Yom Kippur Yizkor 5781 – Say Their Names
Rabbi Marc Israel
I won’t be continuing my talk from this morning, as we come to Yizkor, there is one more aspect of the
Black Lives Matter movement that I do want to address. Specifically, how and why did this take hold at
this moment? The issues are not new issues. The Movement is not a new movement. It is not the first
time we have seen protests. But it is the first time, that we have seen it grab America’s attention and do
so for a sustained manner in a way that we haven’t seen previously. Some say it is the quarantine – we
have been locked at home so long that we would do anything just to go out. Perhaps it is the
forthcoming election. There are any other number of reasons that people have suggested, but I believe
it comes down to three simple words. Say Their Name.
Say Their Name is the refrain that we have heard over and over again at the protests. And it is such a
powerful statement. It is one thing to get people passionate about an issue or an idea. It is different to
get people to be passionate when it feels more personal. It is not just about an issue, but a specific
person, a specific life that was taken. When we have a name, then we have a face, siblings and parents
and children - the abstract becomes quite real.
The power of the name is something that Judaism has long understood. It is the first power given to
Adam, to name each of the animals. We see it in the Torah when God changes the names of Avram to
Avraham, from Sarai to Sarah and from Ya’akov to Yisrael. We see it at every baby naming and bris,
when parents will bestow upon their newly born child the name of s a loved one. Often parents will
bless the child with the hopes that they will carry on some attribute of the legacy of their beloved
departed ones. And we see it when someone dies. We don’t just recite a general memorial prayer, we
insert the person’s name in our El Malei or, today, at Yizkor. By reciting their names, we not only give
honor to our loved one, but it evokes within us powerful memories of time spent with them, things that
they taught us, meals that we shared. There is a power in Saying Their Name.
In my article that appeared in a summer Bulletin, I was recounting some of the aspects of this past year
and I included the number of funerals that I did. But it wasn’t the number of funerals that was
challenging. It was the life stories of each of the people. They were parents, aunts and uncles, some of
whom died after a long full life, some much younger. These were our friends, people who we have
known for decades, people who we may have sit next to on the High Holidays of years passed.. They
were our spouses, who passed far too young. They are our siblings, some of whom left behind young
children. And, in some cases, tragically, they were our children, something a parent should never have
to witness. We know these people, we know their names and when we Say Their Names, we are
overcome by the love we shared with them. When we Say Their Name, we admit that they are not here
physically sitting with us, but their spirit still remains and sustains. When we Say Their Name we tell
them and we tell ourselves that they are remembered.
The act of Saying Their Name is the purpose of Yizkor and perhaps the reason why this service holds
such power over so many Jews in a way that many other rituals do not. We Say Their Name and we
remember their very essence, we remember the good times and bad, the fun and the sad. When we say
their name, they become real again, even if only for a moment. When we say their name, we can almost
feel their breath upon us. And so now I want to say the names of those who died in this past year, since
last Yom Kippur, whose memory we lovingly call to mind. I will begin first with the members of our
synagogue and pause between each one, allowing each of us to spend a moment thinking about their
life and what they meant to us. And then I will continue and add to them the names of relatives of our
members who died this year, providing their loved ones a moment to reflect.
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I want to close with one of my favorite poems, from the Israeli poet Zelda, which so beautifully
captures the meanings of our names.
EACH OF US HAS A NAME
Each of us has a name
given by God
and given by our parents
Each of us has a name
given by our stature and our smile
and given by what we wear
Each of us has a name
given by the mountains
and given by our walls
Each of us has a name
given by the stars
and given by our neighbors
Each of us has a name
given by our sins
and given by our longing
Each of us has a name
given by our enemies
and given by our love
Each of us has a name
given by our celebrations
and given by our work
Each of us has a name
given by the seasons
and given by our blindness
Each of us has a name
given by the sea
and given by
our death.
Whether their loss was recent or from longer ago, lets all now take a moment to Say Their
Names, as we recite the Yizkor prayers on pages 291 and 292

