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				Introduction

Yizkor and Memorial in Jewish Tradition

				Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman, PhD

					Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman, PhD, has served for more than three decades as professor of liturgy at Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of Religion in New York. He is a world-renowned liturgist and holder of the Stephen and Barbara Friedman Chair in Liturgy, Worship and Ritual. He has written and edited many books, including My People’s Prayer Book: Traditional Prayers, Modern Commentaries series, winner of the National Jewish Book Award; and Who by Fire, Who by Water—Un’taneh Tokef, All These Vows—Kol Nidre, and We Have Sinned: Sin and Confession in Judaism—Ashamnu and Al Chet, the first three volumes in the Prayers of Awe series; and he is coeditor of My People’s Passover Haggadah: Traditional Texts, Modern Commentaries, a finalist for the National Jewish Book Award. He is a developer of Synagogue 3000, a transdenominational project designed to envision and implement the ideal synagogue of the spirit for the twenty-first century.

				Memory is dear to Jews. As Isaac Bashevis Singer is said to have commented (I wish I could remember where), “We Jews have many faults; but amnesia is not among them.” In insisting on memory, we are apparently in good company, however, because God too (we say) can be importuned to remember. That, at least, is the claim of Yizkor, known in English as the memorial service, originally a relatively modest liturgical staple attached in Ashkenazi tradition to the Shacharit (“morning”) service for Yom Kippur. As we shall see in greater detail later, the custom arose in Germany, following the devastation of Rhineland Jewry during the Crusades, a trauma that was exacerbated in the fourteenth century when Jews were attacked for “causing” the Black Death. The practice of Yizkor then spread eastward, where Polish Jews added a prayer commemorating the Jewish victims massacred in the 1648 Cossack uprisings under Ukrainian leader Bogdan Chmielnicki. They also extended this slightly elaborated Yizkor for inclusion on the last day of the three festivals (Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot). All of this is primarily true of Ashkenazi Jews only. Most Sephardi congregations follow their own custom of memorializing the dead: an even more modest unit of prayer called Hashkavah, literally, “Laying Down,” as in the sense of “laying down the dead for final repose” (see Bitton).

				This entire development must be seen against the backdrop of the flexibility that characterized Jewish prayer until the advent of printing.

				Yizkor as Liturgical Innovation

				Contrary to popular opinion, the liturgy throughout most of history has been relatively fluid. For centuries after its Rabbinic origins around the turn of the Common Era, worship was altogether an oral discipline, in which prayer leaders freely composed new versions of even those segments of the service that nowadays seem absolutely fixed. To be sure, as Rabbinic Judaism spread, the kind of wide-ranging creativity that had marked the early years was dampened by prayer leaders who were unable to match the earlier masters in improvisational skills. Balancing that development, a new form of creativity developed: complex poems called piyyutim that were inserted into prayers that were becoming too encrusted with habit.

				The process of fixity continued, and a set of precise wording found its way into our first known prayer book, Seder Rav Amram (c. 860), but as long as scribes were necessary for the spread of books, a written siddur was rare enough that only the local prayer leader had one—a situation that left him free to add, subtract, or otherwise alter the norm to some extent; and alternative scribal traditions permitted widespread variance in any case, to the point where fourteenth-century Spanish savant David Abudarham said he knew of no two Spanish synagogues where the  was recited precisely the same way. Throughout the Middle Ages, imaginative authors created new compositions that easily found their way into the service: an unknown medieval poet gave us for example, and in the fifteenth century, Daniel ben Judah of Rome staked out his claim to being a Maimonidean by putting the latter’s Thirteen Principles of Faith into the poetic form that we now sing as Perhaps the greatest testimonial to this ongoing liturgical ingenuity is , the service for welcoming the Sabbath, which kabbalists in sixteenth-century Safed created entirely 
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