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Last April, I received an email in my inbox:  it was a weekly update from Facebook, 
informing me that two of my Facebook “friends” would be celebrating birthdays during 
the coming week, and inviting me to send them birthday greetings.  One of these 
“friends” was a local colleague of mine; I knew I’d be seeing her soon, so it felt too 
impersonal to wish her a “happy birthday” on-line.  But the other was a distant relative of 
mine, someone whom I hadn’t seen in about ten years.  It seemed to me that a wall post 
would be a perfectly appropriate way to reach out to him.  
 
Now, before I go on, let me just say that I rarely use Facebook.  I have not gotten into it. 
But I do have a semi-dormant account, which I almost never check.  Every so often I get 
an email and this one time I decided to log-in to say “Happy Birthday” to my distant 
cousin. 
 
My relative, Stephen Lubofsky, was born and raised in Australia, but had lived in New 
York most of his adult life.  I only learned that we were relatives about fifteen years ago 
when his late father, a rabbi and an amateur genealogist, came to Boston on holiday from 
his home in Melbourne, Australia and made the connection.  In the wake of that visit, I 
reached out to Stephen, and we met twice, once in New York, and once here in Boston.  
 
I appreciated the Facebook reminder because I hadn’t connected with Stephen for a few 
years: The perfect person for an on-line birthday greeting.  So I wrote a quick message 
wishing him a Happy Birthday and a Happy Pesach and that was that. 
 
The very next day, my cell phone rang.  It was Yael, Stephen’s wife.  “What a 
coincidence,” I said to her.  “I just sent a Happy Birthday message to Stephen.”  “Yes,” 
she said, “I know.  That’s why I’m calling you.  You must not know that Stephen died 
several months ago.”  
 
I was sitting down at the time, which is a good thing.  What do you say when you hear 
news like that?  
 
I said, “Barukh Dayan Ha-emet,” which is the traditional response to news of a death – 
even one that has taken place months before.  “Blessed is the Judge of Truth.”  “I had no 
idea that he was ill,” I said.  “How did it happen?” 
 
Yael told me that Stephen had developed leukemia and that his illness had progressed 
very rapidly.  Through it all, he had had one goal, and that was to stay alive until his 

 



son’s bar mitzvah --- which he did.  After the bar mitzvah, though, Yael said, he lost his 
energy, and he died two weeks later.  
 
As you can imagine, I felt terrible, and I apologized profusely for my posting.  But Yael 
didn’t seem to have been disturbed by it. The notification had created an awkward 
situation for me, but I was grateful that I had learned, albeit indirectly and belatedly, of 
Stephen’s death.  
 
I said goodbye to Yael, and I sat in silence.  It was a bit surreal.  The day before, reaching 
out to Stephen had been a cheerful diversion.  Now it was something else entirely.  
 
But the next day, something very sweet happened.  One after another, friends and 
relatives of Stephen, who had seen my posting, wrote to me.  They wrote kind and gentle 
emails.  “I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” a typical one went, “but our dear Stephen has 
passed away.”   In a few hours, I had connected with a half dozen really nice people 
whom I hadn’t known before but who I was now happy to hear from. 
 
I teach a course in the laws and traditions of mourning at the Hebrew College Rabbinical 
School.  It’s only a semester course, and there is a lot of material to cover.  One topic that 
I generally don’t discuss in detail is what is called in Hebrew Sh’mua R’hoka, or “distant 
tidings,” as opposed to “Sh’mua K’rova,” or “near tidings.”  The term “Sh’mua R’hoka,” 
refers to the circumstance of hearing news of a death long after it has taken place, after 
burial has taken place, and after the mourners have mourned.  What do you do?  Let’s say 
you’re away on a long journey, and you come back to find out that a close relative of 
yours – a parent, sibling, partner or child – has died and has already been buried, and all 
the relatives have already sat shiva and gone home.  Do you now sit shiva, even though 
the funeral already took place, and the rest of the family has gone home?  The answer is, 
Yes, you do, but only for a day; not for a week.  
 
But what’s the definition of “distant”?  What distinguishes a Sh’mua R’hoka – distant 
tidings -- from a Sh’mua K’rova?  It was eventually codified to be thirty days or more 
after the death.  In other words, if you hear of a death more than thirty days after it took 
place, you don’t sit shiva for a full week.  But in the Talmudic period, there was 
considerable disagreement.  Yes, Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion is there, which says that it’s 
considered distant tidings if you hear of a death more than thirty days after it took place; 
but Rabbi Akiba’s opinion is also there.  He says that it’s not distant tidings unless you 
heard about it more than a year later.  According to him, if you hear of a death that took 
place even eleven and a half months ago, you sit for a full week.  So “distant” is a relative 
term.  
 
Moreover, after those opinions are expressed, the Talmud tells us that when Rabbi 
Zadok’s father died at Ginzak, in Media, and the news reached Rabbi Zadok after three 
whole years, he sat shiva not for one day, but for seven days.  In other words, even distant 
tidings can feel very close.  (See Semachot 12:2) 
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I’d always thought of this legal material as interesting, but not really relevant in today’s 
world.  After all, today, we have networks, we have computers, we have smart phones: 
you can find out about a death practically instantaneously around the world.  According 
to the codified halachic opinion, just about every sh’mua (notification of a loss) is a 
sh’mua k’rova, a practically contemporaneous report of a death. 
 
But as my experience learning about my cousin’s death demonstrated, it can happen, and 
in fact sh’muot r’hokot occur more often than we might think.  Just last week, the Nobel 
Committee in Stockholm awarded the Nobel Prize to Dr. Ralph Steinman, a scientist at 
Rockefeller University on the Upper East Side of Manhattan just hours after he had died 
at the age of 68.  When they learned of the death, it caused a bit of consternation in 
Stockholm, because the statutes of the Nobel Foundation hold that the Nobel Prize is not 
to be given posthumously.  Nonetheless, the directors decided to honor the award because 
it was made in good faith on the assumption that he was alive at the time of the election.  
 
In the Talmud, we are told that if we see someone whom we haven’t seen for thirty days, 
we should say a Shehiyanu.  We should thank God for keeping us alive, and sustaining 
us, and helping us to reach the occasion of seeing this person again.  If we haven’t seen 
the person for a year, we should say instead, Barukh atah Adonai, Blessed are You, o 
Lord,  m’chayeh ha-meitim – who revives the dead.  (B. Berachot 58b) 
 
As we all know, deep down inside, whether we remember it or not, life is highly 
unpredictable.  We make assumptions as we go through the day, based on probabilities 
that may be reasonable but are in fact only probabilities.  The Nobel Prize committee 
assumed that all the scientists they were considering for the prize, who had been alive the 
day before, were still alive on the day that they voted.  That turned out to be false.  We 
assume that the people we say good bye to in the morning we’ll see in the evening.  We 
assume that the people we love will be around for a long, long time.  Maybe they will – 
but maybe they won’t.  
 
As I’m sure we all know, Steve Jobs, the former CEO of Apple Computer, died the other 
day at the age of 56.  As I’m sure we also all know, he gave the commencement address 
at Stanford University in 2005.  “Death,” he said then, “is the destination we all share. 
No one has ever escaped it.”  And yet he also talked about what the knowledge of our 
eventual deaths can do for us.  Treating each day as if it were our last, he argued – 
paraphrasing Rabbi Eliezer in the Talmud – can be amazingly clarifying.  
 
The fact is, no matter how fantastic our communications, no matter how connected we all 
are, there will always be unexpected deaths.  There will always be sh’muot r’hokot. 
There will always be times that we will feel the pang of loss long after a death has 
occurred.  
 
Several months ago, I got another email.  This one was from LinkedIn, another on-line 
social networking site.  This time, the message was:  “Someone you may know.” It was 
different from the Facebook email, but the two messages did have something in common. 
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For after that heading, “Someone you may know,” was a name.  And the name was that 
of a person at whose funeral I had officiated several weeks earlier.    Below his name, and 
a brief description of his line of work, Linked In had provided me with a choice to make. 
There before me were two -- and only two -- buttons I could click.  Two options before 
me, and I had to choose between the two of them.  The first one said, “Ignore.” The 
second one said, “Connect.”  
 
What do you do?  I certainly didn’t want to ignore this man.  How could I do that?  I was 
fond of him and of his family!  But then again, it just felt odd to click “Connect” when I 
knew that he had died.  
 
In the end, I did neither.  I saved the page, but I didn’t make either choice.  I just 
couldn’t.  
 
But here we are today, and frankly, that’s the choice before us; that is the choice that is 
always before us:  Ignore or Connect.  We’re here because, well, we’ve made our choice. 
We want to connect.  
 
We want to connect with our tradition. We want to connect with each other, with our 
family and friends, with the entire community.  
  
We want to connect with the living -- and with the dead.  
 
How do we connect with people who are gone, with our loved ones who are no longer 
alive?  How do we do that? 
 
Well, we do it by reciting Yizkor.  What do we say in those prayers?  “Yizkor Elohim,” 
May God remember our loved ones – but really, it’s an admonition to ourselves to 
remember, and we’re here precisely for that purpose, to remember them. As David 
Kraemer has written, memory is divine.  It is part of what makes us all images of God -- 
that we can remember. (Lev Shalem, p. 160) 
 
Second, what else do we say in the Yizkor prayers?  We pledge to give Tsedakah. 
Tsedakah, Kohelet tells us, saves us from death.  What does that mean? It clearly isn’t 
meant literally.  What it means is that tsedakah in the name of our loved one redeems him 
or her from oblivion.  We connect an act of goodness, an act of righteousness, with the 
memory of our loved one – and with the wider world that is now a better place because of 
our tsedakah.  And that helps us connect with our loved one.  
 
It’s traditional to study in memory of a loved one.  It’s most common to study tractates of 
the Mishnah, because the letters of the word Mishnah, mem, shin, nun, heh, when 
rearranged, form the word, n’shama, meaning, “soul.”  When those friends of my distant 
cousin contacted me, I learned that one of them had decided to study the Biblical book of 
Tsefanyah in his memory.  What a beautiful gesture to associate learning and prophetic 
inspiration with the soul of a loved one! 
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Finally, by being here in the presence of a community, by sharing the names of our loved 
ones in our Yizkor Book, we expand the circle.  When we open that book and look at the 
names, we establish even more connections, not only with our own losses, but with those 
of others.  
 
We’re here today because, one way or another, we want to connect, not only with the 
present and with the past, and also with the future.  Reflecting on the lives of our loved 
ones helps clarify for us the values we want to live by, and the qualities to which we 
aspire. 
 
The prophet Tsefanyah once said, “Bakshu et Adonai, … Bakshu tsedek.”  “Seek the 
Lord, and seek righteousness.”  May the Yizkor prayers we are about to recite help us 
connect to God, to one another, and to our loved ones, and may they inspire us to live 
lives of purpose and meaning. 
 
L’Shanah Tovah Teichateimu.  May all of us be sealed in the book of life, and the book of 
goodness.  Amen.  
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