
1 

 

“THE WISDOM OF LOSS” 

YOM KIPPUR – YIZKOR SERMON 

Oct. 5, 2022    5783 

RABBI SHARYN PERLMAN 

 

Gut Yontif, Friends. 

Before I begin my sermon, I want to do something a bit unusual.  

I want to dedicate my sermon to the TBI Chesed Committee, headed by 

Karen Bernstein and Gina Ezraty.  

Our Chesed Committee members are angels.  

They are here to help you in whatever way you need – grocery shopping or 

any other errands, rides to doctor or treatment appointments, carpooling your kids, 

or even dog walking. Whatever you need help with, they’re available.  

If you or your family is going through a challenge, know that you are not 

alone; the Chesed Committee is ready, willing, and able to help. And all help is 

done with compassion, and discretion. 

If you need help, please, reach out, in confidence, to either Karen or Gina. 

Or if that is outside your comfort zone, please reach out to Rabbi Mishkin or 

myself. And if you know of any family who is in need, but they may feel 

uncomfortable reaching out, you can reach out on their behalf – in total confidence.  

 

It will become clear in a few minutes why the Chesed Committee is near and 

dear to my heart …  
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SO, back in Europe, in the shtetl, two Jews were talking. Actually, they 

were complaining – about everything.  

The first man said, “The crops this year have been bad, there’s not enough 

food to feed my family, and to top it off, my horse is losing its strength.”  

“I know,” said the second man. “My children are all sickly, they don’t do 

their lessons from school, and my wife has consumption.”  

“Oy,” replied the first man. “And I hear that this winter is going to be colder 

than usual. Where will I get the money to buy wood to keep the stove lit, so we 

don’t freeze to death.”  

“Life is hard,” said the second man. 

“But let’s not focus on the negative. Let’s talk about happy things. Nu, when 

do you have yahrzeit?” 

 

Such a Jewish story … right?   

 

Each of us has a story. In fact, we each have many stories, stories that 

when woven together, create the beautiful and unique tapestry that is our life.   

As a former journalist, I’ve always been drawn to the stories. 

We have stories of joy. 

And stories of pain.  

 

Here’s a chapter from my story.  
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Forty-five years ago, my father was diagnosed with brain cancer. After his 

initial diagnosis, his journey became a runaway train, that would carry our family 

for the next six months – careening through hospitals, radiation, chemo, and a 10-

week coma – finally screeching to a halt in Wellwood Cemetery.    

 

But my father’s story was really two stories.  

There was the very private story, the details of which our family, specifically 

my mother, wanted to keep within the nuclear family.  Her vanity, and what she 

perceived to be my father’s vanity as well, kept her from allowing my father to be 

“seen.” Literally … 

For the first few months, my father never left the house, except for medical 

appointments. 

My mother wouldn’t ask for any help. She taught Hebrew School, part-time, 

and when she went to work, it was expected that either I, or one of my three 

brothers, would take care of our father.  

And my mother made it very clear, that the four of us were supposed to live 

our day-to-day lives, as if this 800-pound, malignant gorilla, wasn’t shadowing us 

wherever we went.  

It was a very solitary time for our family. We were grieving the life we no 

longer had, and, more tragically, the person my father no longer was.  

 

After several months of this, one day, my mother literally collapsed on the 

floor of my parents’ bedroom. The sheer exhaustion of trying to carry this burden 

on her own, was taking a huge toll on her health.  
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Circumstances forced my mother to surrender her tightly-wound cocoon, to 

open up, and reach out to Rabbi Ephraim Wolf, may he rest in peace, of the Great 

Neck Synagogue, where we were members. Rabbi Wolf was a beautiful and kind 

soul, may his memory always be for a blessing.  

There were no Chesed Committees back in 1977. No phone, or text, or email 

chains, or WhatsApp groups to let the community know that our family was in 

trouble. BIG TROUBLE. 

But Rabbi Wolf, who was basically a one-man chesed committee, worked 

his magic. 

The next thing we knew, people rallied around our family in ways we 

couldn’t even have imagined. I remember coming home from the hospital with my 

mother, very late in the evening, and finding kosher, home-cooked meals waiting 

for us outside our front door – meals that were still warm – on those bitter cold 

February nights. I don’t know how those women were able to time that exactly 

right.   

I remember those angels, all of whom are gone, with reverence and 

admiration.   

And I remember there was one man from the Synagogue, Mr. S. We kids 

called him “the Shusher,” because he was always shushing us outside the 

sanctuary. And he was right, because we were noisy. 

There was no corner of toys and books, signaling to parents that children 

were welcome in the sanctuary, as we have here at TBI. Back then, it was the 

proverbial, “Children should be seen, but not heard.” 
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Anyway, Rabbi Wolf reached out to “the Shusher,” who, we learned, had a 

heart of gold. He was retired, and he would come to our home in the afternoons 

and stay with our father while our mom went off to teach. Mr S. is long gone; I 

only wish I could thank him for his acts of chesed. Allowing my Mom to leave the 

house for a few hours helped her to stay sane – or reasonably sane.  

That I, and my brothers, no longer had to “babysit” our father, helped to 

maintain an essential boundary, that preserved our father’s dignity.  

So, that’s one of the darkest chapters of my personal story.  

 

But, like any part of our story that’s important to us, it’s not about the here 

and now; it’s about the later. It’s about what we take away from our story, about 

the life lessons our stories teach us.  

 

So my question, to each of you who has suffered a loss, is – what have you 

learned from your mourning, your grieving, and your loss?  

Loss has to be a teacher. Loss has to mean something to us; if not, if we 

emerge from loss devoid of wisdom, we are left with only bitterness.   

 

I reached out to people I know and respect, and asked them what they’ve 

learned from loss. I’d like to share some of their wisdom with you, and then share 

some of what my losses have taught me.  
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A psychologist friend explained that in the middle of the night, when the 

alone-ness strikes it harshest blow, the only path open to him was to push through 

the alone, to learn how to tolerate it. Only then could he discover something about 

himself.   

A dear friend, who lost an adult son, told me:  

“When I live the life that I was meant to live, I keep my son’s memory alive. 

By not giving in, or giving up, by continuing to just live, I am able to keep him 

alive within me.  

One of my brothers, who not only suffered the loss of our father, but also 

lost his wife, learned that, sometimes God’s plan includes the death of a loved one. 

But that’s not the whole plan. There’s also learning how to cope with the loss, 

accepting it, and moving forward. And with that acceptance, sometimes something 

good presents itself; My brother met his new wife in a bereavement group for 

spouses.   

His wife, my sister-in-law, who lost her first husband, learned that doing 

what you can for your loved one, when you can, is critically important, because 

you never know when they’ll be taken from you. Everything her late husband 

taught her, returns to her in daily reminders, and she keeps him alive by carrying 

his wisdom with her through life.    

 And my husband, whose late wife died when she was in her early 40s, 

leaving him with two young sons, learned two lessons from that loss: the first is, 

always be there for the ones you love.  

 And the second lesson is: always be kind, even if the person you love is in so 

much pain, they can’t find their way to be kind to you.  
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 Sometimes, when someone we love is the least kind TO us, that’s when they 

need the most kindness FROM us.  

And, similarly, a very dear friend of mine, who passed away this year, taught 

me that, when someone we love is the most difficult, that’s when we need to love 

them the most.  

This is not easy … 

  

Before I share my lessons with you, I want to share a beautiful parable.  

The question is asked: “What is the wealthiest place in the world?”    

And the answer is: the graveyard. 

The graveyard is filled with ideas that are never acted on, dreams that are 

never chased after, and endless potential never actualized.  

Our dreams come to us on our deathbed and cry out, “We came to you, 

because only you could have given us life, but you didn’t, and now we die with 

you.” 

If we were to die tomorrow, what potential would we be taking with us to 

our graves?  

This is why the Rabbis teach that it’s important to think about death, and to 

say Yizkor four times a year, because only when we think about the fact that we 

will die, do we truly start to live. 

God gave each of us dreams, and we serve God when we act on those 

dreams.  
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If you’re comfortable doing so, I’d like to ask each of you to close your eyes 

for a moment.  

Even if you don’t have as much time as you’d like to have, or as much time 

as you may think you have, take this moment to think about the person you want to 

be.  

Imagine that scenario.  

When we want more, we can become more.   

Now, open your eyes, and commit to making that a reality.  

Don’t take your dreams, to the graveyard.   

 

From my own experience with loss and mourning, and from the 

experiences many of you have shared with me, I have gleaned the following eight 

lessons that ring true for me.  

I hope some of them resonate with you.  

 

 

Lesson #1 

Family and Friends Are the Most Precious Gifts in Our Life 

 The people we surround ourselves with – our family, and our friends, who 

are the family we choose – are our treasure chest.  

When life grabs us in a chokehold, family and friends are our lifeline, the 

reason we draw breath when we think we can’t make it through another day. 

Embrace these angels, make memories with them, and cherish every moment.  
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Lesson #2 

Live the Life You Want to Live, Because Life Can Change In an Instant  

 

 There’s a beautiful teaching by the Kotzker Rebbe, who said, “Other people 

want to wake up the dead, I want to wake up the living.” 

 Loss teaches us to “wake up and live.”   

 If you have a dream, don’t wait for the “right time,” because it will never be 

the right time. Someday, is not a day of the week…   

Years ago, I knew that I wanted to be a Rabbi, but that path wasn’t open to 

me.  Fast forward a lifetime, and I was finally able to fulfill that dream. I blew off 

the naysayers, found the courage, and made the time. I’ve never looked back.  

If you have a secret dream, try to make it come true.  

 

Lesson #3 

We Have the Power of Choice 

Loss is inevitable, but misery is optional.  

We can’t control the bad things that happen in our life, but we ARE in 

control of how we respond to those things.  

We have choices. We can empower ourselves to move forward, to hope that 

things will be better, hope that is often leads to optimism and a positive attitude.  

And if you don’t have hope, then hope for hope. 

We read in the Torah just before Rosh Hashanah (Deut 30:19), God says, “I 

have set before you life and death; u’vacharta b’chaim, therefore choose life. 
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Lesson #4 

Don’t Let Our Past Rule Our Life 

 The lessons we learn from our past, enable us to cope with our present.  

Let go of regrets in life, make peace with the past, accept it, and move on. 

This is especially true on Yom Kippur.  

Forgive those who need to be forgiven, even if it’s hard – especially if it’s 

hard. As I said last night, it will lighten your heart.  

Don’t waste energy on what we can’t change.   

Focus on what we have, not what we don’t have. 

Seek out opportunities for self-discovery, and learn how to trust, and believe 

in yourself.  

We are way more than just the sum of what happened in our past.   

 

Lesson #5 

Practice Gratitude   

 If there is one thing the death of a loved one teaches us, it’s to be grateful. 

Too often, it takes pain and shock to make us realize how good we really had it. 

Don’t wait for that wake-up call. 

 Be grateful now. Today. Tomorrow. And every day. Be grateful for the 

people in our lives, the love that embraces us, the little things that warm our 

insides.  

 Be grateful for the people we have lost, and especially for those who are still 

with us. 
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Lesson #6  

Leave Nothing Unsaid  

 One of the hardest regrets to live with once someone has died, is not having 

said what we wanted to say when we had the chance.  

 We have to make sure that those we love, know of our love. 

 That those we cherish, hear it from our lips. 

 That those who should know the pain in our hearts, know the pain that is in 

our hearts.  

 Make sure to say to today, because … 

 As my 95-year-old mother always says, “You can’t trust tomorrow.”  

 Whether death is expected or unexpected, there is no way to know when the 

final curtain will fall. 

 

Lesson #7 

Life Goes On  

 When death steals someone we love deeply, it may seem as though the 

world has stopped. And in some ways, it has; the life we knew has simply 

evaporated.  

 But we survive. We are still here, and there really is no choice but to carry 

on.  Following the death of a loved one, we often learn that we are actually a lot 

stronger, and have more internal resilience that we ever thought possible.  

 

It’s okay to fall apart for a little while, but only for a little while. 

 

Life is a strange and amazing journey, full of painful experiences, as well as 

unbridled beauty and joy.  

Embrace the joy.  
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And the last lesson – #8 

God Hasn’t Buried Us … 

When we’re feeling overwhelmed by loss, it helps to remember that God 

doesn’t bury us, God plants us, as we say when we go up for an Aliyah –  v’chaye 

olam natah b’tocheinu,  –  we thank God for planting within us eternal life.  

God plants us, and nurtures us, so we can grow from whatever comes our 

way.  

When one of my daughters was five years old, we were at the park, and she 

bumped her head and started crying. After a few minutes of my comforting her, 

she went to play by herself in the sandbox. I was sitting on the park bench, 

watching her, and I saw her scowling. So, I asked if her head still hurt. And my 

beautiful five-year-old looked up at me and said,  

“This has happened to me, and I don’t like it!”  

Life happens.  

Much of it is wonderful.  

And some of it feels like a scalpel has slashed our heart. Sometimes, we just 

want to scream, “This has happened to me, and I don’t like it!” 

But everything that happens, teaches us life.  

There’s a wonderful quote:  

“In school, you are taught a lesson, and then given a test.  

In life, you are given a test, that teaches you a lesson.”  
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I want to share a poem, written by Hannah Senesh, who died in 1944, at the 

age of 23, while on a secret mission to fight the Nazis.  This poem touches my 

heart every time I hear it, because it describes so perfectly our relationship with our 

loved ones who have died.   

“There are stars up above, so far away we only see their light 

long, long after the star itself is gone.  

And so it is with people who we loved ‐‐ 

their memories keep shining ever brightly though their time with us is done.  

But the stars that light up the darkest night,  

these are the lights that guide us.  

As we live our days,  

these are the ways to remember.” 

 

Yizkor IS memory.  

Through memory, the dead are still connected to us.  

When we hear their voices in our heads,  

When we imitate their voices with our own,  

They live on inside us.   

When we tell stories about them, they live with us;  

when we cook their recipes, they are standing beside us in our kitchens.  

When we look at their photos, they are smiling at us.  

Or when we read the words that they wrote, they inspire us;  
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And when we remember their values and their teachings, it’s as if their lips 

speak to us from the grave.  

  

May the memories of our loved ones whom we recall today bring us the 

blessing of wisdom.   

 And may our memories bring comfort to our souls, joy to our hearts, and a 

smile to our faces.   

 And let us say, Amen.  
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