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ִני  ה' ַיַאְסֵפֽ י ֲעָז֑בּוִני ַוֽ י ְוִאִּמ֣ י־ָאִב֣  ִּכֽ
 
Though my father and mother leave me, the LORD will gather me in. 

 

So says Psalm 27, the Psalm of the Season of Repentance, which we have 

been reading twice a day, every day, since Rosh Chodesh Elul.  I’ve recited 

this psalm all of my life during the High Holidays season.  This year these 

words have a different meaning for me than they did in previous years.  I 

have lived without my father for many years now.  This year I have had to 

adjust to living my life as an orphan, without either father or my mother.   

 

The ritualized times that I used to call my mother are now an unfilled 

void.  The questions she always asked me about what my children are doing 

and how Shelley is doing have stopped.  I no longer receive the rundown on 

which of my children she has spoken to recently and which ones need to 

give her a call.  I no longer think about planning trips to New York to visit 

her, but still do need to go back there to deal with her apartment.  This year, 

for the first time in my life, I had to celebrate my birthday, without hearing 

the voice of the woman who birthed me. 

 

I struggled getting myself to sit down and write these words, as they are 

quite personal.  I struggled with how personal I wanted to make these 

words.  But I realize that I am not so special.  I am not the only person to 
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have gone through this.  In fact, every person alive either has gone, or will 

go through the same feelings of loss.  While everyone's loss is different, I'm 

certain my loss shares commonalities with some of your losses.  So I pray 

that my words may find some resonance with you. 

 

I went through many of the expected stages of grief.  I think the denial 

occurred as my mother was dying, rather than after she passed, but other 

stages soon followed.  During the week of shiva, especially while in her 

apartment, I was angry.  I was angry at my mother because we had issues 

unresolved between us.  I was angry at myself because we had issues 

unresolved between us.  I was angry at the circumstances, as she died even 

as I was on the way to New York to bring her here, to Dallas, where I would 

be able to better see to her care. 

 

I certainly went through the endless questioning of what if or what could 

have been.  What if we would have insisted sooner on getting my mother 

the help she desperately needed living day to day, but kept refusing to 

accept?   Did my sister and I make the correct medical decisions, and had 

we made different decisions would things have turned out differently? 

 

Yom Kippur is a day in which we attempt to settle accounts with other 

people, with ourselves and with God.  It provides a framework for some of 

mourning’s most difficult tasks: absolving guilt, resolving resentments and 

working through lingering issues with the deceased. The High Holy Days’ 

focus on teshuvah causes us to reflect on regrets and resentments as well 

as evaluate how they may have changed since the death.  It highlights our 
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unfinished issues with our loved ones who are gone. This includes issues 

resulting from the faults of the deceased and from our own faults.  Yom 

Kippur is also a day to forgive those we mourn and ourselves. 

 

The Yizkor prayer that we are about to say, does something quite 

different.  On the surface, Yizkor is about memory.  After all, to remember is 

the very translation of the word Yizkor.  But Yizkor turns our focus away 

from all of the questions and issues we may have regarding someone’s 

death.  While these questions may be instinctive, I’m uncertain if they are 

productive.  Try as we might, we can never know the reason why things 

happen, or if they happen for any reason at all.  And despite all of our 

regrets, we cannot change the past. 

 

The Yizkor prayer reads: 

‘May God remember the soul of my beloved who has gone to her eternal 

home.  In loving testimony to her life, I pledge tz’dakah to help perpetuate 

ideals important to her.  Through such deeds and through prayer and 

remembrance, may her soul be bound up in the bond of life.’ 

 

Rather than focus on the past, Yizkor actually turns our thoughts to the 

future.  Yizkor challenges us to honor a loved one’s memory, not by dwelling 

on those questions of what is in the past, but by pledging acts of good 

deeds and prayer in the present and future.   

 

When we live in such a way that our deeds perpetuate ideals important to 

our loved ones who preceded us, we do indeed honor and perpetuate their 
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memory.  But we do more than that.  We change ourselves.  We transform 

ourselves to become living embodiments of those ideals, thereby creating 

that meaning we so desperately seek.  This in turn enables us to one day, 

pass those ideals along to those who follow us.  

 

Let me tell you the story of the first Yom Kippur, the original Day of 

Atonement.  I am referring to the day that the 2nd set of Luchot, the second 

set of the tablets of the Law, the Ten Commandments were brought down 

by Moses from Mount Sinai.  Rashi explains in his commentary on Exodus 

33:11: 

 

On 7 Sivan (that of course, being the day after Shavuot, the day after God 

uttered the 10 Commandments), Moses went up onto the mountain . . . On 

17 Tammuz (40 days hence), the tablets were broken. On the 18th, he 

burned the [Golden] Calf and judged the transgressors. On the 19th, he 

went up for forty days and pleaded for mercy. On 1 Elul, he went up again 

to receive the second tablets, and was there for forty days. On 10 Tishrei 

(Yom Kippur), God restored His goodwill with the Jewish people gladly and 

wholeheartedly, saying to Moses, “I have forgiven, as you ask,” and gave 

him the Second Tablets. 

 

God’s act of giving the second set of tablets showed that God had indeed 

forgiven the people.  This speaks to Yom Kippur being a day to forgive even 

great sins.  But something transformative happened to Moses when he 

came down with those tablets.  The Torah tells us: 
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Moses came down from Mount Sinai. And as Moses came down from the 

mountain bearing the two tablets of the Pact, Moses was not aware that the 

skin of his face was radiant, since he had spoken with God. 

 

The Torah tells us that Moses was changed - his face was radiant, it 

shone.  The reason given by the Torah is that he had spoken with God.  All 

well and good, but if speaking with God was enough to make his face 

radiant, why was he unchanged after spending 40 days and 40 nights with 

God before receiving the first set of tablets? 

 

The answer lies in the difference between the two sets of tablets.  About 

the first set of tablets we read: 

 

The tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing, incised 

upon the tablets. (Ex. 32:16) 

 

They were entirely of Divine origin.  All Moses did was receive them.   

How is that different from the second set?  There we are told: 

 

God said to Moses: “Carve two tablets of stone like the first, and I will 

inscribe upon the tablets the words that were on the first tablets, which you 

shattered. (Ex.34:1). 

 

In this instance, Moses had to work with God in partnership to create the 

Tablets.  Because Moses took part in their making, the Tablets changed 

him.  So it is for us.  When we work for or at something, we are changed by 
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our efforts immeasurably more than we are changed by something we 

simply receive. 

 

So it is with our memory.  It is good and it is proper for us to remember our 

departed loved ones.  But memory is something we merely receive.  And 

remembering only focuses on the past.  Remembering only goes so 

far.  Yizkor implores us to go beyond that and look to the future.  Yizkor 

asks us to commit to performing deeds of righteousness, perpetuating the 

values of our loved ones.  But by doing so, we have the opportunity to also 

transform ourselves, and bring a very real and tangible meaning to our 

losses. 

 

At this point, I am still unclear as to what meaning I will bring to the loss of 

my mother.  But I will wrestle with her legacy, and I will struggle with the 

many lessons she taught me.  I will practice good deeds in her honor and in 

her memory and in accordance with her values so that I may understand 

them better.  This is not quite as simple as it may sound.  For while there is 

no question that I received so many values, including the serious study of 

Judaism from my mother, it is also true that we had profound differences in 

our understanding of many Jewish values.   

 

And I invite you to take this journey with me.  Don’t simply remember your 

loved one when you recite yizkor.  Think of a value they held dear, perhaps 

even a value with which you struggle, and think of ways you can 

incorporate that value into your daily, weekly, monthly living.  Then let’s 

reconvene in a year from now and reflect on how we have changed. 
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The mourning process has really helped me tremendously with acceptance 

of what has happened even as I still often question.  Of course, saying 

kaddish every day has helped me connect to the fact that my mother is no 

longer here with me.  But even more so, at the end of every minyan, it has 

become our custom, immediately prior to reciting the kaddish, to ask 

everyone who is reciting the kaddish, to tell us for whom they are 

reciting.  Having to say my mother’s name, out loud, every day, twice a day, 

prior to reciting the mourner’s kaddish has been quite profound for me.  For 

the first few weeks, I would tear up every time.  But I was forced to reckon 

with the fact that she was indeed no longer here with me in the land of the 

living. 

 

As time went on, saying her name became easier, yet even now, it still stings 

a little every time.   

 

Over the summer, other congregants who have lost their parents started 

coming to minyan to say kaddish.  This has been very interesting and 

cathartic for me.  Even though welcoming them and guiding them is part of 

my job here, I now share this experience with them.  I am now in community 

with them in a way that I was not previously.  Perhaps that is exactly what 

the second half of the verse means: 

 

Though my father and mother leave me, the LORD will gather me in. 

Certainly, the Lord’s community has gathered me and all of us in. 

 


