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He looked around. All the inmates were still there and so were the guards, but they were all
dead. The rolls had been poisoned. Alex never understood why it was that G-d had spared
him, but he knew that he had to do everything possible to perpetuate the memory of those
who had died, those Jewish inmates who had not let the Nazis crush them, who had lived
with dignity and respect even though the Nazis tried to humiliate them and destroy their
humanity, He knew that their memory was safe with him, that he was going to make sure
that it endured. He did not understand G-d's ways, but he did understand this: that the
world still needs the Jewish message. If civilized people like the Germans could turn into
such murderers, something was wrong. Those who died did not die in vain. Their memory
would serve to better society. He was going to make sure that all those who were the

descendants of Abraham would continue to cause G-d's name to be beloved among the

peoples.

May the merit of all those who died so senselessly continue to give us the strength to develop
our Jewish kedusha so that these senseless killings will never occur again in the future. May

Gil's memory always be a blessing. Amen,
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Throughout our prayers on Yom Kippur, especially right before we say the Selichos in the
Amidah, we present two pleas before the Holy One, Blessed be He, why He should forgive
us on this day of atonement. We first remind Him that we are weak. "G-d, You created us
with the Yetzer Hora, with the selfish evil inclination. G-d, many times circumstances
envelope us and we cannot resist temptation. Turning away from Your mitzvahs and good

precepts has not profited us. G-d, You are completely righteous; we are not."

Our second plea is that our knowledge is limited. "You know all the secrets of the world,
G-d." Just as in our first piea, we say, "You, G-d, are righteous, You, G-d, know
everything; we do not. Because we are finite it is difficult to understand Your ways,
Hashem. Life is so fleeting. We are here and then we are gone. Because our knowledge is
finite, we know that when we enter into litigation with another person we should be willing
to compromise, because we cannot know the whole truth and neither can our opponent in the
litigation.” When litigation comes before a judge in a Jewish court, he is supposed to ask the
parties, "Do you want to compromise or do you want the law?" and unless a criminal act has
been committed, the parties should really opt for compromise. Even if you are right, it does
not give you the right to commit a criminai act. Qur knowledge is finite. We cannot

understand everything.

Also, in our prayers we repeat in every Amidah, "Blessed are You, G-d, King, Who forgives
and atones our sins and the sins of His people, the House of Israel.” Each Jew has two

kedushas. Every human being has a relationship with G-d. Every human being is in a
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covenantal relationship with G-d. From the time of Noah, in fact even from the time of
Adam, every human being has one kedusha as an individual. The Jew has a second kedusha
from the time of Abraham, which was reconfirmed at the time of Mount Sinai. When we ask
G-d to forgive our sins, we are referring to our sins as an individual, and when we ask Him
to forgive the sins of His people, the House of Israel, we are referring to His forgiving our
sins as a member of the Jewish people. We can be a good human being but not a good Jew.
For example, a Jew could give charity to all worthwhile causes in the city of Houston except
for Jewish causes and be a wonderful human being, but he would be a bad Jew because he
has not connected himself in any way to the Jewish people. Rabi says in the Talmud that the
very day of Yom Kippur atones. How is this possible? How could we gain forgiveness for
our sins without even doing teshuva? We all know that in order to gain atonement for our
sins we must admit admit that we have done wrong. We must say that we are sorry for what
we have done and that we will try never to do it again. We know that teshuva is a
prerequisite for forgiveness for our sins. This is true, but this is true for the sins that we do
as an individual, but for the sins we do for not being a good Jew, they are atoned for
immediately by our coming to shul on Yom Kippur and wanting to once again attach
ourselves to the Jewish people, by our desire to continue to contribute to Jewish charities and

to be a part of the Jewish community.

The rabbis say that if a person does not observe Yom Kippur or Pesach, he will suffer

excision, which means that he will be cut off from the Jewish people. This is true. Ifa
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person stops celebrating Yom Kippur and Pesach, most assuredly his children and

grandchildren will no longer be Jews because they will not want to be Jews.

In the prayer we also continue by saying, "And G-d will remove our guilt every year." The
word "assam” also means destruction. It means our destruction and not the destruction of the
Jewish people because the Jewish people is eternal. When we attach ourselves to the Jewish
people, to the dream of the Jewish people of perfecting this world we, in a certain sense,
gain eternity. G-d said that He would punish the Jewish people but never destroy us
completely. When a Jew lives life reflecting the highest Jewish values, then he lives on in

the Jewish people, although his soul goes on to heaven.

There are two periods of mourning in Jewish law. In the first period of mourning, the
person is called an onan. He is free from all positive commandments. He does not put on
tephillin, he does not make a brocha before he eats, he does not say the grace after meals.

He is befuddled. It is hard to see G-d's justice. Why did G-d have to create death? Our life
seems no more meaningful than that of an animal. However, once the body is laid to rest in
the grave, a new period of mourning comes into being. The mourner is now called an ovel,
and he recites kaddish. Kaddish does not mention death at all. Kaddish speaks about the
coming of G-d's kingdom when death, itself, will be overcome and goodness and
understanding shall flood the earth, when resurrection shall occur, when the Messianic era

will be ushered in. At this point, too, we tell the mourner, "Hanochem Enachem Oscha
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Besoch Avelai Tzion Yerushalayim - May G-d comfort you among the other mourners of
Zion and Jerusalem.” A person's life now has been given meaning. He is one who has
helped bring about redemption of the world. He did not live and die as an animal; he lived

and died as a partner with G-d in creation.

This week, we all suffered the great loss of one of our members, Gil Epstein, an assistant
district attorney with Fort Bend County, who was gunned down for no reason while leaving
the Jewish Community Center. He davened with us here Rosh Hashonna. He sat in the
chapel right in front of Rabbi Urkowitz. He had such a pleasing personality. He was
beloved by all and he was proud of his Jewish heritage. When the district attorney, John
Healy, called, he told me he wanted everything to be done according to Jewish orthodox
tradition. Gil truly was a descendant of Abraham. Abraham is known as a lover of G-d.
What does that mean? The rabbis explain that means that everyone who met Abraham said
what a wonderful person he is, what a wonderful G-d he has, what a wonderful religion he
has. Everyone who met Gil felt the same thing. Yom Kippur cuts shiva and Succot will cut
shlosheem. Shiva for Gil, since his funeral was Friday, will actually only be an hour or so
Friday and a few hours on Sunday. The rabbis tell us that the joy of the holidays cuts shiva
because it is then that the kedusha of a Jew comes to the fore. The holidays all celebrate the
Jewish people's encounter with G-d. Yom Kippur celebrates the day we were forgiven for
the sin of the golden calf and were given the second tablets of the Ten Commandments,

Gil's life was much too short. He had so much more yet to give, but he certainly fulfilled
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the prime duty of a Jew, which is to make G-d's name beloved among the peoples of the
world. We are supposed to Kiddush Hashem and not Mechala Hashem, not desecrate G-d's
name. We do not know why some people live a long time and some people live a short
time. In the first chapters of the Bible, we learn how everyone was living 960 years, 930
years, but the only one among this group of people of whom it is said that he walked with G-
d, Hanoch lived only 365 years. We do not know why some live a long time and some live
a short time. We do know, though, that Gil was like Abraham, a lover of G-d. He made
everybody say what a wonderful person he is, what a wonderful religion he has, what a
wonderful

G-d he has.

T am reminded of the story about a very well-known philanthropist who has heiped so many
people here in the United States and in Israel, who tells about his experiences in the
Holocaust. He spent more than three years in concentration camps. He was finally sent on a
death march to Bergen Belsen. He survived the death march, Four million Russian soldiers
were approaching Bergen Belsen from the east and three million Allied soldiers from the west
and south. Hitler's Third Reich was being crushed, but Hitler was determined to kill all the
Jews he could. The number of Jews being killed in Bergen Belsen was so great that the
ovens could not handle them all. Hitler came up with a fiendish scheme. He would blow up
all the concentration camps, thereby killing all the Jews and also destroying much of the

evidence of his mass extermination factories as possible. He gave the order to Himmler to do
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this. Himmler knew that the Germans were losing the war. He hesitated to fulfill Hitler's
command. Hillel Storch, representative of the World Jewish Congress in Sweden, met with
Felix Kursten, Himmler's personal physician. He told Felix that things would not go well at
all with Himmler if the concentration camps were blown up. He also suggested that perhaps
Himmler should treat the remaining Jews better so that when the Allied armies found them
they would not be in such bad condition. The inmates of the concentration camp could hear
the Allied armies approaching. The artillery fire was in the distance. Suddenly, for the first
time in three years, this now noted philanthropist, Alex, heard that white bread was going to
be given to the inmates. Each of them was going to be given a little white roll. All the
inmates lined up to get the rolls. As his wrn came, the Nazi guard reached into the bottom
of the barrel and gave him half a roll. The barrel was empty. However, quickly another
barrel was brought out and the Nazi guard said, "Here," and he gave him another roll. Two
Russian prisoners saw that Alex had gotten a roll and a half. They were incensed. They
grabbed him and kicked him in the face and the groin, took his rolls, and left him writhing
in pain. For the first time in three years, Alex broke down. He could not take it any more,
He had tried so hard to survive. He should be a witness to what happened, but now in the
last days of the war, to be beaten up, not by Nazis but by two fellow Russian prisoners and

to be writhing in pain and hungry, he just could not take it any more. He lay on the bunk

sobbing and saying, “G-d, why have You forsaken me?" After a few moments he fell asleep.
The next morning, he awoke with the sun shining on his face. He could not understand what

had happened. The Nazis always woke them up before dawn, but everything now was quiet.
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