
Shamor - Keeping, Guarding, Doing

Yom Kippur Morning 5775

On the eve of the Fast, as on the eve of every Shabbat and full festival, we 
kindle two lights. One of the rabbinic interpretations on the lighting of two 
candles takes us back to the fourth commandment of the ten. The first three 
are all about our relationship to God, this entity, as we realise when we read 
the commandments, that we are definitely not. Whatever God is, however we 
conceive, or don’t conceive of God, we are reminded that we are human 
beings, unique and yet oh so similar.

The fifth to tenth commandments all deal with interpersonal relationships and 
the basic rules that should govern them - respect your parents, so that the 
basic unit of society, the family, has some solidity; don’t kill, don’t break apart 
another family through adultery, don’t steal, don’t bear false witness, don’t 
envy.

The fourth commandment stands alone, bridging between our relationship 
with God and our relationships with each other. Its focus is Shabbat, that 
divinely-inspired, all-too-easily derided special day in the week. The fourth 
commandment in the book of Exodus tells us: 

ְלַקְּדׁשֹו ַהַּׁשָּבת ֶאת־יֹום ָזכֹור  - Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.

Last night, I spoke about remembering and its importance to us, both to 
remember and to pass on those memories. However, the Deuteronomy 
repetition of the ten commandments opens with a different verb:

ְלַקְּדׁשֹו ַהַּׁשָּבת ֶאת־יֹום ָׁשמֹור  - Observe the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.

So, the rabbis taught us, the first of the two Shabbat candles is to show that 
we remember the sabbath day, while the second candle shows that we are 
keeping the sabbath day. This morning, both a Shabbat in its own right, and 
the Sabbath of Sabbaths as we call Yom Kippur, I’d like to speak about 
‘Shamor’, not just of Shabbat, but as the purpose to which we put our 
memories

Let me explain that the Hebrew verb Shamar equates to a number of English 
verbs, including: observe, keep, watch, guard, preserve, tend, protect, retain, 
treasure, celebrate, and perform.

What good is remembering, you might have asked after my sermon last night?
It is absolutely correct that remembering, in and of itself, does no good. If we 
remain absorbed in our memories, we stagnate. However, what we remember 
is the foundation without which we cannot move forward. Believe me, I know 



what happens when the capacity to remember disappears, as I saw in my 
mother before she died, and as I still see in my brother, who cannot remember
any speech or even the most basic human functions. Our memories make us 
who we are.

However, if our memories give us our background and our portfolio, at any 
one point in time, the point of the ‘now’, we can choose our direction into the 
future. The past, and our memories of it, provides lessons and wisdom that is 
available to us; the future is what we make of it. This season, more than any 
other, reminds us that our future is in our hands. The focus and effort of 
teshuvah, our capacity to look at what we have thought, said and done, and 
repent, is what makes us truly human. The Chassidic rabbi, Nachman of 
Bratslav went so far as to say: ‘Previous to repentance, a person has no real 
existence, and it were better that they had never been born; it is repentance 
that gives us existence. By repentance, we declare: “I am ready to exist as a 
person of worth.”’(FoP p.724)

Through our presence here this morning, each of us is making that powerful, 
humanising statement - each of us is “ready to exist as a person of worth”. 
Through our reflections on this Yom Kippur, we aim to be better than we were, 
even if only incrementally. This aim, this aspiration, which watermarks these 
High Holy Days, is all about moving from Zachor, and remembering, to 
Shamor, and all its meanings.

We have and will come across the verb Shamar a lot during this day of 
atonement. For example:

We all sang it last night and this morning with reference to our keeping of the 
Shabbat - last night  ַהַּׁשָּבת ֶאת ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְבֵני ְוָׁשְמרּו  - The children of Israel 
shall keep the Sabbath. This morning, we sang Yismechu bemalchutecha, 
shomrey shabbat - Those who keep the Sabbath will taste the joy of 
redemption.

It appeared in our Torah portion - ּוִמְׁשָּפָטיו ְוֻחּקָֹתיו ִמְצֹוָתיו ְוִלְׁשֹמר  - which 
we translate as ‘keep the commandments, laws and teaching’.

Last night, we sang it twice in the Hashkiveynu - ָאָּתה ּוַמִּציֵלנּו ׁשֹוְמֵרנּו ֵאל ִּכי
- for You are our Guardian and Deliverer, and - ּובֹוֵאנּו ֵצאֵתנּו ּוְׁשמֹור  - Guard 
our going out and our coming in. Both of these picture God as looking after us,
especially during the darkness and dangers of night.

The verb Shamar / Shamor is all about what I would call “care-filled action”. 
It’s not about the caution that comes with the English word ‘careful’. From 
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Genesis chapter 2 onwards, when the first human is charged with working and
tending the garden - ּוְלָׁשְמָרּה ְלָעְבָדּה  - it is about the loving, thoughtful, 
attentive action that nurtures someone or something and enables it to grow 
towards its potential. This is the outcome of our remembering - we recall our 
slavery from Egypt every time we celebrate, so that we should never impose 
any form of slavery on anyone else.

We recall the times, like the golden calf, when our ancestors made and 
worshipped an idol, so that we don’t worship false gods such as celebrity, 
rapid riches, sporting talent, fame, and so on.

The memory leads to action: We remember that our story began with one 
couple, Adam and Eve, so that we act to treat all humanity as a cousinhood. 
This founds our moral code and this is why we feel revulsion at the barbaric 
execution last night of Alan Henning, and why we take some comfort from the 
fact that Muslim, Christian, and secular leaders share that feeling of revulsion.

In this afternoon’s Yizkor service, we remind ourselves of those who have 
lived and died, not so that we become maudlin, but so that we may turn their 
memory into a blessing, through the actions we take that have been inspired 
by our memories of them at their best.

The essence of Judaism is that we use memory as the fuel to drive us to 
action - Zachor, the process of remembering and reflecting that we give the 
special title of teshuvah - repentance, leads us to Shamor, the care-filled, 
philosophy of action that is found in all the commandments, laws, and 
teaching of Judaism. Here in this congregation, each of you will, I hope, leave 
this synagogue today re-fuelled with deliberate care-filled actions to make 
your personal, family, social and work lives better. For some of you, Shamor 
will be seen in incremental tweaking of what you already protect, steward, or 
sustain. For others, Shamor will mean in this coming year a transformative 
leap from one way of being to another, and we wish you strength and success 
in your major change.

Then, there is another, essential level of Shamor. This is your contribution to 
the social good - we know, as Edmund Burke succinctly put it, ‘“The only thing 
necessary for the triumph of evil is for good people to do nothing.” This year, 
our nation needs you to use your vote with Shamor, to make that a care-filled 
action, which will influence the direction of this country for the next five years. 
Your congregation needs you to do something if we are not to flounder - Bob 
Kamall is already serving an extra year as Council Chair. Next spring, a 
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successor will take on the mantle, and we will need 6 - 8 other people who 
can give some of their time to Council or a committee, so that new ideas and 
additional energy re-fuels our communal leadership. Can you make one of 
your care-filled Shamor actions to be one of these 6 - 8 people? If you can’t be
one of them, will you at least volunteer to be called upon to do something - 
help run an event, prepare publicity, do some shopping, support Mitzvah Day 
in November. You are, all of you, good people. This year Woodford needs you 
to be one of our Shomrim - the people who tend and sustain this community 
for the next generation.

May our time today of remembering, repentance and reflection, help us to 
emerge from the chrysalis of this sanctuary as butterflies bringing smiles and 
joy to others. Through your Shamor actions, you can improve your happiness, 
give others some delight, and strengthen our community here at Woodford. 
Who knows, maybe the fluttering of our wings will cause an earthquake of 
freedom and equality around the world.

Zachor ve Shamor - remembering leading to care-filled action. May your time 
here prepare you to do good in the year ahead. Amen
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