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YIZKOR KAVANA – SHMINI ATZERET 

Ron Lee Meyers 

Minyan Maat – October 7, 2023 

 

I experienced two deaths in the past year – first, David’s mom in India, and then a 

sort-of distant but very beloved aunt close to home.  Neither of them was among 

my closest relationships, and yet, each death knocked me off my feet.  Which 

made me realize that death puts us into a completely different consciousness that 

is foreign to the way we experience normal life.  

The moment a person dies, we become acutely aware of whether we saw them as 

much as we would have liked, whether we visited as often as we should, whether 

we were as good them as we should have been, whether we treated them fairly, 

gave them the credit that was due to them, whether we judged them too harshly, 

whether we treated them dismissively or lovingly, whether we were aware of how 

much we appreciated them, and whether we made them aware of our 

appreciation.  Did we ask them all our questions?  Did we listen to what they had 

to say?  Did we remember or record their stories, or let them go out the other ear?   

We don’t tend to ask these questions about the living.  But when someone dies, 

the accounting happens fully, instantly and very harshly.  And the questions are 

suddenly in the past tense; the door is closed to any changes.   

Every time someone dies, we learn the towering importance of living our lives fully, 

of inhabiting our relationships fully and benevolently, of simply being good to one 

another.  We can see so, so easily in the experience of a death that love and joy 
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are the structure of life, the steel and stone of our relationships, and that disputes 

and disagreements, grudges and insults, annoyances and inconveniences, are all 

just paper and dust that burn and blow away in the breeze.   

We learn these lessons in our deepest layers while we are in the unique experience 

of grief.   

And then we forget them.   

The distractions of life return.  The notion of death becomes distant once again; 

we lose the unique perspective of loss.  The habits of argument and enmity, of 

carelessness in our words and behavior, pick up where they left off.  The lessons of 

death escape us – or we escape them – until the next death.  At which point we 

are lanced again with the squandered possibilities of yet another life, the lost joys, 

the lost connections, the lost opportunities, the lost love.  

When the family gathered in India, everyone cried in grief and loss.  These are the 

inevitable feelings.  They are the deepest honor we show to those we have lost.  

And they are our only possible response when we are standing at the abyss, 

confronting the unfathomable finality and permanence of death.   

And then, when some had finished crying from grief, others continued crying – in 

regret.  Regret is not inevitable.  We bring regret upon ourselves.  It accrues across 

a lifetime and then crashes devastatingly when it’s suddenly too late to set things 

right.   

Unless we make the effort to live well.  Unless we take every opportunity to make 

things right and set things right.  Unless we take Life seriously.  Which means 
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knowing that each of our lives is finite and uncertain.  And that the overlap of our 

own life with anyone else’s life is even more finite and uncertain.  And that means 

taking Death seriously.  

We live our lives at two levels.   

One is the daily obstacle course of life – the seemingly infinite series of logistical 

and economic challenges.  Our hearts pound and splash to keep up with 

everything that needs doing.    

And then there is the big picture –  which we are painting one brushstroke at a 

time, to make of our lives a single, coherent work, knowing very well that it is 

framed by the finite expanse of mortality.  The single long journey of the spirit in 

this limited bodily appearance.   

The challenge is to live the daily rush of the heart, b’chol l’vavcha, while also living 

the long journey of the spirit, b’chol nafsh’cha – and to somehow integrate them 

b’chol m’odecha, with our best practical efforts day by day and year by year.   

It is therefore extremely useful to contemplate Death, so that we can calibrate that 

effort, and orient ourselves correctly to Life.  Death is the ultimate bass note of the 

chord that makes all the other notes make sense – the note that determines 

whether the other notes are harmonious or dissonant.  Death is the plumb line – 

the heavy weight pointing down to the core of the earth, and to the core of 

ourselves.   It’s the gravitational force that shows us, for real, which way is up and 

which way is down, so that we can set our frame of reference.   
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I have a little mantra, which you may find silly, but for me it’s really profound.  I like 

to say that in the short arc we walk from the past to the future, our task in each 

day is to open the present.  Open the present that comes to us wrapped in the 

morning sun and in the love we have in our lives.  Open the present moment.  

Open the present opportunity to connect and to live fully.  The presents will not 

keep coming forever.  Do not let them pile up unopened.     
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