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There were days that we would limit our long distance calls. We could never afford to make 
international calls. Even calling another area code, and certainly another time zone, was too 
expensive. When we started using cell phones and we would be running low on our allotted 
minutes for the month, we would only call people after 9 PM, when calls were free. And yet, in 
2016, there is now unlimited calling; unlimited minutes… because we don’t make phone calls 
anymore. We haggle over our data plans because our phones have become pocket computers. 
We use them to respond to emails more than we use them to call someone. We text people 
instead of talking to them.  
 
There are those that are “phone talkers,” those who regularly call without any breaking news or 
important information, just to say hi. When there is nothing new to talk about, they share the 
ordinary experiences of their day, like what they are making for dinner or a review of the movie 
that they saw last night, even if you didn’t ask for it. And then there are those who aren’t “phone 
talkers,” who pick up the phone, say a simple “hi,” and explain that they will talk to you later. 
They don’t share anything if they have nothing to say. There was a point when I would happily 
stay on the phone without saying anything. As a child, I would call my friends on the phone and 
we would sit in front of the television and watch the same thing, each of us on our respective 
television sets, with the receiver resting on our ears, not saying a word, but knowing that we 
were both there, as if the occasional breathing sound, or interjection, or sound of one’s voice 
was the only thing that was needed to make us feel content.  
 
Maybe in this day and age it is easier to text, but we miss hearing each other’s voices. Texting 
and emailing lack the personal connection, especially when hearing the voice of a loved one is 
what we long for. If only we could pick up the phone and call them one last time. 
 
I was listening to a recent episode of This American Life, where they focused on the importance 
of those phone calls. The episode mentioned a moment during the Cuban missile crisis. Nuclear 
war seemed so imminent that the underground headquarters of the strategic air command in 
Nebraska went into lockdown. The commander said that he expected them to launch an air 
strike and the Soviets would likely counter with an air strike of their own. They would all likely 
die. The commander told those present that they could all make one final phone call, but 
couldn't say why they were calling. What do you say in that situation? The episode revealed that 
the conversations were about scrapped kids' knees and sick dogs. They were simple. They were 
catching up on life. 
 
In March 2011, a Tsunami and earthquake hit Japan, killing 19,000 people. Another 2,500 are still 
missing. In the aftermath, families thought about how they were going to move forward without 
the people that they love. The town of Otsuchi, Japan, which was basically demolished by the 
Tsunami, invented a ritual so residents could stay in touch with their relatives. They attempted 
to continue to reach out to 421 residents of the small town killed in the Tsunami.  
 
Before the Tsunami hit, Itaru Sasaki was already dealing with a loss. He didn't know how to talk 
about the loss of his cousin who died unexpectedly. So bought an old-fashioned phone booth 
and placed it in the middle of his garden. Inside was a black rotary phone, connected to 
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nowhere, to nothing, to nobody. That didn't matter. Itaru just needed a place to continue to talk 
to his cousin. He called it the wind telephone, believing that at that altitude, his words would be 
relayed by the wind so that his cousin, somehow, would be able to hear him.  
 
The idea of keeping up relationships with the dead is not uncommon with the Japanese Buddhist 
culture, but it’s quite different from what we traditionally believe as Jews. Yet, I couldn't help but 
get emotional when I learned about this wind telephone sitting in Itaru Sasaki's garden. Soon, 
after the Tsunami, people randomly started showing up on his property, waiting in line to enter 
the phone booth. They would pick up the phone and begin talking to their loved ones who were 
among the 19,000 swept away. Five years later, this is still going on. Thousands of people from 
across Japan and from around the world, have shown up to use his wind telephone.  
 
And apparently the phone conversations that regularly took place were not groundbreaking or 
monumental. They were simple. Callers spoke casually. "Hello, Grandpa. How are you? I'll be in 
fourth grade next year. Wasn't that fast? And my younger brother will be in second grade," one 
caller said. Another reassured his spouse that he is keeping up with paying the bills, and taking 
care of things, even with her gone. These were simply updates on life that you'd give to a family 
member. These were ways to catch up with a loved one that was deeply missed. Some would 
actually dial the rotary phone, dialing the last known phone number that their loved one had. 
 
There were few times when people would call to say “I love you.” Instead, they would catch up 
their deceased loved one on what was going on in their lives, but in doing so, “I love you” was 
exactly what they are saying. They were showing their love by just saying that which is ordinary.  
 
We come together on this day, at this moment, to remember our loved ones. Yizkor. We are told 
to remember because there is something powerful about remembering. There is something 
powerful about thinking back to our happiest moments with those that we love so much, with 
those taken from this world before we were ready to say goodbye to them. There is something 
powerful about memory. And that is why we are told to remember. On Rosh Hashanah we spend 
a great deal asking God to remember us, remember our ancestors, and remember our covenant. 
During the intermediary days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, we spend time 
remembering that which we've done wrong so that we can apologize and make amends. And 
now, at this moment, we remember our loved ones. We think about their touch, we think about 
their smell, we think about their voice. And we think about to those moments in our lives, those 
memories that are most fresh where they were present. 
  
And we remember. In doing so, we ensure that, just as we say following a loss, Zichronam 
Livracha, that their memories are for a blessing. I often speak about the promise that Tehey 
Nishmato Tzerurah bitzur haChayim, that a loved one’s soul is bound up in the bond of our lives. 
I suggest that as long as we remember them, as long as we tell stories about them, they remain 
present in our lives. At Congregation Beth El, we even have the custom of speaking about the 
deceased in a shiva house to honor their memory.  
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But all of this is a way that reflects on the past, when all we really want is to truly have them 
remain present in our lives. All we want is to be able to catch up with them and share with them 
the everyday moments.  
 
This wind telephone – the phone booth in one man's garden in Otsuchi – struck me because it 
was not an avenue to help individuals remember their loved ones. Instead, it was something 
more powerful: it gave them an opportunity to keep those loved ones alive through them, to 
keep them in their lives. Maybe that is what we should be doing during the Yizkor service. Rather 
than simply remembering, we should find ways to keep our loved ones in our lives.  
 
In the Amidah, we say the words Baruch Atah Adonai, Mechayei HaMeitim, Praised are You, God, 
who gives life to the dead. It is liturgy that many have always felt uncomfortable with. It is liturgy 
that suggests resurrection, something that, even if the Talmudic rabbis understood and believed, 
is a foreign concept to us Jews of today. It made so many uncomfortable that the Reform 
Movement chose to change the liturgy to Mechayei HaKol, praising God for giving life to all. Yet 
there is something powerful about the idea and belief that our loved ones live on, that through 
our lives we continue to give them life. We continue to keep them alive. And we do so for our 
sake, so that they can carry on in our lives, so that they can remain a part of our lives.  
 
Imagine wandering into a private garden and seeing a phone booth on a hill in the middle of 
nowhere. It reminds me of what Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav used to teach his students. He used 
to encourage his followers to practice Hitboddedut, the practice of prayer in which one would go 
into the middle of a forest or field, completely alone and surrounded by no one, and begin 
speaking out loud to God. In some ways, there is comfort in this phone booth in the middle of 
nowhere. Because there are many times in our lives, when all we've wanted to do was talk to our 
loved ones. So we would talk to them when we were alone, driving long distances or sitting on 
the porch on a brisk fall afternoon. And we did so when we were alone because we thought 
there was something odd about it. We thought there that others would look at us funny for just 
wanting to talk to our loved ones one more time. We thought others would think there was 
something wrong or something off about us. 
 
In fact, that is why we make monuments to remember them. While Jewish custom is to bury our 
loved ones, we erect headstones so that there is a physical spot for us to associate with them, so 
that we can visit them there, talk to them there, and assume they are present there. But the 
truth is, if we believe in a God that Mechayei HaMeitim, if we believe in a God that allows our 
loved ones to live on through us, then our loved ones are there at those monuments, but they 
are not only there. They are wherever we are and wherever we find them. They are wherever we 
seek to talk to them. 
 
For many years, I never quite understood why so many in our Torah had impactful dreams. It 
was Abraham who first spoke to God in a dream sequence in the book of Genesis, when God 
tells Abraham to not fear and reminds him that God will be his shield. Jacob's dream sequence 
leads to him wrestling with the Divine. On a separate occasion, he dreams of celestial beings 
ascending and descending from the Heavens to earth. Joseph not only had dreams that gave him 
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insight into the future; he even interpreted the dreams of others. It was the act of dreaming 
when they let their feelings that were often subdued or limited to the subconscious come to the 
forefront of their minds. And now I get it. I remember the first time I had a dream where loved 
ones who were no longer living were present. I woke up unsure if it was real or not; it seemed so 
real at the time. They didn’t say anything. They didn’t try to send me a message. But they were 
present, because I needed them to remain present.  
 
We want our loved ones to remain here. We just know that this is physically impossible. We just 
accept that we are told to cry and mourn and remember and tell stories about them, and then 
eventually move on with our lives. We are told that we are supposed to go back to work and 
return to our routines, accepting that the world is forever different, that our lives are forever 
different. But all we want is to check in with them. All we want is to continue to catch them up 
on our lives. All we want is for them to remain present. 
 
Ritual is important because it gives us a framework to do that which all too often we feel 
uncomfortable doing. Ritual gives us a conduit to feel and to connect. Ritual allows us to find 
meaning in a world where everyone else seems like life is back to normal and we still struggle 
with loss. The recitation of the Mourner's Kaddish, for example, gives structure and routine 
during our period of mourning. The act of fasting on a day like today helps us stay focused on the 
values of self-reflection and forgiveness, instead of being distracted by that which temporarily 
satiates ourselves. The Yizkor service allows us to come together as community, to remember - 
to cry together, and to mourn together. And yes, the ritual of heading into a phone booth to 
speak to our loved ones. Because we want to. Because we need to. And we just need a ritual, a 
conduit, that gives us permission to do so.  
 
So let us use this Yizkor service to do just that. I want to invite everyone to close their eyes for a 
moment. To think back to a loved one who has physically left this world, but a loved one ever so 
present in your life. Imagine their face staring right in front of you. Imagine that they are on the 
other end of that phone call. Now speak to them. What do you say? What do you share? Or is it 
that we just want them to listen, want to know that they are still here and present, as we share 
with them what is going on in our lives? 
 
We find the command “to hear” throughout our Torah, and especially throughout the book of 
Deuteronomy. The most well-known words of faith that we say as Jews, Shema Yisrael, are a 
reminder for the people of Israel to hear, to acknowledge God's Oneness. This Shabbat, days 
after we conclude this Day of Atonement and are sealed in the Book of Life, we read of Moses' 
final song to the Jewish people, beginning with the command of Haazinu, to lend our ears to 
Moses’ teaching. Later in the verse, we are again told tishma, the command 'to hear' what 
Moses is about to say. But we also acknowledge that there is a difference between hearing and 
listening. Hearing is a sense, the active response to sound waves penetrating eardrums. Listening 
is about being present, is being on the other end of the line, without having to say a word at all, 
just reassuring another of that presence. And that is all we want at this moment, for our loved 
ones to listen, so that we can continue to share ourselves and our lives with them. 
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We may not have a phone booth in a garden. We may not have wind that channels our words to 
the Heavens. But we don't need any of that. We have ourselves. And we have our thoughts. And 
we have our loved ones still close by. All we need to do is call them, just to say “hi.” Just to say “I 
love you.” All we need to know is that our loved ones are still here, still listening. Our task is to 
do more than just remember. Our task is to MeChayei HaMeitim. Our task is to ensure that our 
loved ones live on in our lives, through us. If anything, speaking with them, knowing that they are 
listening, helps us remember. May we remember them for good, always. And may our memories 
not only be limited to the past. May we still feel their presence in our lives as well. Amen.  


