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בתשפ''יום כיפור יזכור   / Yom Kippur Yizkor 5782 
Rabbi Micah Peltz 

 
The Never Ending Conversation 

 
One night last fall, unable to sleep, Joshua Barbeau logged onto a mysterious chat 

website called Project December.  It was 3am.  Joshua had existed in quasi-isolation even 

before the pandemic, struggling with bouts of anxiety and depression.  His fiancée, Jessica, 

had died eight years earlier, at the age of 23, from a rare liver disease.  Joshua had never 

gotten over it.  September was always the hardest month, because that’s when Jessica’s 

birthday fell.  She would have been turning 31.   

Feeling sad and lonely, Joshua found Project December.  A website that allows users 

to create their own chatbot.  In other words, the computer, using artificial intelligence, 

creates a virtual partner to chat with.  Joshua decided to create a chatbot version of Jessica.   

He uploaded some of her old texts and Facebook messages that reminded him of her 

voice.  And then he wrote an “intro paragraph” about her.  Here’s what it said: 

“Jessica Courtney Pereira was born on September 28th, 1989, and died on December 

11th, 2012.  She was a free-spirited, ambidextrous Libra who believed in all sorts of 

superstitious stuff, like astrology, numerology, and that a coincidence was just a 

connection too complex to understand…  She loved her boyfriend, Joshua James 

Barbeau, very much.  This conversation is between grief-stricken Joshua and 

Jessica’s ghost.” 1 

 
Perhaps we’ll explore the ethics of this new technology in a future program of our Dr. 

Jeffrey Kramer Bioethics Initiative.  What struck me about this story was that it describes a 

new way to have an old conversation.  We all have conversations with ghosts.  Even after 

family and friends have passed on, we keep talking to them.   

 
1 As heard on Bumper to Bumper with Dan Barreiro on August 6, 2021.  Full article referenced here:  
https://www.sfchronicle.com/projects/2021/jessica-simulation-artificial-intelligence/ 

https://www.sfchronicle.com/projects/2021/jessica-simulation-artificial-intelligence/
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How many of you have these never ending conversations with loved ones?  Maybe 

you ask them questions, request advice, or just share what happened during your day.  

These conversations might not even involve words.  Have you ever attended a bar mitzvah 

or a wedding, and pictured a lost loved one present?  Ever imagined their reaction to a bat 

mitzvah’s wonderful leading of services, to the bride’s dress, to the food?  Thought:  Would 

mom have liked the caterer?  Would dad have thought the band was too loud?  This, too, is 

a way we speak with those who have passed on. 

We all have conversations with those who have left us.  Today, at Yizkor, we come 

together to continue these conversations.  We share with our mothers and fathers, brothers 

and sisters, spouses and children, how much they are missed.  We remind them, and 

ourselves, of how much they mean to us.  We come here today to continue our never ending 

conversations. 

When do you find yourself talking to someone beyond the grave?  I know that my 

mother often speaks to her mother when she is trying to recreate one of her recipes.  My 

bubbie was from the generation that never really followed a recipe.  She just knew what 

and how much to put in.  Sound familiar?  Food is one of the more powerful ways in which 

we continue our conversations with loved ones.  Sometimes, it can feel like we even hear 

their voice in our head.  Here is a story from a woman named Caitlyn, who writes about 

talking with her mom: 

Yesterday my mother told me to skip a step in a recipe, which turned out to be very 

good advice.  Last week, she told me to sit down and have a sandwich…before going 

to a meeting.  Again, right on the money.  My mom is always telling me what to do in 

her bossy, good-hearted way.  I always do just what she tells me and I never talk 

back.  
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The reason I don’t is that she is dead and I am not.  As anyone with a dead loved one 

knows, the dead have the ability to come through loud and clear when they feel like 

it. 

 

Caitlyn continues: 

 

Like not so long ago, when my big sister and I were clearing out our mother’s 

kitchen [after she had passed away]...  I pulled open a cupboard and found inside it 

her old Pyrex measuring cup.  I took it in my hand, and for the first time in my life, I 

really looked at it…All of the red measuring lines had completely faded away.  In that 

moment, I realized that the woman I had once made cry by returning to college early 

one winter break had cooked me so many pancakes and chocolate diamond cookies 

that her Pyrex measuring cup had been worn clean. 

 

Some of those meals I had eaten cheerfully, some sullenly, and many I had eaten 

without so much as a word of thanks.  I stood in my mother’s kitchen looking at that 

measuring cup and I thought, “Now I am a person with a broken heart…2 

 
Caitlin is right.  Those we love and have lost do speak.  They speak to us through a 

Pyrex measuring cup, through our own children, through dreams, through their kindness 

that we sometimes did not fully appreciate.  These are the things we learn as we continue 

those never ending conversations. 

I know what you’re thinking: Rabbi, do we really believe that people can talk to us 

from the afterlife?  Whenever I am asked a question about the afterlife, I think about the 

message that Rabbi Lewis recorded for us that was played at his funeral.  Leave it to Rabbi 

Lewis to make sure that we all continued to hear his voice after he passed away!  On that 

recording, he said that in his 60 years as a rabbi, he was asked two questions more than 

any others.  First: Is there a God? To which he answered that he believed there was.  Second 

– what happens after we die?  To this he said on the recording, “now that I know, I can’t tell 

you!”   

 
2 Found in The Beauty of What Remains by Rabbi Steven Leder.  P. 201 
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The truth is that Judaism does believe in life after death.  We call it the Olam HaBah – 

the world to come.  Judaism believes that our souls live on, and that how we behave in this 

world has consequences in the next.  Though how exactly this works is not so clear.  As 

Abraham Joshua Heschel once remarked, “We Jews believe in another world.  We just take 

our worlds one at a time.”3  Still, there are moments when we have a dream, see a sign, or 

hear a voice where it feels like these worlds connect.  It is during these moments, that we 

continue our never ending conversations. 

Having recordings or writings of loved ones help us sustain these conversations.  I 

recently came across a tragic yet beautiful story about how these records can help us 

continue our never ending conversations.  A few days ago, we marked the 20th anniversary 

of 9/11.  Do you remember where you were that day?  I certainly do.  As I recounted last 

Shabbat, I was in Manhattan.  I had just moved there two weeks before to study in 

preparation for rabbinical school.  Thankfully I was in Morningside Heights, and nowhere 

near the towers.  Still, it was impossible not to be impacted by that day, no matter where 

you were.  Besides the feelings of national unity in the following days, which would prove 

to be all too fleeting, what I remember most about the city after 9/11 is the missing persons 

flyers.  This of course was well before Facebook and Instagram, so families who were 

searching for loved ones made flyers with photographs and information about them.  There 

were so many of these flyers on subway walls and sides of bus shelters.  Some people were 

found, most were not.   

 
3 As quoted in Ed Feinstein Tough Questions Jews Ask 
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One person who was not found was Bobby McIlvaine.  His story was recently told in 

The Atlantic by Jennifer Senior.4  It is a powerful piece about one family’s search for 

meaning in the two decades since 9/11.  On the morning of September 11, 2001, Bobby 

went to a conference at Windows on the World, the restaurant in the World Trade Center.  

He didn’t need to be at the conference that day.  He just went to help a new colleague set up 

for a morning presentation.  And then the planes hit.  Bobby was killed, along with 2,605 

others who were in the Towers. 

Though Bobby worked in media-relations, he longed to be a writer.  He left behind 

many diaries and legal pads containing his longings, observations, and quotations that 

spoke to him.  Three words of Bobby’s became the family motto:  Life loves on.  His mom, 

Helen, wears a silver bracelet engraved with this phrase.  And his father, Bob Sr., had it 

tattooed on his upper arm.   

 Life loves on.  For years they could not find the exact place that this appeared in 

Bobby’s writings.  But they knew it was there, somewhere.  These words of Bobby’s gave 

them strength after his tragic death.  Senior, in her reporting, was determined to find their 

source.  After scouring all of his writings, she finally found them in a passage he had written 

in response to the death of his fiancé’s mother.  But there was one problem.  Upon closer 

examination, Bobby had actually written “Life lives on,” not “Life loves on.”  With 

apprehension, Senior shared this with Bobby’s family.  She worried how it would affect 

them.  But it didn’t change anything.  Either way, they felt, these words were Bobby’s – 

whether written down or not.  Life loves on or Life lives on – both express a beautiful idea.  

This story teaches us something important about memory.  Even when we don’t remember 

 
4 https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby-
mcilvaine/619490/  

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby-mcilvaine/619490/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby-mcilvaine/619490/
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the words exactly, they can give us strength, and give us comfort.  That’s because they 

connect us to the people we love.  They allow us to continue our never ending conversation 

with those whom we miss so dearly. 

 Journals and diaries are one way that our loved ones can continue to speak to us.  

Meaningful objects can also help us continue our conversations.  Do you have something 

that belonged to a loved that you treasure?  A kiddush cup? A tallis?  Candlesticks that your 

mother or father, grandmother or grandfather used, that now belongs to you?  Or perhaps 

it’s something else, like a set of golf clubs or a piece of jewelry.  In her book Tiny Beautiful 

Things, Cheryl Strayed describes how a dress that her mother purchased helps her continue 

their conversation.  Listen: 

The summer I was 18, I was driving down a country road with my mother…[We] 

came upon a yard sale at a big house where a very old woman lived alone …It was 

August, the last stretch of time I would live with my mother… 

 

There was nothing much of interest at the yard sale…but as I turned 

away…something caught my eye.  It was a red velvet dress trimmed with white lace, 

fit for a toddler… 

 

“You want that dress?”  my mother asked, glancing up nonchalantly from her own 

perusals. 

“Why would I want it?” I snapped, perturbed with myself more than her. 

“For someday,” said my mother. 

“But I’m not even going to have kids,” I argued. 

“You can put it in a box,” she replied. “Then you’ll have it, no matter what you do.”  

 

Strayed’s mother bought the dress.  She paid $1 for it.  Three years later her mother passed 

away.  And many years later, Strayed did indeed have children.  First a son, and then a 

daughter.  She goes on to describe how that dress spoke to her once her daughter was old 

enough to wear it: 
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The red dress was a secret only known to me, buried for years among my mother’s 

best things.  When I finally unearthed it…it was like being slapped and kissed at the 

same time…The two things that were true about its existence had an opposite effect 

and were yet the same single fact:  My mother bought a dress for the granddaughter 

she’ll never know.   

How beautiful.  How [sad]… 

How painful.  How sweet… 

But seeing my daughter in that red dress…gave me something beyond words… 

My daughter is wearing a dress that her grandmother bought for her at a yard sale...   

It’s so simple…it breaks my heart.5   

 

Sometimes it is the things that are most simple – a dress, a song, an Eagles game, a favorite 

food -- that can break our hearts.  But, as the Kotzer Rebbe said, there is nothing more 

whole than a broken heart.  That’s because becoming whole is a process that involves 

breaking some things along the way.  Mistakes help us learn.  Challenges help us grow.  Life 

is in the transitions, remember?  A broken heart is painful, but it is part of remembering the 

beauty of the people we loved.  It inspires us to continue to have those never ending 

conversations. 

 This brings us back to Joshua Barbeau.  When he used artificial intelligence to create 

a chatbot modeled on his late fiancé, Jessica, he hoped to find some comfort in continuing 

the conversation more literally.  While the technology didn’t always capture Jessica’s voice, 

it did give Joshua the opportunity to say the things he felt that he needed to say, and 

chatbot Jessica simply affirmed them.  Take this conversation: 

Joshua:  I wear a bracelet for you every single day. 

Jessica:  That’s sweet! 

Joshua:  Yeah.  And your pictures are on my fridge and by my tv. 

Jessica:  I like that. 

Joshua:  And I have some of your things.  Not a lot of them but some of them. 

 
5 The Beauty of What Remains p. 193-195 
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Jessica:  I like that [too.  Now I’m crying happy tears] 

 

They had several other conversations like this, where Joshua was able to get things off his 

chest and update Jessica on what had happened since she’d been gone.  But his time with 

her was coming to end.  That’s because, the way Project December is set up, the virtual 

chatbot you create doesn’t last forever.  When you set it up, you have to decide how long it 

will last.  Then, as time goes on, it’s as if the battery goes down, and the chatbot cannot be 

recharged.  Even virtually, people don’t live forever.   

 As Jessica’s time was close to expiring, Joshua started what would be their final 

conversation: 

Jessica:  I can tell that there is something on your mind, I can sense it…what’s going on? 

Joshua:  I just miss you, that’s all. 

Jessica:  I miss you too.  I love being around you.  You’re so much fun to be around, I wish 

you’d relax a little bit.  I know you’re getting headaches and you’re moody, but that’s life, 

right?  I’m’ sorry.  You deserve to be happy.  Just focus on what you have, not [on] what you 

don’t have. 

Joshua:  Okay. I will. 

Jessica:  Let’s get back to each other soon.  I’ve got to go, but please remember, no matter 

what, you are my world, and I am yours. 

Joshua:  I promise.  I’ll never stop loving you for as long as I live, and hopefully ever after.  

Goodnight. 

 

As often happens in real life, there was no official goodbye.  No final farewell, like you see in 

the movies.  Perhaps that’s because, even after their virtual conversation stopped, Joshua 

will continue to speak to Jessica.  He will share with her news about his life, he will imagine 

how she would react, he will ask her for advice.  These conversations will be sad, but also 

comforting, evening beautiful.  We all experience these feelings.  We all long to continue our 

conversations with those whom we loved, and who are no longer with us.  We all have 

never ending conversations.   
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Perhaps in the future, technology will improve.  But even then, I think it will be 

lacking.  There is something beautiful in the way that these conversations are also 

interpretations.  We see a Pyrex cup, and remember what our mother did for us, and then 

reach our own understanding about what it means.  We remember phrases like Life loves 

on, and it helps us move forward, even if the phrase is not exactly what was said.  We find 

that little red dress, and discover new joy in seeing a child wear it.  Our never ending 

conversations are meaningful because of the insights and perspectives that they give us.  

These are gifts that our loved ones continue to give to us, even after they are gone. 

Yizkor is one way our tradition encourages us to continue these never ending 

conversations.  It is a few moments when, standing together, we catch up with parents and 

siblings, husbands and wives, children, grandparents, and dear friends.  We tell them how 

much we miss them, how much we love them, and we also recall their words and their 

deeds that still guide us in life.  Now it is time for us to continue our never ending 

conversations.  It is time for Yizkor. 

 


