
             From Darkness to Light: Pesach Yizkor 5780       Rabbi Janet Marder 

 

South of Carmel along Highway 1, perched atop a cliff in Big Sur, is the 

famous restaurant called Nepenthe. Years ago, when I was in college, I went 

there once with a friend. I remember enjoying the specialty of the house -- the 

juicy Ambrosia Burger (back then I was still eating meat) -- and an excellent cup 

of coffee. My friend told me a bit of the history of the place: built in 1949 around a 

cabin once owned by Orson Welles, loved by legions of artists and writers, 

beatniks and hippies. Mostly I remember how I felt on that long-ago afternoon -- 

one of those rare Big Sur days when the fog lifts and the sun breaks through; 

sitting on the outdoor patio high above the crashing surf, drinking in the bright 

blue sky and the fresh cool breeze.  

The owners of the restaurant chose a name well-suited to such an idyllic 

spot. The word nepenthe first appears in The Odyssey of Homer.  Young 

Telemachus is visiting the house of Menelaus, friend and comrade of his father, 

Odysseus. They begin to speak of his father, who never returned from the Trojan 

War; he has been gone for 20 years and they fear he may be dead. As they 

speak, the men are overcome by grief and they begin to weep. A friend seated 

with them thinks of his dead brother, cut down in the war, and he, too, begins to 

cry.  

Then Helen, wife of Menelaus -- this is the famous Helen of Troy -- 

secretly poured into their wine a drug called nepenthe “to quiet all pain and strife, 

and bring forgetfulness of every ill [Odyssey IV: 243-246].”  Having drunk the wine of 



forgetfulness, Telemachus and his companions continue their conversation in 

tranquility, their anguish eased.  

This mysterious drug, nepenthe -- whose name means, literally, “not-

sorrow” -- offers to the imagination a tantalizing prospect: swallow a magic potion 

and all at once your suffering will end. Death has taken the one you loved, but it 

doesn’t hurt anymore. You can go on in peace, your happiness restored. So, 

many centuries after the Odyssey, Edgar Allen Poe portrayed a distraught 

mourner dreaming of such relief in his poem about the big black bird that 

symbolizes endless grief -- “The Raven”: 

Then, methought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer        
 Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor.                                            
“Wretch,” I cried, “thy God hath lent thee—by these angels he hath sent thee        
 Respite—respite and nepenthe from thy memories of Lenore;                                                     
Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe and forget this lost Lenore!”                         
Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” 
 

There is no nepenthe -- no forgetfulness, no blessed relief, for the speaker 

in “The Raven.” He will mourn forevermore; he cannot be consoled; and so he 

descends at last into madness.  

The specter of unending grief -- grief that destroys life -- is common to 

many cultures. In mythology we think of Niobe, the mother who saw all her 

children die, and wept unceasingly until she turned to stone. There is a mountain 

in Turkey today that is said to be Niobe; her tears still falling in the stream that 

flows down the mountain. Her Jewish equivalent may be the wife of Lot, who 

turned backwards to see the destruction behind her and was turned into a pillar 

of salt, like crystallized tears.  



We might think of Racheil imenu -- Rachel our mother, whom the prophet 

Jeremiah imagined sitting on the road, weeping for the Jewish people after the 

Babylonian destruction of Judea:  

“A voice is heard in Ramah, 

Mourning and great weeping, 

Rachel weeping for her children 

Refusing to be comforted, 

Because her children are no more....”               [Jer.31:15] 

And we think of Jacob -- an old man who has been told that his favorite 

son, his beloved Joseph, has been killed by wild beasts. Jacob mourned for his 

son many days, says the Torah. “All of his sons and daughters tried to comfort 

him, but Jacob was never comforted.” Vay’ma’en l’hitnachem -- literally, “he 

refused to be comforted, saying ‘No, I will go down to the grave mourning for my 

son’.” [Gen.37:29-35]  

All of these figures are in some sense trapped, immobile, frozen in place. 

A man grieving for his beloved, who cannot get out of the room with the big black 

bird; two women turned to stone; two parents who refuse all consolation.  

 

The festival we celebrate this week has many levels of meaning, but its 

essence, it seems to me, is movement. It is about the journey, the going forward 

-- as the Haggadah says, “mei avdut l’cherut -- from slavery to freedom, from 

sorrow to joy, from mourning to festivity, from darkness to great light, from 



servitude to redemption [see Mishna Pesachim 10:5].” But how do mourners make that 

journey when the pain seems more than they can bear? 

Jewish tradition, as we know, is structured to guide a bereaved person 

gradually but steadily from the devastation of death back into life. It does this by 

ordaining rituals for each stage of grief -- from aninut (the period between death 

and burial – when no duties are expected of the mourner and no one should 

attempt to offer comfort); to the week of shiva (when mourners stay home, 

supported by caring friends); to shloshim (the 30 days after death, when 

mourners avoid festive occasions) to shanah (the year of remembrance, when 

Kaddish is said regularly and the memorial stone is dedicated).   

There is wisdom in this slow, sequential approach to grief, with its intuitive 

understanding that bereavement is not a medical condition that we “recover” 

from. We do not recover; we do not “get back to normal”; we do not go 

backwards from the death of a loved one. Life does not return to the way it was 

before, and we are not the same as we were before. We are changed; and 

somehow, we must go forward.  

But the human heart is not governed by timetables -- not the sequence of 

Jewish mourning rituals and not Kubler-Ross’s famous five stages of grief. 

Anthropologist Gila Silverman, whose mother, Phyllis, was a pioneer in grief 

research, writes: “Rather than something to recover from, mourning is a process 

of accommodation; it is not a linear process through a fixed set of stages, but a 

helix-like movement of negotiating a series of crises and accommodations. 

Mourning is an ongoing process of renegotiating a relationship, a ‘continuing 



bond’ with someone who is no longer physically present, and of reconstructing a 

meaningful world, and our place in it following a loss. This is a process not of 

relinquishing an attachment or of giving up the past, but changing our 

relationship to it. Grief is a life-long process, as the relationship to the deceased, 

and the meaning of the loss, is continually revisited and renegotiated as life 

events occur”          [https://forward.com/scribe/373372/what-judaism-teaches-us-about-grief-and-

loss/].           

What helps us along the way? First and perhaps most important: even in 

the midst of great pain, we can hold on to the belief that life will get better. 

Abraham Lincoln knew a good deal about grief -- his mother died when he was 

only 9, and two of his sons died during his lifetime, including his beloved Willie, 

11 years old when he succumbed to typhoid fever in 1862. Some months later, 

tragedy struck again -- one of Lincoln's dearest friends, William McCullough, was 

killed in the war. Lincoln somehow mustered the strength to write these words to 

McCullough’s daughter: 

“Dear Fanny, 
 

It is with deep grief that I learn of the death of your kind and brave Father; 

and, especially, that it is affecting your young heart beyond what is common in 

such cases. In this sad world of ours, sorrow comes to all; and, to the young, it 

comes with bitterest agony, because it takes them unawares. The older have 

learned to ever expect it. I am anxious to afford some alleviation of your present 

distress. Perfect relief is not possible, except with time. You cannot now realize 

that you will ever feel better. Is not this so? And yet it is a mistake. You are sure 



to be happy again. To know this, which is certainly true, will make you some less 

miserable now. I have had experience enough to know what I say; and you need 

only to believe it, to feel better at once. The memory of your dear Father, instead 

of an agony, will yet be a sad sweet feeling in your heart, of a purer and holier 

sort than you have known before. 

Please present my kind regards to your afflicted mother. 

Your sincere friend,  
 
Abraham Lincoln”            [http://www.abrahamlincolnonline.org/lincoln/speeches/mccull.htm] 
 
 

Second: we can move forward in the mourning process by remembering 

our own power in this situation. We can resolve to do all we can to feel better. As 

Rabbi Earl Grollman, another scholar of bereavement, wrote: “With the passage 

of time, the pangs of grief may become less sharp, less frequent. But healing 

does not simply happen. Healing is hard work. You must help time to do its 

healing”          [quoted in Mishkan T’filah for the House of Mourning, p.30b; emphasis mine].  

Or, as Charles Dickens wrote to his beloved sister after the death of her 

husband: “Heaven speed the time [of consolation]. And do you try hard to help it 

on!” Dickens offered warmth and compassion to his sister, but he also 

encouraged her to make a mental and physical effort to aid in her own progress.  

“Nothing is to be attained without striving,” he wrote. “In a determined effort to 

settle [your] thoughts, to parcel out the day, to find occupation regularly or to 

make it, to be up and doing something, are chiefly to be found the mere 

mechanical means which must come to the aid of the best mental efforts.” [The 

Letters of Charles Dickens (2012); quoted in https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/13/letters-of-

consolation/] 



 

Jewish tradition provides a third and crucial teaching to help mourners 

move forward. The Torah says, in Deuteronomy chapter 14: “You are children of 

the Lord your God. Do not cut yourselves...for the dead, for you are a people holy 

to the Lord. God has chosen you as a treasured possession” [v.1-2]. The Torah 

refers here to an extreme mourning practice that was common in the ancient 

world -- lacerating the flesh as a way of expressing intense internal suffering. The 

Israelites were warned not to engage in such self-destructive practices; they do 

not befit a holy people, a people held always in the love of God.  We might 

understand this verse figuratively, as well: it warns us that in our grief for the 

dead we must not do anything to hurt ourselves.  

This speaks not just of suicidal impulses, but of the much more common 

habit of hurting ourselves mentally -- self-lacerating thoughts, self-punishing 

recriminations, constant painful rumination that only brings fresh anguish. This 

includes cutting reflections on our own failure to get better fast enough. Instead, 

tradition urges us to make a determined effort to heal ourselves -- to be good to 

our body; to allow ourselves to be held and consoled in the love of family and 

friends; and to be gentle, loving and patient with ourselves as we move forward 

in the lifelong journey of mourning.  

There is no nepenthe -- no magic potion that will banish the pain of having 

loved greatly and lost what we cherished. But with help and support we will 

progress -- from darkness to light, from sorrow to joy, from servitude and 

suffering to a better place. Grief counselor Fredda Wasserman offers these 

promises to mourners: 



• There will come a time when you will go for an hour, a day or a week without 
crying. 
• When you are hit by a tidal wave of emotions, the duration will gradually 
diminish. 
• There will be more time between those tidal waves. 
• You will eventually be able to talk about your loved one without feeling an 
overwhelming sadness. 
• You will find yourself laughing or enjoying yourself more often. 
• You will be able to smile as you think of tender memories. 
• You will begin once again to engage in activities that gave you pleasure in the 
past and develop new interests. 
• You will begin to see and feel a possibility of hope for a meaningful life ahead.  
 
[“When Does Grief End?” https://www.huffpost.com/entry/coping-with-grief_b_4003800] 
     

Yizkor is the resting place, the place we stop along the way, before we 

resume the journey. So let us gather our strength and resolve to go forward. For 

life is precious, and we are precious as well -- precious and beloved and greatly 

needed by the ones around us. The future still offers its gifts: sunny days and 

excellent cups of coffee; good conversations and comforting hugs; bright blue 

skies, cool breezes and the crashing surf. We are sure to be happy again. 	


