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As we enter into this solemn time of Yizkor, our service of remembrance, I want to talk about a
particular form of memory: names. I’ve been thinking a lot about names lately. In this moment of
remembrance, names are at the front of our minds. We call to mind the names of our dear ones:
parents, spouses, children, dear friends, who are gone, but whose names live on in our
memories of and with them. Throughout this day, we feel the absence of those who once sat
here beside us.

But I’ve also been spending a lot of time talking about names as a function of memory in Jewish
tradition. As I’ve discussed possible Hebrew name options with expecting parents, the
conversation often circles around to whose memory the parents want to honor. Will this child be
named in memory of a great grandparent, or an aunt, or a dear friend? Or is there a name that
just calls to them? What are the characteristics and values of that person that you hope your
child will embody? There is a teaching in the Talmud that parents receive one-sixtieth of
prophecy when they’re naming their children.1 In other words, there is something incredibly
aspirational about the names we select for our children. And sometimes, the story we tell about
a person’s name is as important in the name we choose.

Take my own name, for example: perhaps at one point or another, over the last eight years, you
may have found yourself wondering, ‘How did we end up with a rabbi named Heath?’ After all,
it’s not a particularly “Jewish” name, and in my experience, it’s not a very common name either.
I’m named after my grandfather, Herman Watenmaker, who died in 1975, when he was only 58
years old. Following the Ashkenazi custom, my parents wanted to honor my grandfather, and
set out to search for an H name. They didn’t want to use the same name, “Herman.” And
eventually they found and settled on Heath. A couple of years later, my aunt and uncle named
my cousin Henri, also in honor of my Grandpa Hermy. And my Hebrew name is a more direct
connection, both my grandfather and I are named Chaim Adam. But this connection was never
just about one letter in my name. My name forever links me to my grandfather, and every time I
hear the story of my name, I learn more about the story of my grandfather.

In fact, I grew up my whole life feeling like I’d met my grandfather, perhaps because I was
constantly hearing stories about him. How he and my grandmother met, their trips back and
forth between Los Angeles and Chicago, his early days as a physician in Watts running a
practice with his brother Bill, his kindness and compassion, the way he provided a calming and
grounding presence for my grandmother, the way he’d chase my dad and my aunt around the
house to give them their shots. Every time I asked about my name, or someone else asked
about my name, it revealed a new layer about my Grandpa Hermy and who he was and how he
lived his life. Through all of these stories, he is a part of me. And I know that when I talk with my
grandmother or my dad, my grandfather is always somewhere in the background of their
thoughts.

1 https://aish.com/48961326/
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I know this, in part, because when Amy and I named our son, we spent a lot of time talking
about how we would honor our grandparents, who played important roles in our lives. It wasn’t a
question of who we’d honor, but how we’d honor them, in a way that brought the best of who
they were into the story of our hopes and dreams for our son. Ilan Theodor is named for Isadore
Lynn, and Thea Schuber. Isador was Amy’s grandfather, and was a hard worker who cared
deeply about his family. His basement in Trenton was full of all sorts of random things - including
a restaurant-scale pizza oven - because throughout his life, he’d loan money to the people in his
community, and would occasionally take things in trade or receive gifts from appreciative people
he’d helped. And my grandmother, my Oma, Thea, was a warm and vibrant woman, who always
saw the best in people and loved bringing people together. She was the one who brought our
whole family together for Rosh Hashanah or Chanukah, and she always encouraged me to
follow my dreams. Like how, after I told her about this idea I had of becoming a rabbi one day,
she started calling me her “little rabbi” from then on. In giving Ilan these names, we hoped that
he would embody these attributes of warmth and wit and kindness and care.

And each time he asks about his name, we can tell him a story of the people who came before
him. The people who we honor and remember whenever we say or hear his name. With Cayla,
too, we often tell her stories of my Aunt Carol, who she’s named after.

Indeed, in Jewish tradition, our names are one of our best representations of the idea of the
shalshelet hakabalah, the chain of transmission of tradition, from one generation to the next,
which the Cantor often speaks of around B’nai Mitzvah. This idea that each of us is a link in this
chain, that reaches way back into our past, and stretches far out into our future. Consider my full
Hebrew name: HaRav Chaim Adam ben Shmuel Avraham u’Miriam - Rabbi Chaim Adam, son
of Shmuel Avraham (my dad Steve) and Miriam, my mom. My name is a link to their names, and
their names are linked to those who came before them, and on and on through history. Not only
do we honor the memory of those who came before us - for Ashkenazi Jews of Eastern
European descent, there is a tradition of naming a child after someone who has died, whereas
for Sephardi Jews of Spanish descent, there is a tradition of honoring someone living by having
a child share that name2 - but whatever name we’re given, our names are linked to our parents,
each generation connected through their names to the previous and the next. If someone takes
on a Hebrew name as part of becoming Jewish, there is a custom that we link their Hebrew
name to the names of the first two Jews: they are the descendents of Abraham and Sarah.

There is a sense in our tradition that one of the ways in which a person lives on is through the
legacy associated with their name. They live on not only in the deeds they performed, but in the
myriad ways they shaped and influenced the people around them, and in the deeds their
descendents perform as well. In the Midrash, the rabbis teach that “a person is known by three

2 Anita Diamant, The New Jewish Baby Book, p. 20. She explains that the custom of naming children
after relatives is ancient practice - “common among the Egyptian Jews of the sixth century bce,
who likely borrowed the idea from their non-Jewish neighbors, and continued by Jews of
Ashkenazic, or Eastern European descent, who name their children only after relatives who
have passed away.”
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names: the name by which their parents call them, the name by which other people call
them, and the one they earn for themselves; the most important name is the name one earns
for oneself.”3 While as parents, we can name our children, and try our best to raise them with a
sense of the values and morals we hold dear, our tradition recognizes that each person has free
will, and will ultimately go on to build their own reputation. Indeed, the rabbis suggest “the most
important name is the name one earns for oneself.” In other words, it’s not just the aspirational
name we start off with, it’s about what each of us does in this world, and throughout our lives,
that determines how others will remember us. Were we caring? Were we kind? Did we give
people the benefit of the doubt? Did we encourage them to follow their dreams? Celebrate their
successes and hold them up in moments of failure? How do we want to be remembered? What
names have we made for ourselves? None of us are just one name. Sometimes there are
moments when we decide to take on a new name entirely, to better align with a new aspect of
our identity, or perhaps after undergoing a major life transition. There is a Jewish custom of
changing a person’s name if they are seriously ill.4 Even God has over one hundred names in
Jewish tradition, one of which is simply HaShem, meaning THE Name.

In her poem, “Each of Us Has a Name,” Israeli poet, Zelda, known mainly by just her first name,
wrote:

L’chol ish yesh shem…
Each of us has a name
given by God
and given by our parents

Each of us has a name
given by our stature and our smile
and given by what we wear

Each of us has a name
given by the mountains
and given by our walls

Each of us has a name
given by the stars
and given by our neighbors

Each of us has a name
given by our sins
and given by our longing

Each of us has a name
given by our enemies

4 Babylonian Talmud Rosh Hashanah 16b
3 Midrash Tanchuma, Vayakhel 1:1
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and given by our love

Each of us has a name
given by our celebrations
and given by our work

Each of us has a name
given by the seasons
and given by our blindness

Each of us has a name
given by the sea
and given by
our death.5

On this Day of Atonement, on which we consider the many names we have made for ourselves,
those we wish to keep and those we wish to shed, we remember and hold close the names of
our loved ones. We say their names out loud, we call out to them, we close our eyes and picture
them as they were, perhaps we feel them sitting here with us in these quiet moments of Yizkor.
We remember their names. We hold them close. And we honor them in the names we earn for
ourselves, inspired by the legacy they imparted within us.

Zichronam livracha, may the names and the memories of our dear ones forever be a source of
blessings.

5 From The Spectacular Difference: Selected Poems of Zelda, translated, edited, and introduced by
Marcia Falk. Found at https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/en/remembrance/zelda.pdf
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