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Yom Kippur (Yizkor) Sermon 5782:  Our Missed Accidents 

 

Shanah tovah… G’mar tov. 
 

Today, I want to try something radical – only recently, is it radical - in these COVID times:  Go ahead and find 

someone you haven’t seen in a while, make eye contact with someone you want to say “hello” to, “shanah tovah, 

“g’mar tov.”  Push yourselves:  Don’t just find someone too easy, not a family member or close friend; find someone 

NEW.  Even if you’re on livestream, go ahead, wave… and everyone here, wave to the camera…  If you’re in-

person, go ahead, make eye-contact, for longer than feels comfortable… point to the person if you have to, to make 

sure you know that you are connecting with that person…  Gauge that person’s comfort, be sensitive, be careful – are 

they okay with a… (gasp!)… handshake?  Maybe a fist-bump or elbow-bump?  Later this afternoon, I will be teaching 

a session called “How to Hug” – about the human necessity to reclaim connection, the mental-health costs of these 

physically-distant times.  For now though – gauge the comfort, and connect with someone you haven’t seen, or don’t 

yet know – but someone IN our community.  Maybe someone you’ve sat near before on the Holidays.  It’s okay if 

you make a little noise, call to get their attention, go ahead, we’ll pause to do this… 
 

There’s a connection there, right?  Now, don’t leave anyone out.  Make sure everyone who’s LOOKING for a 

connection, has received a connection.  It’s so important, it’s been so lacking.  Maybe it’s one of the reasons why we 

call these days the “Hi Holidays” – as in, “HI! Hello!  So good to see you?  How was your year?”  I really believe that 

just coming here today is a first step, a corrective, to some real emotional work that we’re going to have to do, coming 

out of pandemic.  Just being together…   
 

Now, there’s a reason I asked you to find someone you hadn’t seen in a while… That person, that connection you just 

re-kindled, is a very specific type of relationship – one that is often overlooked.  I learned to more fully appreciate 

this kind of relationship in an article I read last spring, entitled “The Pandemic has Erased Entire Categories of 

Friendship.”  In the article, author Amanda Mull tells of an experience watching a show on Netflix, where (pre-

COVID) people are watching sports in a bar… She observes the “collective joy”:  Fans, people who don’t know one 

another but share a common team, all nervous together, then all spontaneously hugging one another when the 

championship is clinched. 
 

Mull describes a tier of kinship that has been lost over the past year and a half… a tier easily overlooked.  There are 

essentially three tiers of connection:  On the one extreme, we have unmistakably, functionally strong ties – those 

that have been worth setting up a Zoom to connect, or scheduling a distanced walk…  Family members, a boss, close 

friends.  It was different, but we’ve maintained those ties, no doubt.  And if we didn’t fully sustain those strong ties, 

then most of us found a time when it felt safe, and we made the trip to see those people.  I saw you on Facebook, 

reunited with your loved ones; it was beautiful.  And on the other far extreme type of connection:  People who are 

present, around, but with no expectation of commonality or repeated interaction:  It’s the person you pull up next to 

in traffic, smile and shake your head… the couple you passed on the walking trail or in the market. 
 

So those are the two extreme tiers of interaction.  But Amanda Mull focuses on the middle tier - what in 1973, Stanford 

sociologist Mark Granovetter termed “weak ties.”  Weak ties are the people you know, but see passingly:  your 

barista, your barber or hairdresser, people from the PTO meetings you half-heartedly attend, the guy who’s always 

at the gym at the same time as you… not your friends, but the “people with whom you’re friendly.”  When I shared 

this concept with a bunch of teens last spring, they all got it; school had recently re-opened in-person, so they said, 

“Oh, it’s the feeling of walking down the halls and seeing those people for the first time in months – a lot of them we 

don’t even like, they’re not our crowd… but it felt comfortable to be back in their presence” - to awkwardly nod or 

avoid the glance of that person you hadn’t avoided for months.  Ah, to be a teen…  they took me right back to those 

awkward interactions…  But yes, those are so-called “weak ties.” 
 

You know these weak ties – they’re the people in your neighborhood, as the song goes…  [SING – get them to sing 

with me] “Who are the people in your neighborhood… They’re the people that you meet, when you’re walking down 

the street, they’re the people that you meet… each… day…”  Outside of pandemic, these are the people you saw each 

day, or at least periodically, and reliably.  These are so-called “weak ties.” 
 

…Only it turns out – “weak ties” are… not so weak.  They’re actually pretty critical to feeling part of a society.  If 

our closest relatives and friends and co-workers, who ranked a scheduled Zoom or a distanced visit, if they are the 
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backbone and the heart of our sense of community, the “weak ties” are the sinews and tendons:  They are the glue 

that keep the whole sense of togetherness… well, together.  And we didn’t realize that – until these intermediate ties 

were gone from our lives. 
 

Sure, we might sustain our closest ties - but without these middle-tier connections, that’s when we get clannish, 

insular…  We need to know that we’re part of something bigger, a shared experience, a common plight – even if 

we don’t deeply know the others who are in the same boat.  There are stories about the importance of these connections 

– like the two women in New York City whose apartments shared a wall.  There was a time, in the height of the 

pandemic, when New Yorkers weren’t going out at all – but these two women would, daily, knock on their shared wall, 

to hear one another.  That knock meant, I don’t really know you, except to see you in the elevator – but I care.  I’m 

here too.  You’re not alone.  Even if you ARE lonely… 
 

These middle-tier sinews are not at all “weak” – it turns out, they are the interstitial bonds that sustain us, more than 

we knew…. The accidental, providential kismet that makes a new business networking opportunity. “Hey, haven’t 

seen you for so long – oh! Your kid just graduated college – mazels!  In what field – I have a client who does that… 

And, boom, that’s a young person’s first job.  Walking across campus, the spontaneity of a brief chat with a professor 

that becomes a two-hour, life-changing conversation, and then a stepping-stone internship…   These middle tier 

sinews are what make dating possible (ask anyone who dated during COVID how that went…) – dating is, essentially, 

a weak tie that has the potential to become a very strong tie, if the first dates go well… 
 

The loss of those intermediate ties is difficult to quantify.  My former camper at Ramah, now the Executive Director 

of Camp, Rabbi Joel Seltzer wrote about that loss, during the summer of 2020, when Camp was cancelled; he wrote, 

“There will be 6 rainbows that appear over our campgrounds this summer, but not a single one of them will be greeted 

by the appropriate Jewish blessing.  …We will lose an estimated 37 first-kisses this summer – and we will also lose 

an estimated 2 campers who feel safe enough to share their true selves with their bunkmates. …And we are likely 

to lose the chance of at least one couple who would find themselves married someday raising little campers of their 

own….”  (By the way – Dava and I ARE that story, met at camp… good thing the summer of 1998 happened, you 

know…?) – Rabbi Seltzer concludes, “Perhaps all of this is perfectly waiting for us next summer? But perhaps it is 

lost forever….”   
 

Some of those things came back this past summer… but some are worth mourning.  In addition to all that we mourn 

– the people, the losses, the mental-health crises, the economic uncertainty that affects real people, the ongoing 

pandemic:  This is something worth mourning – the accidental paths that were never taken, the roads not taken – 

that have “made all the difference,” as Robert Frost once wrote. 
 

Not all of these missed accidents are worth mourning, of course; sometimes, missing an accident was a good thing.  

We DID quantify these missed accidents – I got a rebate from my auto insurance company (did you?) – in part 

because due to a lack of driving in the first year of pandemic, claims had dropped some 40%, so insurance companies 

were instructed to give rebates – and why?  Because we missed out on accidents, quite literally.  That’s a good thing 

– other than critical COVID cases, ERs were empty from injury and accidents. 
 

But those ties, the accidental encounters that lead to a new job, a new love interest, a new path in life – they are 

important, and their loss during this past year and a half is worth mourning.  They are worth mourning because, 

although we might call them “mere coincidence” – they are more than that… My rabbi growing up (Rabbi Sidney 

Greenberg) used to say that “Coincidence is God’s way of staying anonymous.”  There is God in those accidental 

encounters. 
 

Their loss is worth mourning – in the context of Yizkor – because every person we will remember in just a moment – 

our closest relatives and friends – at some point, for someone, was a weak tie that became strong, and irreplaceable, 

and, ultimately… loved.  Every spouse, every friend, for whom we say Yizkor, started as an acquaintance that 

became a love that we could not imagine living without… and now, we must cope with living without them. 
 

There is a weird blessing that we say, a greeting to someone not seen in over a year; Rabbi Markowitz mentioned it on 

Rosh Hashanah.  We say, “Baruch… mechaye ha-meitim – blessed is God for bringing back life to the dead.”  It’s 

uncomfortable to say; the implication is that the experience of being present with that person, reconnecting, has 
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“brought that person back.”  They are back in our lives, that connection, however tenuous, is re-affirmed.  Look 

again at that person, your connection from the beginning of the sermon.  That’s the feeling.   
 

It’s why, for so much of our synagogue programming the past year and a half, it was less about content, and more 

about figuring out the best ways to be together, to bring one another “back” (mechayeh ha-meitim):  Yes, we learned 

and prayed, and counseled, and thought deeply.  But sometimes, it was just about togetherness:  The goofy fry-off on 

Chanukah – just a chance to laugh… minyan at first was less about the prayers, and more about seeing faces… the 

Pesach barbecue – it was freezing, R. Markowtiz called it the brr-becue… but we played “minute-to-win-it” educational 

games with the kids like fastest person to eat a whole board of matzah, or to chew up apples and drink grape juice to 

make charoset IN THEIR MOUTH… Why? because we needed togetherness, just to laugh together. 

   

That’s what a synagogue is:  the Hebrew term for synagogue is “Beit Knesset” – not just a house of prayer, or a house 

of biennial musical productions, or house of social justice, or house of gift shop, or house of b’nai mitzvah, or house of 

Men’s Club brunch or house of preschool – NO:  Beit Knesset literally means a house of GATHERING – a house of 

togetherness.  Of ties that extend beyond our closest family-and-friends ties – ties that make us feel part of 

something.   Last year, we couldn’t do that – and I mourn that loss.  This year, we can feel just how critical it is.  

And next year, I pray, more of us will be able to gather together, to mourn that loss of togetherness – and to feel its 

power once again.   
 

So right now, you may find yourself sitting, coincidentally (there’s God, anonymous, again), sitting coincidentally 

near someone with whom, one day, you may feel a deep kinship – but for now, the fact that your chairs are in 

proximity – that is an accident… a HOLY, valuable accident, that binds us together, makes community possible.  

That is not at all a “weak tie” – especially as we come together for Yizkor…. 
 

… As we come together, each one of us remembering close relatives.  Feeling that loss. That is personal, that is 

intimate, that is vulnerable – mourning a deep love that has been lost, or perhaps a challenging relationship that 

only posthumously we seek to heal.  That is a strong tie.  But as we gather, mourning those strong ties here at Yizkor, 

vulnerable, perhaps even crying– we are right next to someone else, whom we only-sorta-know, who has his or her 

own pain or memories, not our pain or memory… but we share that we are, together, in pain, or remembering.  It’s 

like toddlers who “parallel play” – we all got our own stuff – but we share the commonality – in communion with 

those who are also in pain and remembering a loss.   
 

Why we do it this way (Yizkor)?  Why are you sitting near someone you barely know, but sharing the same or 

similar vulnerability?  It’s to say to that person:    [KNOCK] You’re not alone – even if you are lonely…  It’s to say 

to that person:  We’re here, doing this together.  It’s to say (and now, you’re having trouble NOT looking at that same 

person that you connected to at the beginning of this sermon – because even in these few minutes, that connection has 

deepened) – it’s to say:  Our accidental encounter is sacred.  The Kotzker Rebbe once taught, “there is nothing so 

whole as a broken heart” – but right now, this accidental arrangement, this gathering of broken hearts – is partly 

what makes us whole.  I’d add – there is nothing so whole, and nothing so HOLY as a broken heart.” – The very fact 

of our togetherness at this Yizkor moment of mourning and memory, however accidentally arranged, makes us whole, 

makes us holy. 
 

This, then, is my prayer:  That as we come together again, in ways that we missed, in ways that we mourned:  By 

our very vulnerability, our loss, our brokenness – may we cherish that togetherness, may we be made whole, and 

holy, in the sacred task of memory, as we now rise for the Yizkor service….  
 

Yizkor can be found in our memorial books (online)…. 

 

 


