Always in our Hearts and Lives
Yizkor 5787

A Story. Sara Bennett was only 39 years old when she died this past January. She left
behind her husband, Rusty, and two young sons, Lincoln, who was nine, and William, who
was seven. Sara had become ill almost three years earlier, and as her disease progressed
and she understood that she would not be there to watch her boys grow up, she began
working on something for them. She created a scrapbook called “Advice and Love Letters to
You Both from Your Mom.” It eventually grew to more than one hundred pages and took her
more than one hundred hours to make. She filled it with photographs and stories, with
advice about friendship and kindness and confidence, and with the things she wanted her
sons to know when she could no longer be there to tell them herself.

Sara wrote that when she became sick, she began writing down everything she could
to help guide her sons and remind them of her words throughout their lives. But there was
one thing she kept coming back to. No matter how many pages she wrote, no matter how
many hours she spent on that book, she worried that it would never be enough. “I know it
won'’t ever feel like enough,” she wrote.

Of course it wouldn’t. How could one hundred pages possibly contain a mother? How could
one thousand? How could any collection of photographs and stories and words of advice
hold everything she wanted her children to remember about her, or everything she wanted
to give them for all the years she would not be there?

As I read Sara’s story, [ realized that, in the real urgency of her situation, what she
was missing was that she already given her boys far more than she realized. For nine years
she had been Lincoln’s mother. For seven years she had been William’s. Before there was a
scrapbook, there were thousands of ordinary moments. There were meals and bedtimes
and birthdays and conversations. There was the way she responded when they were hurt,
the way she celebrated when they were happy, the things she laughed at, the values that
mattered to her, the way she treated other people. There were things she deliberately
taught them and countless things she taught them without ever knowing she was teaching
at all. The scrapbook was a beautiful gift. But the scrapbook was not Sara Bennett's legacy.
Her life was.

There is a rather strange passage in the Talmud, in tractate Ta’anit, in which Rabbi
Yochanan makes an astonishing statement: Yaakov Avinu lo met. “Our father Jacob did not
die.” Another rabbi immediately objects. What do you mean, Jacob didn’t die? The Torah
tells us that people mourned him. His body was embalmed. He was buried. Jacob most
certainly died.

Of course, Rabbi Yochanan knows that. He isn’t denying the reality of death. Instead,
he turns to a verse in Jeremiah that speaks of Jacob and his descendants together, and from
it he derives an unusual teaching: Mah zaro bachayim, af hu bachayim. “Just as his
descendants are alive, so too, he is alive.”



[ have known that text for years, but in thinking about Yizkor this year, I heard it
differently. Jacob died. The people who loved him grieved him. His absence was real.
Judaism has never asked us to pretend otherwise, and certainly Yizkor does not. We are
here precisely because people we loved died, and these are absences that no amount of
beautiful words can fill. There are voices we would give anything to hear again, questions
we wish we could still ask, people we wish we could call when something wonderful
happens or when everything falls apart. And yet the Talmud says, Yaakov Avinu lo met.
Something of Jacob remained alive because something of Jacob had become part of the
people who came after him. The Talmud speaks specifically about Jacob’s descendants, but I
think our sages are speaking to all of us.

Human beings leave themselves in all kinds of people. Parents leave something in
children. Spouses leave something in one another. A brother or sister, a beloved friend, a
teacher, someone who entered our lives at exactly the moment we needed them, may shape
us in ways that last long after that person’s life has ended.

Sometimes we recognize it in the smallest things. We hear ourselves say something
and realize, with surprise, that it sounds exactly like our mother. We make a recipe the way
our grandmother made it, although we hardly remember learning how. We discover that we
approach a problem the way our father would have approached it. We welcome people into
our homes because someone once taught us what hospitality looked like. We give
generously because someone showed us that what we have is meant to be shared. We find
ourselves telling the same ridiculous story that our husband told a hundred times, and
perhaps, by the hundredth time, we have even learned to tell it properly.

I think that the questions Yizkor asks of us is not “what do [ remember about my
loved one who died,” but rather “what of the person [ am remembering today is still alive in
me?” For generations of Reform Jews, the old Union Prayer Book gave us words that
expressed this beautifully:

“The departed whom we now remember have entered into the peace of life
eternal. They still live on earth in the acts of goodness they performed and in the
hearts and lives of those who cherish their memory.” The prayer continued, “May
the beauty of their life abide among us as a loving benediction.”

[ am especially struck by those words this year: “in the hearts and lives of those
who cherish their memory.” In other words, they live in and through our lives.

We tend to think of legacy as something a person leaves behind. A building with
someone’s name on it. A charitable fund. A piece of jewelry passed from one generation to
another. Or something as extraordinary and intentional as the scrapbook Sara Bennett
created for her children. And those things matter. But most of the people we come here to
remember did not know that a particular conversation would be their last conversation, or
that an ordinary family dinner would become a memory we would hold onto for years.
They did not have the opportunity to gather up everything they wanted to give us and put it
into a hundred-page book.



But they didn’t need to. They had been writing it all along. They wrote it in the lives
they lived with us. In what they cared about and what they taught us. In the ways they loved
us. In the things they believed were worth standing up for. In their humor and their
courage, their generosity and their stubbornness, their traditions and their stories. And yes,
sometimes even in their mistakes. Because not every legacy is uncomplicated. Some of us
remember people who loved imperfectly. Some relationships left wounds along with
blessings. And sometimes what another person leaves us is the determination to live
differently. That, too, can become part of what their life teaches us.

Perhaps this is why the Union Prayer Book does not say simply that the dead live on
because we remember them. It says that they live “in the hearts and lives of those who
cherish their memory.” There is a difference. Memory looks backward. Life keeps moving
forward.

The person I loved may have taught me compassion, but compassion remains alive
only when it becomes part of the way I encounter another human being. Someone may have
taught me to be generous, or courageous, or loyal, or to find joy wherever I can. Long after
that person is gone, I may discover that those gifts have become so much a part of me that |
no longer even know where they end and I begin.

Perhaps that is what Rabbi Yochanan meant when he said, “Jacob did not die.” Not
that death wasn’t real. But neither was death able to erase everything Jacob had placed into
the people who came after him.

And so, as we enter Yizkor this afternoon, perhaps we can allow ourselves to
remember in a slightly different way. Along with asking, “What do I miss about this
person?” we might also ask, “What of this person is still alive in me?”

Where do I see her values in the choices I make? Where does his love appear in the
way [ love someone else? What did they teach me that I am still teaching, perhaps without
even knowing it? What goodness entered my life because this person lived, and where is
that goodness still bearing fruit?

Sara Bennett wanted desperately to leave enough for her children. I hope someday
Lincoln and William will treasure every page of the book their mother made for them. But I
suspect that as they grow older, they will discover things she left them that were never
written on those pages. They will hear her in words that come unexpectedly out of their
own mouths. They will recognize her in choices they make and in the way they love other
people. And perhaps, one day, they will understand that long before their mother began
making a scrapbook for them, she had already been writing herself into their lives. And so
have the people we remember today.

On this Yom Kippur, may we become more aware of the lives that continue within
our own. May we recognize the love and values entrusted to us and allow them to keep
bearing fruit in the way we live. And in the beautiful words of the Union Prayer Book, “May
the beauty of their lives abide among us as a loving benediction” today and always. Amen.

And so we remember now those who died from last Yom Kippur to this one:

We meditate silently on p. 570 and following or with the prayers of your hearts.

After silent prayer:
We continue on p.584



