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Rabbi Mark Miller 
Temple Beth El 
October 12, 2016 
Yom Kippur Yizkor 
 
 

Finding Joy in our Memories 
 
Yizkor arrives four times each year – on three festival occasions (Sukkot, Passover, and 
Shavuot) and today, our most solemn day. Yizkor, by its nature, is always a melancholy 
occasion … as we allow our memories and grief, covered sometimes by the demands of 
daily life, to come right to the surface. 
 
Yom Kippur asks us to imagine the Gates of Heaven – open throughout these 10 Days of 
Awe to our prayers, our hopes, our aspirations, our pleas for atonement. But this afternoon, 
those Gates offer something more … beyond them, if we close our eyes, are the souls of our 
loved ones. Sheltered and comforted by God’s eternal presence. And when the Gates are 
open, we might imagine that if we just try hard enough, we can gather one more glimpse of 
their silhouette, one more echo of their voice, one more caress of their love. 
 
The sadness we feel comes from that desire – to have one more moment, some small 
connection through time. We return again and again, to remember, to honor, to share. 
 
The American novelist, Temple Bailey, wrote a parable in 1933 that I believe captures not 
only our deep desire to hold onto our loved ones … but also our craving to embrace the joys 
we shared in this life together. Ultimately, it is the steps we took together that become our 
strongest memories.  
 
* * 
 
Parable of Motherhood (Temple Bailey) 
There was once a young woman who had just begun to set her foot on the path of life. “Is 
the way long?” she asked. And her guide said, “Yes, and the way is hard, and you will be old 
before you reach the end of it. But, the end will be better than the beginning.” The young 
woman was happy and she would not believe that anything could be better than these 
years. So she played with her children, and gathered flowers for them along the way – and 
enjoyed swimming with them in the clear stream; and the sun shone on them and life was 
good, very good! The young woman happily exclaimed, “Nothing will ever be lovelier than 
this!” 
 
Then night approached and darkness blanketed the sky. Storms came, with much thunder 
and lightning. The path quickly became dark, dreary, and very cold. The woman’s children 
shook with fear and misery. The woman drew them close and covered them with her large 
cape and the children said, “We are not afraid, for you are near and no harm can come.” 
And the woman said, “This is better than the brightness of day, for I have taught my 
children to be strong and have courage.” 
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The morning came, and they arrived at a hill, and the children climbed and drew weary, 
and the woman herself was exhausted and drained. But at all times, she remained faithful 
and confident to her children, as she was known to say, “With a little more patience and 
strength, we will make it there.” So the children climbed, and when they reached the top 
they said to their mother, “We could not have done it without you!” And the woman, when 
she finally had the opportunity to lay down that night, she looked up at the stars and said, 
“This is a better day than the last, for my children have learned the important lesson of 
fortitude in the face of hardship. Yesterday I gave them courage and today I have given 
them strength.” 
 
And when they woke up the next morning, the children looked at the never-ending horizon, 
and they became filled with despair. But, the mother took them by the hand and turned 
them to look back across the long road that they had traveled. Together they recalled the 
joy they had shared and their many accomplishments along the way. And, at the end of the 
day, the woman felt deep peace in her heart – for she knew that she had taught them about 
hope.  
 
The next day brought strange clouds that darkened the earth – clouds of war and hate and 
evil. The children k’vetched a little and stumbled, and the woman said, “Look up, lift your 
eyes to the light.” And the children looked and saw above the clouds an everlasting glory, 
and it guided them and brought them beyond the darkness. That night, the mother said, 
“This is the best day of all, for I have showed my children God and I have given them faith.” 
 
The days went on, and the weeks, the months, and the years, and the woman grew old, and 
she became small as she grew older. But, her children were tall and strong and they walked 
with courage. When the way was hard, they helped their mother. When the way was rough, 
they lifted her, because she seemed as light as a feather. At last they came to a hill. Beyond 
the hill they could see a shining road and a pair of golden gates that were flung wide open.  
 
The woman said, “I have reached the end of my journey. Now I know that the end is better 
than the beginning, for my children can walk alone, and their children after them.”  
 
The children all gathered around their mother and said, “You will always walk with us, 
even when you have gone through the gates.” They stood and watched her as she went on 
alone. The gates closed after her, and her children said, “We cannot see her, but she is with 
us still. She is more than a memory; she is a living presence.” 
 
* * 
 
We sit here today as mothers and fathers. As grandmothers and grandfathers. As children, 
as siblings, as spouses. As friends. In the falling light of Yom Kippur, we wrap ourselves in 
the memories of those we loved in life, and whom we continue to love in eternal life. 
 
We look back on grand moments – weddings, exotic trips, celebrating accomplishments. 
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We look back on small moments – sitting at a favorite restaurant, chores around the house, 
talking about the day’s events. 
 
We look back on difficult moments – when we shared hard news, or struggled with illness. 
Times we held each other in disappointment, or let go in anger. 
 
There is no way for us to hold onto a life gone by in all its fullness … so we rely on 
memories that bring a smile, memories that bring a tear. 
 
And we pray that just beyond those Gates – the ones that are open today, that are slowly 
closing this evening, but that truly remain solid and welcoming and forgiving every, single 
day … just beyond them, that our loved ones hear our words, feel our love, share our 
memories … and are smiling back at us. 
 
May God give us the strength to remember, the strength to hold, the strength to share … 
and the strength to heal. 
 
Amen. 
 


