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Yizkor 5770 Sermon by Rabbi Asher Lopatin

I remember my grandmother, Big Grandma, died, when I was still a rabbinical 
student at Yeshiva University. After my father’s shiva, I left for a weekend 
with Rav Ahron Soloveichik at the old Homowak in the Catskills for a 
Rabbinical Council of America convention.  I shared a room with another 
Yeshiva Bochur, and as the conversation turned to my grandmother’s death, I 
said, “Oy, what can you do?”  Immediately my roommate perked up, and he told 
me that I had just done something wrong.  The Shulchan Aruch, the Jewish 
Code of Law, in the  Rama’s gloss, rules in the laws of mourning that we are 
not allowed to say, “Oy, what can you do?”.  This is based on a G’marra in Bava 
Kama when Rav Shmuel Bar Yehuda tragically lost a daughter,  the rabbis said 
to Ula, “Come, let’s go comfort Rav Shmuel.”  Ula responded: “I want nothing 
to do with the traditional “comfort” of the Babylonians – the words I know 
you are going to say are: “Oy, what can you do?”  “Mai Efshar lemei’abad?” That 
is implying that if could you do something, you would have.”  Ula went on his 
own, and while he said something long and convoluted and  probably even less 
comforting, at least  he didn’t say, “Oy! What can you do?”

Many of the commentators understand “Oy, what can you do?” as a slight on 
God – questioning God’s decree: If God decreed a death, who are we to say , 
“Nebech, we’d like to have it otherwise, but what can you do, God is in charge. 
If God would have asked us, we would have told God to do it differently.”  

But perhaps what Ula and the Shulchan Aruch are telling us is that we are 
slighting God by slighting humankind when we say,  “Oy! What can you do?”  It’s 
not in keeping with God’s Torah that demands us to do 613 activist mitzvot to 
say that in reality our lives don’t really make any difference to what goes on 
in this world, and that there is nothing we can do to change it, and all we can 
do is sit and accept decrees beyond our control. No!  Ula was saying that the 
last thing he wanted to say to someone who just had a tragedy, a catastrophe, 
was that human beings are incapable of doing anything to change the way of 
the world.

So what would Ula say about the Netaneh Tokef.  Who will live and who will 
die… “Mi yichyeh umi yamut.” Is the Netaneh tokef just a list of God’s 
judgments and decisions for the year ahead  in a world that is beyond our 
control?  Just a powerful and scary image of Divine power and human 
weakness?   In a post-Holocaust era, and in an era where we see the 
continuing Darfurian Genocide before our very eyes, in an era where the 
Holocaust can be denied with impunity by a head of state, where the 
traumatized and killed children in Sderot count for nothing in the UN, it is 



tough to just accept these decrees without shouting out: Enough dying! 
Enough starvation! Enough burning and drowning!  Enough terror and 
terrorism! Doesn’t our generation have to say: We will not  accept the fate of 
thousands of Jews being chased out of their homes from Hevron in 1929 or 
Gush Etzion in 1948 or Gush Katif in 2005 or Sderot in 2006 through rockets - 
or  innocent civilians being starved and killed and chased out of their homes 
in Darfur in 2009 or any other places in the world – and just look on and say, 
“We leave it to God to determine who will live and who will die; who will have 
clean and safe drinking water in our cities, and who will have lead in their 
water; who will be a pawn in the world of terror and anti-semitism and who 
not.”  If we do, then we know for sure that one genocide will follow another, 
one terrorist strike will follow another, one anti-Semitic rant in the UN will 
follow another – in the 70s it was Zionism is racism and in the 2000s it’s Jews 
control the world, and rather than the moral statement of “Never again,” are 
we to just live with fate and live with the statement of “Again and again, and 
Oy, what can you do?” 

Ula, who rejected the “what can you do” attitude, would look at Netaneh 
Tokef written just 1000 years after his birth, as empowering humankind to 
take responsibility of what happens on earth, especially those things like war 
and natural catastrophes and economic woes which the Babylonians of his 
time might have just dismissed as the work of the gods.  

Netaneh Tokef  describes God’s judgment of our actions. But think about it: 
Our God of judgment  is reacting to human actions.  God is sitting on the Divine 
throne reading the books that describe our human actions.  In fact, these 
books contain our signature “vechotam adam bo” – as if God is excited to have 
the real author’s autograph right there on the books that God is reading.  The 
script is written by human beings.  Yes, weak and flawed human beings, but 
these are the characters that God expects will take action in this world. 
That is what God is doing on these High Holidays – reading about the 
adventures of humankind!  God expects us to be the agents of change, and 
morality and spirituality in this world.

On this holy day of Yom Kippur God expects us not to say, “Oy! What can you 
do?”  God expects us to do, and when we do right or wrong , or nothing, it 
gets recorded and will be judged.  God is the great motivator and cheerleader 
for human action because God is watching.

The angels in Netaneh Tokef are nervous – they are not meritorious in God’s 
eyes – because they cannot act on their own. But we human beings  have the 
opportunity of being meritorious in the eyes of God – if we work to stop the 
next genocide, or work to cure the next disease – or flu epidemic – or work to 
make sure that our brothers and sisters are safe from terrorism and vicious 
anti-Semitism. We are the ones who can do mitzvot; we can fail, but we can 
succeed.
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So wouldn’t Ula read the ending paragraph of Netaneh Tokef – Mi Yichyeh Umi 
Yamut – “Who will live and who will die,” “Who shall perish by fire, and who by 
water”  not as only Divine actions or decrees or fate, but, as events over 
which we human beings do have come measure of control, actions for which we 
have to take responsibility.  With God’s help and guidance, with the guidance 
of our Torah and tradition and history, we can have a profound affect on 
eliminating many deaths from this world, to keep people safe from fires in 
their homes, or help them recover from floods, or from the ravishes of 
economic cycles.  We can care and show compassion and strength, or we can 
say, “Oy!  What can you do?”

As we think about Yizkor and the comfort we seek for those we have lost – 
whether at a tender age or a ripe old age, whether they are close relatives 
or just Yeshiva students gunned down, or a Doctor and his daughter blown up 
in a café, or someone’s precious child or dear parent – maybe the Babylonians 
are right, and the most comforting thing we can say is, “Oy! What can you do?”  

For days after Maya Hirsch, of blessed memory,  was killed by a car which 
drove right through a stop sign, a police officer stood by the intersection of 
Lincoln Park West and Beldin, where Maya was hit, and  gave out tickets all 
day to motorists who drove through the stop sign.  On the back of each ticket 
was a sticker with Maya’s picture and the description of what happened.  God 
bless the memory of Maya, four years old, who deserved the chance to live 
her life. There is no word of comfort – nothing the Babylonians or Ula could 
say.    But the officer  did not just say, “Oy! What can you do?” He did what he 
could.  The tickets couldn’t bring Maya back, but he did something.  

The city has made the stop sign bigger and has made the road narrower.  Too 
late, tragically, but they are doing something.    Traffic accidents are not 
inevitable: There are things we can do.

And  Maya’s family did not just say “Oy!What can you do?”  They started a 
foundation, Stop for Maya, which, reading from the Stop for Maya website: is a 
non for profit which serves…our community in the memory of Maya Hirsch …[and is] dedicated 
to raising awareness around the importance of responsibly sharing the roadways, and equally 
committed to supporting families who have lost loved ones due to tragic traffic accidents. 
Hopefully, other children and adults will be able to cross the street in 
safety.  It’s not just fate: there is something we can all do.  

Every time you stop at a stop sign, you are helping to decide, “Who will live and who will die”, 
and you are refusing to say, “Oy, what can you do?”

Every time we try to make this world a better, more fair place, every time we stand up and say, “I 
am going to do something” about anti-semitism, in my work, or school, or the media; or I am 
going to do something about tragedies on the road, whether in our own personal actions or by 
being part of a protest, or help in a protest  for Israel or a protest against the genocide in Darfur, or 
volunteering to help the homeless in our neighborhood through Night Ministries, or going to an 
AIPAC policy conference in DC, or feed the hungry at Uptown Café – just something which says 

Netaneh Tokef:  Empowering Human Beings to Challenge Fate, by Rabbi Asher Lopatin 3



that we are not throwing up our hands and saying “OY, what can you do?” – that is the Jewish way 
of Yizkor – that is our reaction to the sadness of losing those who were so precious to us.  

If we feel we are doing something to determine our own fate and moving someone from the hunger 
column to the satiated column, or from the death column to the living column, then we are 
fulfilling Yizkor, and we are being true to the 613 mitzvot of action.  And in some way that 
perhaps only Hashem can understand, we will be giving comfort to the memory of those we 
cherish and pray for.

There is so much we can do, and may Hashem bless us at this time of Yizkor, to go out into this 
world, cleansed from sin and ready to write our own chapter in the great book that God will read 
on God’s seat of mercy. Our books, our actions, our signature.

G’mar chatima tova.

A good signature – human and Divine

Please rise for the prayer for the United States of America

State of Israel

Israeli Soldiers

Martyrs

Members of ASBI including rabbis
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