
Rabbi Jesse M. Olitzky – Yom Kippur 5778 – Who Will Mourn for You? 

1 

 

Shana Tova and Gmar Chatima Tova. Shortly, we will begin the Yizkor 

service in which we will say Kaddish for our loved ones who have 

passed away. I can't help but wonder – at this moment of mourning, on 

this day in which our own lives hang in the balance – who will say 

Kaddish for us when we die? Who will say Kaddish for us? This is 

something for us to explore this morning.  

 

I've spent a great deal of time in hospitals. I have a chaplaincy pass for 

all of our area hospitals and a majority of those visits to these hospitals 

have been to see many of you - to sit with you by your bedside, before, 

during, or after surgery, to pray with you following diagnosis, or to give 

hugs in the maternity ward as we bring new life into this world and 

expand our Beth El community. Many of you work in these hospitals 

and it's always a treat to stop by and say hello, acknowledging the 

sacred work that doctors and surgeons, nurses and PAs, and EMTs do.  

I joke with my wife -- who works as a hospital transplant social worker -

- that the work she does at the hospital, giving new life to patients, is 
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much holier work than anything a rabbi can do! As a chaplain, I even 

get free parking -- I sometimes joke that if I don't have to pay for 

parking, I should stop by the hospital cafeteria for lunch. But I know - 

no talking about lunch on a fast day. 

 

Anyway, the point is, I spend a lot of time in hospitals. But there are 

three experiences in the hospital that have stayed with me, not as a 

rabbi, a pastor, a chaplain, but as a person, as a human being. 

 

The first experience was as a patient. I was five. Thomas Porton and I 

didn't get along so well, but our brothers played little league together. 

One evening during their game, we were playing on the playground 

right next to the baseball diamond. And that's when it happened: 

Thomas Porton pushed me off the slide and I fell and broke my arm.  

I of course realize the irony in sharing this story on Yom Kippur, a day 

focused on asking for forgiveness, and me still holding this grudge.  



Rabbi Jesse M. Olitzky – Yom Kippur 5778 – Who Will Mourn for You? 

3 

 

I don't remember much of that incident. I remember falling asleep in 

the ambulance and waking up angry because I thought I missed the 

ambulance ride. I remember getting a cast put on and having people 

sign the cast. I remember many toys as a result. I remember feeling safe 

and protected. I remember healing. 

 

The second experience was as a child. I remember visiting my mother in 

the hospital when she was being treating for Thyroid Cancer. We would 

travel after the end of the Middle School day to New York City to go to 

Sloan Kettering. She wore bandages around her neck and had tubes and 

cords attached to monitor her. I remember the doctors there talking to 

me, to see if I had any questions, to assure me that she would be okay. 

And thank God she is. But that was the first time I truly remember my 

parent – who we think of as invincible – as wounded, as fragile, as 

mortal. And while I thank God everyday she recovered and is healthy, 

that experience sat with me. We know the hospital is a place that does 

holy work, the work of healing of the body, and as a result, healing of 
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the soul. The work that so many in this room do to care for, and 

comfort, and heal those of us who can be healed, is truly sacred. But for 

me at the time – a middle schooler on the brink of bar mitzvah – the 

hospital was a place of doubt. It was a place where I was unsure if my 

loved one was getting better or getting worse. Of course, as an adult, I 

know better now. But, the truth is, like all of you,  I still fear the worst, 

every time I walk through the hospital doors.  

 

The third experience was as a parent. Last week, I stood on this bima on 

Rosh Hashanah, sharing with you about my own personal challenges as 

a parent while my son Noah was in the hospital. So many of you 

reached out afterwards sharing your own personal stories of taking 

your children to the hospital and reminded me that as a parent, you 

always feel your child's pain. It remains with you and never leaves. You 

shared stories with me about how your children have no recollection of 

their hospital stays, but it still haunts your dreams to this day, and the 

fear of those experiences still remain in the back of your minds.  
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I shared with you my thoughts on faith and theology while sleeping in a 

makeshift bed in a hospital room. We were so thrilled that Noah came 

home. His diagnosis was a relief, and he was being treated with 

medication. He even was up for going to school for a couple of hours 

one day this week. But he then returned to the hospital this week, still 

in pain, and those same fears that each of us have when we enter those 

doors returned. Thank God he was released just before Yom Kippur. We 

are grateful it was only a minor set-back. But this morning, I share with 

you the fear of the unknown. The fear of what the future may bring.  

 

We sit here preparing for our Yizkor service. We tend to focus on end of 

life, on the pain, suffering, or the palliative care that are our last 

memories of our loved ones. With those memories stuck in our minds, 

it's hard for us sometimes to focus on the memories that bring smiles 

to our faces. And while Yizkor is focused on memory, a service that 

takes place multiple times throughout the year - on Shemini Atzeret, on 

Passover, on Shavuot - on Yom Kippur, the Yizkor experience is about 
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more than just memory. It's about more than just remembering our 

loved ones. It is about remembering the grief of their passing. It is 

about sitting by their bedsides and saying goodbye all over again. It's 

about tearing our garments again, and eulogizing again, and sitting 

shiva again, and saying Kaddish again. It's an acknowledgement that we 

never stop mourning. And that's also how we know that they've had an 

impact on our lives and on this world, because we remember them. 

Because they stay with us. But it also gives us context for our lives and 

our future as well. 

 

Our sweet son Noah, who thank God seems to be on the road to 

recovery, was staring out the window of our minivan during a recent 

road trip to Boston to visit family. Noah knows that my father-in-law is 

no longer living and he knows that this means he's never met him, but 

I'm not really sure if he understands what that means. Yet, he has the 

ability that only a three-year-old has to ask questions with the most 

amazing curiosity. When we got on to Route 280, minutes after leaving 
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our house, he was looking out the window and saw the larger cemetery 

that 280 cuts through. With toddler glee he shouted, "Wow! Look at all 

those dead people!" And then with genuine interest and concern, he 

added: "Mommy, is that where your dad is?" Andrea explained that he 

died in Boston. But then Noah got excited since that was the direction 

we were heading. "Can we visit him there?"  

 

"Is that where your dad is?" We tend to relate to our loved ones who 

have passed in the same way that a three year old does. We visit their 

headstones, their memorials, even their yahrtzeit plaques. Not because 

we think that they are actually there, but because we yearn for them to 

remain with us. Because we still grieve their loss months, years, even 

decades later. But also because we know that they had a true effect on 

us. The impact that they had is palpable.    

 

The hospital ironically is simultaneously a place of life and death. It is a 

place where we go for healing, a place where we hear babies’ first cries, 
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where they breathe their first breaths. It is the place where we hear the 

nightmarish sound of flatlining, where time of death is recorded. 

Maybe it's all the time I’ve spent in hospitals lately, but it the imagery is 

fitting for this moment: a time when each of us stand in limbo, waiting 

to be judged, wondering what book we will be sealed in, wondering 

what our experience in the new year will be. We await our judgement 

as we spend this morning leaving it all out on the field, as we admit our 

deepest and darkest confessions with the All Knowing One, we literally 

prostrate before the Holy Ark and the Holy One, asking for the All 

Merciful One to have mercy on us.  

 

It's odd, believing that God is Omniscient and still feel the need to 

announce our transgressions. Such a theology suggests that God 

already knows. So why prostrate? Why fast? Why bang our chests? It's 

not for God. It's for us. And that's what makes this Yom Kippur Yizkor 

experience different. Yom Kippur is a form of spiritual death. Rabbi Alan 

Lew puts it more bluntly:  
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"For the next twenty-four hours you rehearse your own death. You wear 

a shroud [we’re supposed to wear white, to conjure the burial garment] 

and, like a dead person, you neither eat nor drink nor fornicate. You 

summon the desperate strength of life’s last moments…. A fist beats 

against the wall of your heart relentlessly, until you are brokenhearted 

and confess to your great crime. You are a human being, guilty of every 

crime imaginable…. Then a chill grips you. The gate between heaven 

and earth has suddenly begun to close…. This is your last chance. 

Everyone has run out of time. Every heart has broken. The gate clangs 

shut, the great horn sounds one last time.”1 

 

At a moment when we reflect on our wrongdoings and simultaneously 

remember our loved ones and the impact that they've had in our lives 

and in this world, we are left asking ourselves, "How will we be 

                                                 
1 http://forward.com/wondering-jew/206681/death-and-more-death-preparation-for-yom-kippur/ 
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remembered?" If we leave this world tomorrow, who will mourn for 

us? If we die tonight, what will our legacies be? In some ways, coming 

to terms with our own mortality serves as a catalyst for our atonement. 

We don't want to leave this world with guilt. We want to leave this 

world with a clean slate.  

 

Traditionally, we are taught that one recites the viddui on their 

deathbed. Similar to the confessional that we recite as we beat our 

chests and awaken our souls to our offenses and iniquities on this very 

day, we recite a confessional prayer prior to leaving this world. So sure, 

Yom Kippur mirrors spiritual death and it forces us to reprioritize our 

lives.  

 

As my friend and teacher Rabbi Shai Held of Mechon Hadar puts it, " 

'We should live all the time with the realization that we might be killed 

in an hour.’ You know what? I’ll speak for myself: I would never get out 

of bed again. I mean that seriously. And by the way, if I thought that 
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way about my children? I would lock my son and daughter in my 

apartment and they would never go outside again. But, if we ignore 

that idea all the time, we do so at our own peril. And in some ways, 

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are about that: At least sometimes, we 

have to stop and realize: You might not live until tonight. And what 

happens then? That’s the tension, right? You can’t live like that all the 

time. But you’ve got to live like that some of the time.” 

 

We can't consume ourselves with this fear all the time, but we must 

some of the time. We’d walk into the hospital and curl up into a ball 

and crumble if we believed that we won't leave the facility alive. But we 

also know the reality that we must keep that fear in the back of our 

minds, even as we believe and pray for healing, even as we believe in 

the miracles that happen through the hands of medical professionals.  

 

We remember our loved ones at this moment, because we wonder how 

others will remember us. We wonder how others will mourn for us. We 
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struggle to understand what our legacy will be when we leave this 

world.  

 

Throughout the book of Genesis we are told Aleh Toldot, and these are 

the descendants –  the legacy – of so-and-so. And then the text goes on 

to list their children and grandchildren, and so on and so forth. Upon 

the death of Adam, Aleh Toldot Adam, and we have the generations 

that link from him to the next narrative. About Abraham’s death, Aleh 

Toldot Avraham, and we list all of his descendants – our biblical 

patriarchs. But when the Torah tells us about Noah's story and legacy, it 

reads: Aleh Toldot Noach. This is Noah's legacy. Noach Ish Tzadik 

Tamim Hayah b'dorotav. Noah was a righteous and simple man in his 

generation. His legacy was not his family, although for some of us our 

most lasting impact on this world may be exactly that. His legacy wasn't 

even the ark that he built and the animals that he stored on it for forty 

days and forty nights. For Noah, his legacy was that he was righteous. 

He was remembered for his actions. 
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How will we be remembered? What will our legacies be? There is no 

greater moment than this moment to help us focus, no greater 

moment to help us prioritize. Who will mourn for us next year if Yizkor 

is said for us? We cannot live our lives everyday out of fear that we will 

die. But as we stand together remembering those who have passed, as 

the souls of all those departed fill our hearts and our minds, and this 

space, we prioritize death. And we ask God to remember us for life. 

And we ask God to remember us so we can live. And we plead with God 

who knows our past to give us the strength to admit that past to 

ourselves. And we prostrate to get to our lowest point so that we can 

climb up and rebuild who we are and who we want to be. And we beat 

our chests recognizing that we aren't quite there. But we strive to be 

there.  

 

Who will say Kaddish for us? It's a scary question because it reminds us 

of our mortality, something that we don't like talking about. But it also 

forces us to question our relationships, our purpose, and our legacies. 
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This day of Atonement is no different than a visit to the hospital. We 

enter the fast expecting that we will get well. We expect a clean slate. 

We do spiritual CPR and await breaking the fast, having been sealed for 

a new year, for a good year. But just in case we never leave, just in case 

our loved ones metaphorically gather around our bedsides to say 

goodbye, let us make sure they mourn for us, just as we mourn for our 

loved ones at this moment. Let us ensure that we are remembered, just 

as we remember at this moment. On this Yom Kippur, we are prepared 

to die. Let us do just as our loved ones who we mourn did: let us leave a 

legacy as we live; a sign of a life that was worth living. May the 

memories of all those we mourn be for a blessing. And may our 

memories - one day - be for a blessing as well. Amen. 


