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Who doesn’t love a good pirate story? Heroes and villains. Masked swordsmen 

beholden to no one on the lawless high seas. Adventure and intrigue abound.  
All good, clean fun on the safe pages of a Robert Louis Stevenson novel.  
Until last week. 
Like many of you, I was glued to the newspaper and internet keeping regular tabs 

on the fate of Captain Richard Phillips, taken captive by Somali pirates off the coast of 
Africa.  

It’s fitting, perhaps, that the drama began and ended over the course of Pesach – 
the very theme of which is the transition from bondage to freedom. Captain Phillips’ 
ordeal lasted just five days; our Yom Tov lasts for eight – but with only hours left before 
the end of Pesach ט"תשס  – this Pesach too will soon fade into the annals of our collective 
memories. 

  
Before it does, though, I want to wonder aloud about a question that too seldom 

gets thought about. Why do we wait until the very last day of Yontif to recite Yizkor? It’s 
a pattern that recurs over the course of the year. Think about it for a moment. 

� We don’t say Yizkor on Rosh Hashana. We wait until the end of the  עשרת
  .until Yom Kippur – ימי תשובה

� We don’t say Yizkor on Sukkos – we wait until Shminit Atzeres. 
� We don’t say Yizkor on the first days of Pesach – we wait until the end. 
� For the moment we’ll put Shavuos aside; it’s only a single day Chag – 

there isn’t a real beginning and end to speak of. 
 

But why – whenever there’s any choice in the matter – do we wait until the last 
day of Yontif? If Yizkor is so important, let’s make it a priority and put it squarely at the 
beginning of the holiday? 
 

But let me first ask you a different question. Has anyone heard of the custom of 
having a third meal on the last day of Pesach? We have one here at The Jewish Center in 
the afternoon. In addition to the meal you had last night and the one you’ll have after 
davening in just a while, there’s a minhag to have a third meal – just like we do on 
Shabbos – a סעודה שלישית.  
 

Anyone know what it’s called?  
 

There are actually two names for the meal. The Chassidim call it the Seudas 
Hamashiach in the hope that this Pesach will usher in the advent of the messiah. Anyone 
know its origin? It’s staggering how this all comes together. The legend is that on his way 
to Eretz Yisroel, the Baal shem Tov – the progenitor of Chassidism – was captured by 
pirates. He was finally released on the last day of Pesach. He threw a seudas hodah – a 
meal of thanksgiving every year on the anniversary of his release – so this became the 



third meal on the last day of Pesach. I bring this up primarily because – once again – it all 
comes back to pirates.  
 

In all honesty, though, I’m much more interested in the second name: It’s called 
the Seudas Hagra. Because the Vilna Gaon used to say that it’s not just a mitzvah to eat 
matzah at the seder – but it’s a mitzvah to eat matzah all eight days of Pesach. So he 
would go out of his way – just as Pesach was ebbing away – to take advantage of his one 
last opportunity to perform the mitzvah of אכילת מצה. It was his special way of showing 
how precious every mitzvah is. 
 

I would go one step further and say this: It’s so special to eat matzah one last time 
at the end of the last day of Pesach because it’s there that you stand on the precipice. It’s 
there – in that moment in time – that you are endowed with the perspective to grasp what 
has passed and what lies ahead. Everyone is excited to matzah at the seder – especially 
when it’s 11 o’clock and all you’ve eaten is a fraction of salty potato. The real test is at 
the end – when you’ve sworn off matzah until next Pesach – and that might be too soon. 
The meaningful moment comes when there’s a history, when there’s a past, when there’s 
a context. You’ve been doing it for a week. You won’t have to tomorrow. How much 
does it mean to you to chap one extra mitzvah – to eat matzah one more time this Pesach? 
 

When the Times was just starting to put the pirate story in the headlines, its tone 
was almost ironic:  

“The Indian Ocean standoff between an $800 million United States Navy 
destroyer and four pirates bobbing in a lifeboat showed the limits of the world’s most 
powerful military as it faces a booming pirate economy in a treacherous patch of 
international waters.”  
 

Before we had a context, it was almost funny.  
 

By the time it was over, we’d been in it for five days. We were at the edge of our 
seats. We understood what had happened. And we knew what was on the line. We knew 
exactly how different tomorrow might look from today. 
 So when the news came that the ordeal was over and the captain was out of 
harm’s way, we had the necessary sense of investment to feel something genuine – a 
sense of enormous relief – a sense of happiness that our fellow American was in safe 
hands. 
 

I would submit to you that it’s this same notion that answers our original question. 
You know why we wait until the end of Yontif to say Yizkor? Because the last day brings 
with it the sum total of all the emotions that have been collecting inside of us over this 
past week – the cumulative effect of everything we’ve been feeling. On the first day of 
Yontif, we’re not anywhere. It’s on the last day when we’re finally standing at the edge 
of the cliff.  
 

We could have said Yizkor at the beginning of Yom Tov – but it would not have 
given us time to think and be reflective about all that we’re blessed to have even as we 



are mindful of all that we are missing. Today, as we stand at the divide between our 
precious Pesach and the everyday of an April Friday, we can genuinely think about 
tomorrow and know what we’re missing. Now we have the context. We’ve had our 
sedarim.  

We traveled back in our minds to seders past – to the vivid images of our 

parents or grandparents – aunts or uncles – people whom we cherished – who are 

now absent. We have a picture of them holding the Kiddush cup or a memory of 

something they would always say at the seder.  

 
Memory absent a context is no memory at all.  

 
So we wait. We bide our time until we’ve filled our emotional reservoirs with all 

the feelings and all the memories that will transform our yizkor from a text into a context.  
 
And in fact, part of yizkor insists that we actualize our thoughts and act on our 

inspiration. In most shuls there’s a yizkor appeal. We don’t do that here at The Jewish 
Center, but part of what we’re about to say is in fact a neder – is a pledge to give 
tzeddakah. It doesn’t matter to whom you give the tzeddakah – but please be sure to 
make good on your word.  
 

And may the memories of the people we miss so dearly continue to inspire us 
always.  
 
  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


