חַל וָפֶֽתֶן תִּ ֽ שַׁ

הוּ::  דֵֽ וַאֲכַבְְּ צֵֽהוּ  אֲחַלְְּ צָרָה,  בְְ עִמּוֹ־אָנֹכִי  אֶעֱנֵהֽוּ,  וְְ נִי  רָאֵֽ יִקְְְ מִי::  שְְׁ י־יָדַע   כִּ

ישׁוּעָתִי::  הוּ בִּ אֵֽ אַרְְְ יעֵֽהוּ, וְְ בִּ אֹֽרֶךְְְ יָמִים אַשְְְׂ

ישׁוּעָתִי:: הוּ בִּ אֵֽ אַרְְְ יעֵֽהוּ, וְְ בִּ אֹֽרֶךְְְ יָמִים אַשְְְׂ

תהלים קמד

תהלים צ

תהלים לז

תהלים מט

תהלים עג

קהלת יב

תהלים צא
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For one’s father:

כּרֹ  May God remember the soul of my father, my teacher (name יִזְְְ
son of father’s name) who has gone to his eternal home, and to this 
I pledge (without formal vow) to give charity on his behalf, that 
his soul may be bound in the bond of everlasting life together with 
the souls of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and 
Leah, and all the other righteous men and women in the Garden 
of Eden, and let us say: Amen.

For one’s mother:

כּרֹ  May God remember the soul of my mother, my teacher (name יִזְְְ
daughter of father’s name) who has gone to her eternal home,  
and to this I pledge (without formal vow) to give charity on  
her behalf, that her soul may be bound in the bond of everlasting 
life together with the souls of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Sarah, 
Rebecca, Rachel and Leah, and all the other righteous men and 
women in the Garden of Eden, and let us say: Amen.

עֲבוּר  עוֹלָמוֹ, בַּ הָלַךְְְ לְְ ן פלוני( שֶׁ מַת אָבִי מוֹרִי )פלוני בֶּ כּרֹ אֱלהִֹים נִשְְְׁ יִזְְְ
For one’s father:

רוֹר  צְְְ רוּרָה בִּ שׁוֹ צְְ הֵא נַפְְְ כַר זֶה תְְּ שְְְׂ עֲדוֹ. בִּ דָקָה בַּ ן צְְ דֶר אֶתֵּ לִי נֶֽ בְְּ שֶׁ
רָחֵל  קָה  רִבְְְ רָה  שָׂ יַעֲקבֹ,  וְְ חָק  יִצְְְ רָהָם  אַבְְְ מוֹת  נִשְְְׁ עִם  הַחַיִּים 

נאֹמַר אָמֵן. דֶן, וְְ גַן עֵֽ בְְּ קָנִיּוֹת שֶׁ צִדְְְ יקִים וְְ אָר צַדִּ עִם שְְׁ לֵאָה, וְְ וְְ

עוֹלָמָהּ,  כָה לְְ הָלְְ ת פלוני( שֶׁ י מוֹרָתִי )פלונית בַּ מַת אִמִּ כּרֹ אֱלהִֹים נִשְְְׁ יִזְְְ
For one’s mother:

הּ  שָׁ נַפְְְ הֵא  תְְּ זֶה  כַר  שְְְׂ בִּ עֲדָהּ.  בַּ דָקָה  צְְ ן  אֶתֵּ דֶר  נֶֽ לִי  בְְּ שֶׁ עֲבוּר  בַּ
רָה  יַעֲקבֹ, שָׂ חָק וְְ רָהָם יִצְְְ מוֹת אַבְְְ רוֹר הַחַיִּים עִם נִשְְְׁ צְְְ רוּרָה בִּ צְְ
דֶן,  עֵֽ גַן  בְְּ שֶׁ קָנִיּוֹת  צִדְְְ וְְ יקִים  צַדִּ אָר  שְְׁ עִם  וְְ לֵאָה,  וְְ רָחֵל  קָה  רִבְְְ

נאֹמַר אָמֵן. וְְ

תפילה לשלום המשפחה

עַל  זֶה  קָדוֹשׁ  יוֹם  בְְּ פָנֶיֽךָ  לְְ אֲנִי  מוֹדָה   / מוֹדֶה  יִם,  מַֽ ָ שּׁ בַּ שֶׁ ינוּ   אָבִֽ
 / יוֹתַי  אַחְְְ  / אֲחוֹתִי   / אַחַי   / אָחִי   / עֲלִי  בַּ  / י  תִּ אִשְְְׁ  / י  אִמִּ  / ]אָבִי 
הַיּוֹם,  חַיִּים  נוּ  עִמָּ ר  אֲשֶׁ כָדַי[  נְְ  / י  דִּ נֶכְְְ  / נוֹתַי  בְְּ  / י  תִּ בִּ  / נַי  בָּ  / נִי  בְְּ
כֵם, וֶהֱיֶה  רְְ א בָּ לֶת. אָנָּ ֽ לֶּ פַּ ל / מִתְְְ לֵּ פַּ רִיאוּתָם אֲנִי מִתְְְ מָדַת בְְּ הַתְְְ וּלְְְ
ילֵם  הַצִּ טוֹבָה, הָגֵן עֲלֵיהֶם וְְ ינוּ לְְ אִים עָלֵֽ ים הַבָּ דָשִׁ יָּמִים וּבֶחֳֳ ם בַּ עִמָּ
ךָ  לוֹמֶֽ שְְׁ ת  סֻכַּ עֲלֵיהֶם  רשֹׂ  וּפְְְ וּמַחֲלָה,  נֶֽגַע  ל  וּמִכָָּ צוּקָה  וְְ צָרָה  ל  מִכָָּ
נוֹתֵיהֶם  וּשְְְׁ טּוֹב  מֵיהֶם בַּ כוּ יְְ דֵיהֶם. יֶאֱרְְְ י יְְ מַעֲשֵׂ ךָ בְְּ כִינָתְְ רֵה שְְׁ הַשְְְׁ וְְ
ותֹ.  צְְְ תּוֹרָה וּבַמִּ קִים בַּ נֵי בָנִים עוֹסְְ נִים וּבְְְ אוֹת בָּ כּוּ לִרְְְ יִזְְְ עִימִים, וְְ נְְּ בַּ

גאֲֹלִי:: פָנֶיֽךָ, יהוה צוּרִי וְְ י לְְ יוֹן לִבִּ הֶגְְְ רֵי פִי וְְ רָצוֹן אִמְְְ יוּ לְְ יִהְְְ
תהלים יט

Prayer For Living Relatives
יִם מַֽ ָ שּׁ בַּ שֶׁ ינוּ   Our Father in heaven: On this holy day, I give You thanks אָבִֽ
for my [father / mother / husband / wife / brother(s) / sister(s) / son(s) 
/ daughter(s) / grandchild(ren)] who are with me in life, and for whose 
continued health and blessing I pray. Be with them, I pray You, in the days 
and months to come. Protect them from harm and distress, sickness and 
affliction, trouble and misfortune. Spread over them Your canopy of peace 
and may Your spirit live in the work of their hands. Prolong their days in 
goodness and happiness and may they and we have the privilege of seeing 
children and grandchildren occupying themselves with Torah and the life of 
the commandments. May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my 
heart find favor before You, my Rock and Redeemer. 
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Everybody Is a 
Somebody

I would like to center my message to you this  morning on 
a story which apparently has nothing to do with Yom  Kippur, 
but which in fact captures the whole essence of this sacred 
day. It is an episode in the life of King David that we normally 
read in the synagogue as the haftara for the Shabbat before 
Rosh Ĥodesh.

The incident took place in the time when King Saul, the 
first king of Israel, was half-crazed by jealousy of the young hero 
David, whose popularity he considered a threat to his throne. 
Saul was so embittered at David that he wanted to kill him. David 
did not know whether or not it was safe for him to appear in 
the palace and whether or not to flee. Now, the eldest son of 
Saul and heir-apparent to the throne was Jonathan, who was the 
dearest friend of David. Torn between loyalty to his royal father 
and affection for his cherished friend, Jonathan was ultimately 
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to give up his own claim to the throne in order to allow David 
to become the successor to his father, King Saul. 

At a particularly critical period, David asks Jonathan what 
to do. Jonathan tells him that he will sound out his father and see 
if he really intends to harm David. “Meanwhile,” says Jonathan, 

“go into hiding. Tomorrow, after the Rosh Ĥodesh feast in the 
palace, I will come out into the field ostensibly to practice my 
archery. You hide behind the big stone, David, and wait there. 
I will have with me a naar katan, a boy or servant. I will shoot 
three arrows in your direction and send the boy after them. If 
I shoot the arrows so that they fall short of where you are, you 
will know that all is well, and you can come out of hiding. But 
if I shoot them beyond where you are hiding, then that is the 
signal that my father seeks to destroy you, and you must quickly 
flee in order to save your life. Keep your eye on the boy, to see 
where the arrows fall.” 

In the palace that next day, things did not go well. 
Saul created a terrible scene in which he accused Jonathan of 
 plotting with David, and he condemned David to death as a 
traitor. So Jonathan left and he took the young boy with him. 
He aimed his arrows well beyond where David was secretly 
stationed. He called to the boy and said, “Go farther, hurry, 
the arrow is still farther on.” When David saw the lad run-
ning, he knew the bad news. Only David and Jonathan knew 
the meaning of all this; the lad knew nothing. And so David 
and  Jonathan bade each other farewell, and David went into 
hiding, to emerge eventually as the man upon whose head was 
placed the crown of Israel.

Such is the beautiful story of a noble friendship in a time 
when our nation was young. Yet the moral of loyalty is not the 
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reason I have chosen to repeat it to you this morning. My  reason 
is quite different. Allow me to explain.

Yom Kippur seems to impose an impossible burden upon 
us. By bidding us to confess to our sins, as we do when we recite 
the al ĥet and the ashamnu, the Jewish tradition drives home the 
awesome theme of responsibility. We are responsible for every 
one of our moral and ethical failings. We are responsible for the 
neglect of Torah and Judaism. We are responsible too for the 
low spiritual and moral estate of our families. Even more, we 
are in some measure responsible for the sins of society: for the 
Bomb and its threat of mass-death, for the corruption that fes-
ters in government and in business, for the filth that inundates 
our libraries and newsstands and theaters, for lethal dust that 
chokes our children, for brutality in Vietnam.

What a huge load to carry! In defense we sometimes 
feel like saying: Ribbono shel Olam! What do You want from us? 
We are humble people. We work as hard and as honestly as we 
can just to keep our families going and leave something for the 
children. We are not famous, we have no great power, we are 
not in authority. If You have complaints about the Bomb, talk 
to the famous physicists and engineers and the international 
diplomats. Corruption? Speak to the president and the judges 
and the heads of the great corporations. Immorality? Address 
yourself to the giant publishers and attorneys general and movie 
magnates. But we are without influence to change the course 
of events. We are small people. We may make some money, but 
can have no lasting effect on our own destinies, let alone that of 
the world. We can do nothing.

If that thought has occurred to you, friends, as a way out 
of the terrible responsibility urged on us by Yom Kippur; if you 
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have had the feeling that we are just numbers, just puny statis-
tics, just a series of holes punched on an IBM card, just help-
less and anonymous blobs of protoplasm, pushed and pulled 
and crowded by the impersonal forces of society and nature; 
if you have concluded that life nowadays is such that you, as 
the “ordinary” man or woman, can do nothing about the really 
great and momentous issues in the world in general and in the 
Jewish community in particular; if, in other words, you are will-
ing to proclaim your irresponsibility and to issue a declaration 
of impotence – then the story of David and Jonathan sharply 
reminds you that such excuses are not only unbecoming and 
undignified and un-Jewish, but false and malicious!

Remember that in the biblical story of David and 
 Jonathan there are not two but three main characters. Remem-
ber that not only the noble and loyal Prince Jonathan is impor-
tant, and not only the young David, who is to ascend the throne 
and change Jewish history forever. The naar katan, the young 
lad, the ignorant boy who knew nothing of the great drama 
in which he was taking part – he too is a protagonist, he too 
deserves credit for the succession of David, for enthroning 
that man who was to unite the shivtei Yisrael, the Israel of his 
day, and become the ancestor of the melekh hamashiaĥ, the 
 Messiah of the future.

How prone we are to recall only the famous names and 
ignore the little people, without whom nothing significant ever 
 happens! Imagine if that young, anonymous boy, about whom 
we know nothing else other than that he was the servant or 
archery-caddy of J onathan – imagine if he had said to himself: 
What do I count? What responsibility do I have to anyone for 
anything? And since I have no real importance in the world, 
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why bother with such ideas as duty and loyalty? I might as well 
sleep late, or fail to show up, or go wandering off in a different 
direction! Imagine if he had been derelict in his simple duties – 
like so many waiters who don’t wait, and repairmen who don’t 
repair, and cleaners who don’t clean! How different – and how 
much worse – history might have been!

Little did that youngster realize that a pair of eyes were 
secretly watching him that fateful day; that upon the proper 
accomplishment of his duty depended the future of his whole 
people and ultimately all the world; that his little task well done 
assured the safety of David, and the political and religious and 
spiritual destiny of thousands of his contemporaries and thou-
sands of generations thereafter.

It is not only the princes and the heroes who play a role 
in  history. It is not only the great and the famous upon whom 
the world rests. It is even a naar katan, a young lad who, by car-
rying out his tasks loyally, briefly emerges from obscurity and 
helps redirect the course of history. He remains anonymous – 
but so very important!

Of such stuff is the story of all mankind made. History 
is the accumulation of thousands upon thousands of lads who 
know not the significance of their own deeds. The great issues 
are decided, in the long run, not by those in the headlines but 
by the thousand “little people” who do or do not follow the 
dictates of conscience. David could not have become the great 
king he was without this little boy who signaled him, without 
another helpful stranger who gave him bread when he was starv-
ing, without a prophet who challenged him and a wife who 
inspired him and countless nameless soldiers who were ready 
to give their lives for him.
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The State of Israel was not built alone by the Ben-Gurions 
and Sharets and the Eshkols. It was built as well by young men 
who died on the battlefield, and old mothers who let their sons 
and daughters leave the Russian Pale for the malarial swamps of 
Palestine, students of Talmud, loyal religious Jews who never gave 
up the dream and vision of geula, and anonymous hundreds who 
invested in Israel and the thousands who once collected coins for 
the JNF and the millions who contribute whatever they can to 
UJA. Everyone who did his best played a role in Israel.

For that is indeed all that is demanded of us by God – not 
that we do more than we can, but that we do all that it is in our 
power to do. On that and on that alone are we judged. Some-
times we are called upon to make the supreme sacrifice. Usually 
all that Judaism demands is that we sacrifice just a little of our 
comfort, a little of our convenience and time and money and 
thought and consideration and energy. When the great Book 
of Life is opened in Heaven, as we read in the U’Netaneh Tokef, 
it may be true that sublime angels rush about and create a stir, 
but in the Book of Life, each man’s own personal, individual sig-
nature is recorded therein. Each has his own mission. That he 
must do: no more – but no less. When we do what God requires 
of us and what is required of us by the sum and substance of 
the teachings of Judaism, we have fulfilled our goals and we are 
important – whether or not our names are inscribed on great 
monuments or in history books. 

That is the theme of responsibility taught to us by Yom 
Kippur. We each of us could have done more in our own little 
way; it is when we fail that we must say al ĥet and confess our 
failure. When we do that in all earnestness, we are responsible 
human beings. To be convinced that I am unimportant, that 
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I simply don’t count, is to be dead even though I breathe. To 
strive to fulfill my mission and purpose in whatever way God 
has allowed me – whether by raising a worthy  family, charity, 
study, teaching, Israel, service to a great cause – is to live on and 
have my influence survive my own limited life.

Do you think you are without influence? Then remem-
ber that how you act toward your husband or wife at home is 
witnessed silently by your impressionable children who incor-
porate your acts into their character and will someday act like-
wise. Like David, watched by the naar katan, your conduct can 
be the signal that will change a life. How you as a Jew act in 
your business or profession can have the greatest effect on some 
non-Jew or on some young Jewish person who is wondering 
whether it is worth remaining a Jew. Never underestimate it! A 
kind word to a person who is lonely, a smile to someone who 
is friendless, a compliment to someone who lacks confidence, 
a bit of encouragement to a child unsure of himself – you may 
not realize it, but it is from such little things that the future is 
manufactured! All the more reason, therefore, to feel person-
ally responsible when we forget to offer that word, that smile, 
that encouragement!

The sainted Ĥafetz Ĥayyim told of the first time he saw 
a train. Who, he wondered, guides this train? Who drives it? At 
first he saw very busy and official-looking people with big red 
caps carrying things to and from the baggage cars. Surely, he 
thought, these important people are the masters of the train. 
Then, when he discovered they were merely porters, “red caps,” 
he noticed a big, dignified-looking gentleman in an impressive 
uniform collecting tickets from people. No doubt, he thought, 
this official owns the train – how important and solemn he 



10

Yom Kippur

appears. But when he learned he was only the ticket-collector, 
he turned to the man in resplendent uniform and of bushy 
mustache and booming voice who came marching stridently 
through the cars blowing a whistle. Certainly he guides the 
train. But no, he was merely the conductor. Perhaps, then, it is 
collectively owned and operated by all those aristocratic people 
in the parlor car who are so well dressed and smoke expensive 
cigars? No, they are only passengers. 

Then he came to the front car, the engine room. There 
he saw a man in overalls, one who seemed bedraggled, who 
needed a shave, who looked impoverished and insignificant, 
who appeared to be a manual laborer and shoved coal into the 
fire and pulled a few rusty switches. And he – this inconspicu-
ous, anonymous, obscure  fellow – he was the master of the train; 
upon him depended the safety of the whole train and all its pas-
sengers! The naar katan often plays the great roles!

That, my friends, is the nature of the message of Yom 
 Kippur. And that is my plea to you this holy day. Do not imag-
ine that only the great and dramatic events are significant. In the 
eyes of God and in the eyes of history we too are important if 
we but do all we can. For nobody is a “nobody.” And everybody 
is a “somebody” – unless, of course, we choose to abdicate that 
role, that function, that r esponsibility.

The people we shall soon memorialize in the Yizkor 
may not have been famous people. Maybe they did not shake 
worlds. But each and every one in some measure, whether 
large or small, has influenced the world or some part of it. They 
influenced us. We influence our children, or others’ children. 
And they, in turn, will influence others. The fact that we are 
here today is a tribute to them; had one link in the chain of 
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generations been severed, we would not be Jews congregating 
in this makom kadosh today.

We must, then, watch our step. Whether we like it or 
not, we cannot journey through life without leaving footprints. 
Others will follow where we go because we have marked the 
way. That influence, that direction of our footprints, will be 
spelled out not in wealth, not in power, not in worldly fame. 
It will be exercised in the manner and the responsibility with 
which each of us carries out his assigned tasks in life. Whether 
we are anonymous lads, playing a supporting role in some great 
drama, or shabbily dressed train conductors, directly guiding 
the destiny of hundreds of fellow-passengers through life, we 
must be aware of our importance in the eyes of God and those 
who shall come after us.

Thus, and only thus, shall we emerge from death to life, 
from oblivion to significance. For everybody is a somebody.




