
1 
 

YIZKOR 5785 
Rabbi Mara S. Nathan 

 
Sometimes there are no words. When we know someone is suffering, from physical 
pain, from a great disappointment, from the loss of someone they love, there are no 
words that will make things better. 
 
But we try…because we want to offer comfort. Because we want to fix, help, and cure. 
Of course, telling people we love them, that we hear them, that we are there for 
them…helps. But what do we really know? Nothing really…because sometimes there 
are no words.  
 
But if you have suffered and survived you understand that in our deepest moments of 
pain, sorrow, and despair, it is those who show up: with food, with tissues, with silent 
companionship, that matter most. 
 
At some point we must all make our way through to the other side. But its better if we 
don’t have to do it alone. Like it says in Psalm 23 Yea, though I walk through the valley 
of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for thou art with me… 
 
The psalmist is referring to God, of course. But more often than we realize we serve as 
God’s malachim, God’s angels. Sometimes we are the one needed to accompany a 
mourner through the valley. To help them see that while the death of those we love 
casts a dark shadow, shadows cannot exist without sun. And the shadow of death is not 
meant to block out the light forever. We are not meant to remain in the valley of the 
shadow but find our way through it.  
 
Hence the word though. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. 
 
 
Rabbi Harold Kushner explains, “I have had occasions to ask a grieving spouse or 
parent, ‘Had you been the one to die first, what advice would you have left for your 
loved one? How would you have wanted [them] to spend the rest of [their] life?’ The 
answer has almost always been, ‘I would have wanted [them] to miss me, but I would 
have told [them] to live as fully as possible, as a tribute to the life, we shared….’” 
 
Kushner continues, “The author of the 23rd Psalm knew, that…the valley is a temporary 
lodging, not a permanent home. Human beings are not fashioned to live in darkness….  
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[he understood] that God’s role is not to protect us from pain and loss, but to protect 
us from letting pain and loss define our lives.1 
 
This is why we have yahrzeit and yizkor, moments especially set aside to remember 
those we have loved who have left this world. It is a way of giving ourselves permission 
to go on with our lives without having to fear that we will forget that we will leave 
precious but painful memories behind. 
 
At one time or another, we all walk through the valley. It is part of life. This is what 
makes ‘showing up’ even when it’s hard so powerful. Being present to other people’s 
pain doesn’t insulate us from our own hardship.2 But it does prepare our hearts for the 
inevitable losses that will come.  
 
And when we walk through the valley together, no words are necessary. We are 
connected, bound by our shared sorrow and sadness, giving each other permission to 
acknowledge the shadow like an old friend we visit from time to time. Giving each 
other the permission we need to eventually embrace the light. 
 
Yizkor, we remember. 

 
1 Rabbi Harold Kushner, The Lord is My Shepherd, Healing Wisdom of the Twenty Third Psalm, 98 
2 Rabbi Sharon Brous, The Amen Effect- Ancient Wisdom to Men Our Broken Hearts and World, 100 


