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Rabbi Michael Beals      Yom Kippur Yizkor 5780 

 

 Good Yontif. 

I am now in a club to which I never wanted to belong.  Losing my mother-

in-law, Esther, back in April, followed by my own father, Alan, in early June, puts 

me on a path that many of you have already trodden. As your rabbi for the past 

15 years, I have extended heartfelt, abundant sympathy to you for your losses 

over the years.  But empathy is a very different feeling.  It is the difference 

between watching a show from the audience and actually being on the stage and 

watching the drama play out before your very eyes.  You cannot just observe 

what is happening, because it’s happening to you – not someone else.    You 

cannot possibly understand this loss until you have experienced it yourself.  I 

always understood this intellectually, but as I face my very first Yizkor service as a 

mourner, I understand this from the depths of my heart for the very first time.  In 

addition, I understand the grieving lasts. 

 Mourning is not something from which you automatically graduate when 

you erect the grave marker after a year. But you can evolve, as the rabbis tell us, 

by building things more eternal than the grave marker. 
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This High Holy Day season we have been exploring two simple words: tikkun – 

repair and olam – world, to see how we might understand this phrase in order to 

deepen our emotional, spiritual, and psychological health in the New Year. 

Tikkun olam, loosely translated as Social Action, will shape our Congregation Beth 

Shalom programs, volunteer opportunities, funding priorities, and Hebrew school 

curriculum for the entire year.  Tikkun olam can also be a very helpful concept in 

weathering the mourning process.  Let me share with you what I have learned 

thus far with the hope that you might find some of it helpful –  

 First off, in order for the term tikkun olam to be relatable in a situation of 

grieving, it is useful to think about yourself as an olam – you are a world unto 

yourself.  Only by working on repairing yourself, can you be in a place to help 

others.  As the first century rabbi, Hillel, put it so aptly: “if I am not for myself, 

who will be for me?” 

 Second, choosing life is a wonderful mitzvah – it defines the life affirming 

nature of our faith.  The ultimate mitzvah at the end of Deuteronomy is b’charta 

b’chayim !  Choose Life!! It’s this mitzvah which informs our most cherished toast: 

l’chayim! To life!   Judaism does a great job at recognizing the supreme value of 

preserving life. 
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But that is also where things become murky and difficult for Jews in desperate 

situations…particularly the time between life and death. 

 Between my father’s first and second stoke from the end of April and the 

beginning of May, neither he nor I found this mitzvah of choosing life particularly 

helpful.  You see, my dad was a very proud man.  And when he needed to rely on 

a catheter and adult diapers to relieve himself due to his risk of falling, and his 

reliance on someone else to feed him, he told me: “I want to die.”  I understood 

his wishes, but there was nothing I could do to help.  Judaism forbids hastening 

death.  Judaism operates under the assumption that every day is a blessing, that 

life is a blessing.  I do believe that to be true, but these sentiments provide no 

accounting for quality of life – and this is where I find these maxims lacking. 

 With your patience and understanding , I traveled to Southern California, 

first to say farewell to my  mother-in-law, and then to be at my dad’s bedside for 

what turned out to be the last two weeks of his life.  I did not feel he should be 

doing this journey alone.  I had no idea when he would pass and how I would deal 

with the guilt if he passed after I had already returned to you here in Wilmington.  

Amazingly, and I do not claim to know how these things work, my dad passed on 

the very last evening before I was scheduled to fly home to the East Coast.   
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During the time I stayed at his bedside, I thought deeply about the decisions I 

would have to face and the scenarios that many of us…many of you have or will 

experience. 

Modern medicine often looks at death as a failure.  From that perspective, 

healthcare providers will look at prolonging life at all costs. I found this to be 

the case when one doctor wanted to insert a feeding tube in order to strengthen 

my dad.  My dad’s last conscious act of agency was to make it clear that he did 

not want such an intervention.  Although I long for my dad’s presence – I did not 

want it any cost.  And just because modern medicine CAN extend life, it doesn’t 

mean it should.  Tell me, in reflecting over your own losses of loved ones, do you 

sometimes wish there were fewer decisions you had to make?  ((Pause)) 

With all the choices provided by medical advances, there are so many burdens 

which our Jewish tradition was simply not designed to address.  But, as humans 

WE have to address these burdens, but How? 

 In the past few months, I have been speaking with many of you regarding 

the deaths of your loved ones – both in an attempt to help you heal but also in an 

attempt to help me heal too.     
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A psychologist told me that her elderly mother was brought to the hospital, and 

the paramedic allowed her to use the bathroom on her own, not knowing 

anything of her condition.  And in the bathroom, unsupervised and unaided, she 

fell and the resulting injuries hastened her death.  The grieving adult child shared 

with me that rather than suing the hospital for negligence, she and her sibling 

worked with the hospital to change protocols and procedures to prevent such a 

thing from happening again, whether it be an elderly person or a young patient 

impaired from a drug overdose.  

And there it is…A case of  tikkun olam, used in the more traditional sense of 

the phrase, Rebuilding the World in the form of truly selfless Social Action. 

Maybe there are other opportunities. Perhaps in reviewing the death of our loved 

ones, if there is something that is teachable, preventable, or an experience which 

can reduce suffering for the patient or the patient’s family, it can be shared with 

the medical staff caring for your loved one.  Or perhaps you can share your 

experiences with mourners, such as me, who have so much to learn through the 

grieving process.  All of you gathered in this sanctuary are, in a way, experts.  Not 

that you ever sought out this expertise.   
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But perhaps part of tikkun olam is about sharing your experiences to benefit 

others – and in the process bring healing to your own soul as well.  Bring healing 

to your Olam…to your personal world. 

 I said earlier that I sometimes feel that our Jewish tradition is silent in the 

in-between moments between life and death.  We are instructed to say tehillim, 

psalms, to help aid our suffering loved ones.  It is something.  Instead of tehillim, I 

asked my high school and university friends, beloved first cousins, both in the 

States and in England, to write emails about how they felt about my dad. They all 

benefitted from my father’s hospitality in his prime.   In the hospital, every day, 

during that two-week expanse between life and death, I read these letters to my 

dad.  I wanted him to know the impact his life and his kindnesses had on others.  

And I wanted him to hear it while he was alive.  Perhaps this is an idea you can 

bring with you from Yizkor, both to comfort you now, but also something you can 

do in the days and weeks leading up to a future loss.  If so, this would be an 

example of tikkun olam. 
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 Where Judaism is so replete with healing and brilliance is in the time 

following the death of a loved one.  My dad’s burial plot was in Colma, California, 

a perpetual fog-encased necropolis, located on the south-western flank of San 

Francisco.   

My dad’s parents, aunt, uncle, sibling, niece and nephews are all buried 

there.  My dad would have been the last, as all the other family members are 

already gone.  At the funeral, my mom and I would have been virtually alone at 

the grave.   

 Judaism is all about community.  YOU, my beloved congregants, are my 

community..  You are my family.  So with great effort on the part of my mom, we 

made the long 3000 miles flight out to Wilmington, for burial and shiva – the 

seven day period following burial. 

 Many of you exhibited tikkun olam  by ensuring we had a minyan for my 

mother-in-law, Esther’s Shloshim on the 30th day of her passing, and then meals 

during shiva for my dad, along with desserts for all of our many supporters, and 

ensuring that every day of shiva there was well-over the minimum ten needed to 

recite the Mourner’s Kaddish.   
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 I would say you were extraordinary in your compassion.  But you weren’t.  

You were simply being you.  You didn’t treat me especially well because I am your 

rabbi.  You treated me with compassion because that’s how you treat EVERYBODY 

who has suffered the death of a loved one.  And I already knew that about you 

when I made the choice to move my dad’s funeral and burial plot to Wilmington.  

 Listen, not everything has gone according to plan.  I forgot, that as your 

rabbi, I might be visiting the Jewish Community Cemetery on Foulk Road a lot 

since my dad’s funeral in June.  We have had four burials there thus far – and 

every time we open and fill another grave, all very close to my dad’s resting place, 

it’s like ripping off the protective scab over the wound.  I just didn’t anticipate 

this.  Thanks to your expressions of kindness and support, I know I made the right 

decision, but this is still so difficult.  I share this with you only to say that the 

grieving process is messy and unpredictable.  It is impossible to rush the process 

of healing after the death of a parent.  That is why our tradition insists on reciting 

the Mourner’s Kaddish for 11 months, with a quorum of at least ten Jewish adults.   

It can sometimes be a burden to come every morning 7:30 am to say Kaddish.  It’s 

a marathon.  But it’s also healing.  Sharing the loss with a loving, understanding 

community, over a long period of time, helps healing – I know.  I have 

experienced it.  
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I suppose another act of tikkun olam all of you could perform is to, from time to 

time, pop in to the Morning Minyan on a weekday, and ensure we have a quorum 

of ten Jewish adults to allow mourners to recite the Kaddish and fulfill their 

obligations.  Since I have become a mourner– there have been five times where 

we have failed to achieve a minyan.  Now, honestly, considering the numbers of 

days we HAVE made a minyan, that’s not bad, but it FELT bad in the moment – as 

if I somehow did not hold up my end. We send out yahrzeit notices to each of you 

with the hope that when you receive the notification you will come on the actual 

date and say Kaddish, not just fulfilling your own obligations, but also those mid-

way through their yearly process as I am now.  Perhaps in this New Year, we could 

resolve to do a bit better –by just making an extra effort to attend morning 

minyan a few times per year. 

 There is a wonderful notion in our faith that every time we remember our 

loved one, and recite Kaddish, we actually help them achieve a better reality in Ha 

Olam Ha Ba – the World to Come.  I think there is something immeasurably 

comforting there.   
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 I have also found, in my own grieving process, how comforting it is to tell 

stories about my dad.  He was not only very hospitable, but he was wonderfully 

funny, and had a real ease with people which I know I learned from him.    

For every email of condolence I received from one of my many rabbinical 

colleagues throughout the Conservative Movement, I sent back a copy of the 

eulogy I wrote about my dad.  I wanted them to know him, even if it was after the 

fact.   

This is the same reason why I spend time learning your loved one’s stories, 

and then sharing them at the funeral..  We even take those eulogies and post 

them on our Beth Shalom website so you can review the stories you shared with 

me during yahrzeits, during Yizkor, or at times when you are really missing them.  

I would invite you to use some of the quiet time in this service to review some of 

those memories, using the space we create, to rekindle memories you may have 

not thought about for years.  Yom Kippur provides you with 25 hours of sacred 

space.  In just a little while we will have a break between the end of Musaph and 

the beginning of Mincha.  You are welcome to go home, but you are also invited 

to stay in the synagogue. Perhaps you might use some of the sacred space for 

quiet reflection about those of your family who have passed.   
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I am afraid holy days like Yom Kippur, especially family gatherings like the 

break fast after Neilah, can be especially difficult because it makes us so 

vulnerable and so aware of those who we have lost.   

It is a time to take special care of one another.  I have found those of you who 

have lost someone are capable of such compassion and understanding – I cannot 

begin to thank you for how very kind you have been.  

Many of you lit the Yahrzeit candle last night as is the tradition before the 

recitation of Yizkor.  So did I.  There is no specific “official” prayer for this practice, 

but I revisited the prayer I shared with you last year, written by Rabbi Naomi Levy 

in her book Talking to God. Perhaps it will help  in your own grieving process 

where you need something to say, be it lighting a yahrzeit candle or visiting the 

grave of a loved one.   

 

 I haven’t forgotten you even though it’s been some time now since I’ve seen 

your face, touched your hand, heard your voice.  You are with me all the time. 

 I used to think you left me.  I know better now.  You come to me.  

Sometimes in fleeting moments.  I feel your presence close by.  But I still miss you.  
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And nothing, no person, no joy, no accomplishment, no distraction, not even God, 

can fill the gaping hole your absence has left in my life. 

 But mixed together with all my sadness, there is a great joy for having 

known you.  I want to thank you for the time we shared, for the love you gave, for 

the wisdom you spread. 

 Thank you for the magnificent moments and for the ordinary ones too.  

There was beauty in our simplicity.  Holiness in our unspectacular days.  And I will 

carry the lessons you taught me always. 

 Your life has ended but your light can never be extinguished. It continues to 

shine upon me even on the darkest nights and illuminate my way. 

 [I lighting a yahrzeit or yizkor candle add: “I light this candle in your honor 

and in your memory.”]  May God bless you as you have blessed me with love, with 

grace, and with peace. Amen. 

   


