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David Wilder is a tour guide in Chevron. One day last year, he took an American couple on his 

complete tour, which they enjoyed very much. The last stop was Ma’arat HaMachpela – the 

sacred burial place of our ancestors. After he’d finished speaking, a shaliach of some kind 

approached the couple and started a conversation. At some point the shaliach asked the couple if 

they had set Shema that day. When they said no, he opened a siddur and recited the words 

together with them.  

  

A little surprised that this non-observant couple agreed to say שמע, David simply waited a few 

paces back and watched. When they’d concluded, the guide escorted the couple out. 

  

On the way down the stairs, the gentleman began talking about the מערת המכפילה, and the 

impression it had made on him. Then he said: “You know, I don’t think I’ve said Shema Yisrael 

in at least twenty five years. But something about being in this place made it feel like the right 

time.” 

 

Today our שמע ישראל is a little different as well. On every other day of the year, we say  ברוך שם

 .in a whisper. But on Yom Kippur, we exclaim it aloud – almost forcefully כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד

 

There’s a Midrash that says on Yom Kippur we somehow rise to the level of angels. If the 

angels, as the Gemara says, are permitted to say this line aloud, then today, we are, too.  

 

In searching for a more satisfying as to why we say ברוך שם aloud, though, one must surely 

return to the origins of this line. I would call it a pasuk – but it actually doesn’t appear anywhere 

in תנ"ך.  

 

The Gemara takes us back to the scene of Yaakov Avinu on his deathbed. But it’s not the picture 

of serenity one might have imagined. With all 12 of his sons gathered close by, Yaakov is 

troubled. He wants nothing more than to leave this world with the knowledge that all of his 

children will travel the path of their grandparents. And yet he is uncertain:  שמא חס ושלום יש במטתי

 perhaps there is one among you who will choose a different path. Perhaps my legacy will – פסול

be incomplete. 

 

At this, all of his children respond in unison: שמע ישראל ה' אל' ה' א' 

  .'ה' אלוקינו ה' א :hear us, Israel – Yaakov – our father – שמע ישארל

They declare something that I’m afraid we may fail to appreciate when we ourselves recite this 

line. 

 

They declare not only that they subscribe to a belief in the ultimate and singular God. They also 

say ה' אלוקינו. Abba – your God is אלוקינו – our God, too. Each of us believes. Each of us will 

commit to carrying our faith to the next generation. 
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When Yaakov Avinu hears his children say this, he is overjoyed and calls out:  ברוך שם כבוד

  .Blessed be the glorious name of his kingdom for ever and ever – מלכותו לעולם ועד

 

On the other 364 days of the year, we stand in the place of Yaakov’s children – for that is our 

identity – we are the בני ישראל. We proclaim our faith in no uncertain terms and say שמע ישר' ה '

   .אלוקנו ה' אחד

 

We add Yaakov’s response as a kind of confirmation, but in a hushed tone because it’s not really 

our place to confirm our own words. The Gemara says for instance that it’s generally not 

appropriate to answer amen to one’s own bracha. It smacks of sounding self-congratulatory. It’s 

not becoming. 

 

But on Yom Kippur, we assume a different identity. Think of the words we’ll say at the end of 

Neilah:  

 

 Yes – on the one hand, if God is our parent, then we are but children. At the same .אבינו מלכנו

time, though, if God is our king, who stands before Him if not his loyal subjects: Surely not little 

boys and girls, but free willed men and women with the power of human agency at their 

disposal. Or to put it differently – not children, but mothers and fathers. 

 

On Yom Kippur we say ברוך שם aloud because not only we are בני ישראל and 'בני ה, we are also 

Yaakovs, too – parents invested in and worried about the future of our people.   

 

In one breath we can say אבל אנחנו ואבותנו חטאנו – as children, we acknowledge that we and our 

parents have sinned. And in the next breath we can say חמול עלינו ועל עוללינו וטפינו – as parents, we 

ask Hashem to show compassion toward our children and little ones.  

 

On Yom Kippur we declare both שמע and ברוך שם aloud – for we are both children and parents at 

once.  

 

Allow me to share with you a memory of Rabbi Yisroel Meir Lau that he recalls in his new 

memoir, Out of the Depths:  
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No matter our age or life station, Yom Kippur reminds us that we are invested with a double 

identity and a double responsibility. With our white garments and blank slates, we are but 

children. We perforce turn to the wisdom of those who came before us. Recognizing our own 

inexperience, we look to them to guide us and lead us.  

 

Yet at the same time, each of us must recognize that we are proverbial parents, too. Our charge is 

what we call our mesorah: The mitzvos, the learning, the songs, the memory – everything that 

we’ve received from past generations. It’s our sacred duty to nurture and preserve this bequest. 

For even as we rely on our past to provide us with a sense of direction, it is we who carry the 

burden of responsibility.  
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In a moment we’re going to recite Yizkor. Originally Yizkor was recited only once a year – 

today, on Yom Kippur. It’s so fitting because it encapsulates the very message of the day: As 

children we are duty-bound to keep one eye on our parents at all times. They represent our link 

to the past and, for all their shortcomings, we acknowledge that we would not be here today were 

it not for them. But at the same time, we keep one eye trained on the future. When we say Yizkor 

we make a pledge to give tzeddakah. Of course our mitzvos accord merit to our parents as we are 

a reflection of who they were. But more than this, we demonstrate that in their absence we accept 

our responsibility to be the moral agents of the next generation. If the values and beliefs 

cherished by Yaakov Avinu and every one of his children and grandchildren will survive and 

thrive, it will only be because we make it so – it will only be because we make righteousness 

central to our lives.       

 

It is when we visit the מערת המכפילה – when we return in our own minds’ eye to the images of our 

parents and grandparents – that we may be inspired to do something we haven’t done in 25 years. 

I know not everyone sees their forebears through rose-colored glasses. And our memories, like 

our relationships themselves, are complicated. But on Yom Kippur, we can surely carve out 

enough space for one image: one quality they modeled, one mitzvah they loved, one holiday they 

celebrated.  

 

Armed with the legacy of our past, we are empowered to transform our present. In the end, it’s 

all בידינו – everything is in our hands. Should we so choose in the year ahead, nothing will stand 

between us and greatness.      

 

 

 


