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Psychologist Joel Verstendig writes this about his first Yizkor service.  “I was seated 

next to my father in the synagogue……I had been one of the lucky ones; I had been 

blessed with two living parents, and as such, I was among those privileged to leave the 

sanctuary prior to this solemn prayer. Sadly that was no longer the case, as my dear 

mother had died. In retrospect I now realize I had been deluding myself into believing I 

would never have to say Yizkor. Unfortunately, that delusion was shattered, and a new 

chapter of my life was about to begin…..As I tried to say the prayer, a series of 

emotions, thoughts, and memories flashed through my mind. I thought of my mother’s 

sparkling blue eyes, her unbridled devotion to her family, her charity work, and her 

culinary skills. There was something surreal about reciting Yizkor for my mother who 

was still very much alive in my mind.” 

That is Yizkor’s sacred bridge, across the chasm between life and memory, marrying 

the two. We are here because they are gone. And yet we are here because something 

precious of them remains with us. It’s the little things, that are really the sacred things: 

The sound of their voice. The feel of their hand in ours. The smell of their hair. Their 

laughter.  The word Yizkor is from the Hebrew infinitive to remember.  Yizkor is grief and 

memory.  Yizkor is grief and memory and love that remains very much alive.   

For some among us, that grief is new and raw and Yizkor is new. And like all the “firsts” 

without them, or even the first few: the birthdays, the anniversaries, break fasts and 

Thanksgiving and Hanukah.  We struggle with how we will face it, how we will get 

through it without falling apart. Life seems off-balance without them, like a chair missing 

a leg.  We can function, but are uncertain we can remain steady under the weight of 

living day-to-day.For others among us, time has softened those wounds, and yet they 

never completely heal. The days pass; simchas and milestones come and we find our 

way to joy and appreciation, but it’s not the same.   

And so Yizkor grants permission to grieve and to weep. Permission to weep, because 

tears are a reflection of deepest love. And we also let those tears bring forth memories, 

which are a healing fountain. Memories of sharing recipes.  Watching a ball game.  

Quiet talks. Vacations.  Memories that gently embrace us like a soft, warm blanket.  
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Other memories are hard, frustrating and even painful. We wish we could ignore them, 

but here we are. And maybe we have learned some hard-fought wisdom from them, 

maybe we have grown because of them, and that is its own kind of blessing.  And there 

are other blessings, too. For family and friends who get it and who carry us through the 

darker days.  For their comforting words of encouragement and for their silence when 

what we crave is a shoulder to cry on and a willing ear just to listen to our pain.  

After Episcopal priest Becca Stevens’ mother died, she sat by the ocean and wrote this: 

“I gave myself over to the great gift of grief, which says when we truly love someone, it 

opens space us, and we are allowed to weep. We give ourselves that permission…In 

grieving, it is this beautiful way of saying thank you.  I love you. So I sat and wept and 

gave thanks.” 

And so at this sacred Yizkor hour, we pray that God’s gentle light of healing will move 

us beyond what we miss, to what we have been given. Beyond what we have lost, to 

what we have inherited from them, and how we might carry it on in our own lives.  As 

Becca Stevens taught at the ocean’s edge, “In grieving, it is this beautiful way of saying 

thank you. I love you. So I sat and wept and gave thanks.” 

 


