Norman Lamm Shmini WSJe April 11, 1953

YISKOR IN RETROSPECT: \
Residual Religion or Inocipient Paganism? ;\
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Aocording to Conservative estimates, the continuous performances of Yizkor Sorvice s
conducted here this past week drew orowds pumbering from eight to nine thousand. This

o s
Rabbi, herebofore uninitiated into the vagusries of A Yi zkor-om religion of the

messes, was astounded beyond words by these multitudes. Whatever one might say about

—

this phemomenon- and we shall have plenty to say about it in a few moments - it is quite

an experience, and one whioh sets into motion the wheels of thought. No one can really

understand the religious tempermant of American Jewry until he has witnessed this spectaelo.
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Let me tell you of two remarks which were made to me during these services by two
individuals who rank high in the echelons of the Officialdom of this Synagogus. One wasj
" You see Rabbi, despite all your complaining sbout Yigkor, where else would these people
got" . The second remark was: "Rabbi, it mekes my heart feel good to see so many people
giving honor to their parents” . Wheﬁ these remarks were made to me I promised a sermon

as an answer. Hence, thia talk on what I believe to be an objective analysis of the

S

American Yizkor Cult.

I think thet there are three pleasant aspects to this matter of a three-day-a-
year-religion. First, the fact that the "Yizkor Crowds", by their contributions, help
maintain our worthiest religious institution. I have no quarrel with this argument; and,

quite to the eontrary) wish that this show of charity were increased e hundred-fold.
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The second argument advanced in favor of the Yiszkor-Crpwds is, that by this act of
memorializing their parents they show their respect and abide by the commandment KABED
ES AVICHA VA'ES IMECHA . This too refleots favorably upon the Yi zkor-sayers, although’

~perhaps iWy 'be kept in mind that it is vastly more important to honor
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parents while they are yet aliva than afterwards. A kind word .’Ln a mother' s or fa'cher'
o A

ears is i.nfihitely more valueable than the most mgnifioent tom'bstone over their heads.
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It is the third argumenb however which is the important one. And that is, that at least
they are here three days & year, and that thereby they show that they still have some

vestiges of religion in them. At least their Jewishness consists 1n moyre than eating
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W. At kh lea st there is some residual religion whioh a Rabbi ‘can work with.
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So yizkor-saying is residual religion% The left-overs of what once was an active
whi ch
religious feeling, but real religion non-the-lesst It is this contention agairs t/I most

vigbrously protest. I meintain that this nzkor-saying, torn out of the conbext of comple te

—

services and the whole of Jewish religion and ethies, is not the left-over of religious
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feeling;, but the beginnings of & new Eagam sm. I maintain that this form of ylzkor-saybng

————

is conceived by a distrust of Life, born by a fear of Reath, and nourishod by sheor Pagan
M

superstition. I had the occasion recently to reread some of the college notes I took som

years ago, And I was struck by the strong similaritie s between the Death Rites of certain
primitive pagan societies and the Yizkor Cult of enlightened twentieth-century Amerisca.
The ancient pagans, too, especially those deep in the Arabian desert, built the greatest
part of their worship about dead amcestors. The half-oivilized Arab Bedouin offered
sao@iﬂoes to hey his departed parents on theéir Yahrzeit in an attempt to placate their

spirits, E‘_%Mfwwm will dig into his poocket for a half a <£o111r

just to mmke sure that his parents' souls, if people have souls, will reposé in Heaven,
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if there is & Heaven. These were the ZIV'CHEI MEISSIM, the jeath jacrifioes against whieh
tribe
the Bible ppotests so stronmgly. And a certain/on the African Gold coast celebrates mnot

individual Yahrzeits, but colleotive Yizkori\s. The/entire tribe, thousands of them,

gathers in the worship tent where all lights are kept ablaze, and whiles the Chagzen beats
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out the ) prayers on & Tem- Tgm, the 8878 g5 chant the names of their anoestors theteby
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hoping to save them from the miseries of &« Nether-world.
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But please keep in mind my friem s ,that while I trace the similarities smd customs

between the ancient pagens and modern Americgns, I do feel that Yizkor and Yahrzeit and

Kaddi sh are all really important in the framework of Jewish religion. But that is just
f\’-\_’“"\« i ey
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where the k difference lies - "In the framework of Jewish religionS If these l@}emorial
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fgervm es are purt of the worship of G-d, the practice of ethios, and the acceptance of all

that is holy to Jews, then they too become holy. It is only when theylggy_e_g the holiness

———

of religion and nd prayer and ethies, that they beoome the Garment Area‘s version of Blaok-

Magia,

Now my friends, wven if we grant thet I eam wrong and you are right; that this \/izkor

metter is not as I say, incipient paganism, but, as you say, residual religion, even then

I meintein that this residual religion is almost without value or worthe.



-3 -
Perhaps I can best illustsate what I mean from the meterial covered in todey's Reading
from the Torah. In today's portion the Bible tells us which animals are fit for eating,
that is - kosher, and which are unfit. And the Bible gives us certain signs by which
we can differentiate between the Kosher and the Non-Kosher animale. Similarly, we are told
how to ®»k tell apart kosher from non-kosher fish. However, when it comes to birds - fowl
and the like - here the Bible is somewhat vague, and the Rabbis gave four SIMYANIM or
signs to help us tell the kosher from the k non-keste r bird. The four signs refer to the
shape of the stomach and the gullet, the number of fingers, and the menner of catohing its
prey. However, there was one bird, called the ZARZOR, which our Rabbis found difficult to
identify. Is it kosher or non-kosher? Rabbi Eldezer says SHACHEM IM HA® TMEI'IM TAMAI,
SHACKEd IM HA®* TAHORIM TAHOR . According to this Rebbi we must find out with whom the bird
associates) if it associates with clean birds it is kosher, if with non-clean birds it is
non-kosher. The Sages give 2 second hint. l"ney say that it must be NIDMEH that is, if in
appearance it is similer to an unkosher bird it is non-kosher, and if kmxsmpmpex it looks
like & kosher bird, it is kosker. And both agree upon e third sigh. And thet is KOLATE

MIN HA'AVIR. That is, if the bird does not settle down to pounce upon its prey, but ratlme

grabs it from the air while it is flying, then it is non~kosher. My fr'lends, it you would
/A__’————»’—'——_k____’_____ﬁ_____\_———”\—
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know what sord of bird the average Yi zkorite is, if you would know whether these people
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are kosher or not then see if they pass these three tests. The first ons is SHACE’EV[ Ve

HA'TMA'IM,with whom do they associate with? I believe that the average Yi zkor.sayer passes
this test with flying colors. These people are not assimilationists and their goal is not
to seced@, from the mein body of Jews. They live amongst their fellow jews, and no doubt
many of them have some form of affiliation with some Temple or Synagogue, whatever the

case my be. This bird, kmk oaslled not Zarzor but' Yi z.kor, is a SHACHEN Im HA'T*HORIM, 1M, he
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associates with the pure and the olean and the kosher and is, therefore, by this standard
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kosher and Jewish. However, it oftens tha'b & person oan essociate with fine people and still
bear no resemblance to them/, We must therefore apply the test of the Chachamim, the Sages,

end that is NIDMEH. What do they look like. And here too my friends the Yiszkorite passes

his test. He is kosher on appearance. No, not by virtue of a long nose or & high forhead.

Such are not the appearancés to whlch I refer. I mean the he appeerance of the Jewish Eye,
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the Jewish Tear, and the Jewish Sigh. As I spoke from this pulpit last week and my eyes
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roamed from individual to indiv'idual, I was able to see the deep nostalgia of sons end

deughters for father®s and mothers, the deep feelings forthe 1life of the Jewish home
S TTRTE N

and the real exescise of the heart. So that by this second test of appearances, the Yiskor
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sayer again remains & kosher Jew. But it is that third test whioh is the crucisl one.

And thet is KOLATE MIN HA'AVIR, dces thls type of Jew base his religious life solidly or
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does he f‘ashion 1t out of thln aird Is he, by his Yizkor, feathering his religious nest

e

or merely coasting almlessly? I fear thet the Yizkor-goer keer fails to prove his Kashruth,

For this sort of religion is indeed the flimsiett possible. It is a stragga bird indeed
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who comes to shul once or twice or three t'lmes a year and commands G-d Y1 zkor Elekim,

——

"G-d, remember'“ when he has not vi 31ted G-d*s house sufficiently to be sure that his
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demends are solidly backed upe K all of his religion is based upon the recitation of a

one-minute prayer, then that religion is based upon air, of 8 particular temperature. Anl
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and superfioiality) is so characteristic of all of American Jewry. Religious education,

w'lth the one exception of the day school movement, is nothing more than based on air.

‘ Sundey School movement and the tke Talmud Torah movement have both proven to be equelly
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insubstantial. And X in community life too, how light.hearted and wesak-willed and flighty

N
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are most of those who join worthy religious or social or welfare institutionse. KOLATE
MIN HA'AVIR, it is grabbed from the air. And no more extreme example of this non-kosher

characteristic exists than the yizkor.sayer. He simply swoops into shul on & wing and a

rayer, deposits his prayer in the symegogue amd takeé to his wings and flies out eagain,
p P 5) g

not to be seen until Shevuoth.
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My friends, if I lave been harsh on some of our fellow Jews please realize that

it comes from love of Judaism, end not, CHALILAH, from dislike of Jews. For as we shall
m SR
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read this afternoon, before we study the first chapter of AVOS, the Ethics of the Father,
KAL YSSRAEL YESH LAHEM CHELEK EE'LE'OLAM HA'BAE, Every Jew has a share in the world

to come. But let me remind you of what one Chassidic Rabbi said about this statement.

He translated it to mean not "Every Jew owns e share in the world to ocome." But, "Every
Jew cen own metc. " And how can this be done? When , as we read further, it is MA'ASEI
YADAT LB'HISPAER, The work of my own hands of which I ocan be proud. Bvery man must

himself oreat his own O OLAM HA'BAAH._ wl'/mf\ l/w’ e s -
/’\/—\/\_/’\_/—
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And the creation of this world.to-come, my friends, ceannot be accomplisheé by a
request that G-d savex omne's paremts' souls. For Yizkor is not Prayer, and without real
P'FILIAH how is one to aspire to OLAM HABAAH? Our Rabbis point out that one may not speak
between GE'ULAH LE'T'FILIAH, between(¢edemption and [grayer, that i#, between the blessirg
GE'AL YISRAZEL and the SHMONEH ESREH, which is the essemee of PRayer. And they say; who is

assured of & share in the world-to-come? And they enswer, HA'SOMECH GE'ULAH LE'T'FILIAY,

he with whom GE!'ULAH, Redemption, is ekin to his prayer. My dear friends,if Yizkor is to
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be meaningful as & hope and aspiration for OLAM HA'BAH then it must be SOMECH GE'ULAE

LE’ ™ FILL&H then the Yizkor which is the reguest for Ge' ULLAH the redemption of tha
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Ex Soul, must be part and pareel of the complete services, the oomplete davenlng end prayers,
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and not cut out of context and repeated in continuous performenoces,

e

/ Let us hope that the time will soon be coming when the religious stature of American

| Jewry will outgrow its incipieht pagenism, when people will return to Judaism BE'LEV
SHALEM, when Yizkor will assume its rightful place in their Prayers. And may G-d then
grant that the OLAM HA'BA, the Utopias for which we all pray, will come to be as our

rightfully earmed lot.
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