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In the past couple of weeks, I have written three eulogies for dear community members, whom I have 
known for a long time, who have recently passed away.  It’s been a demanding time, and personally 
challenging.  I view writing a eulogy as a holy process – intensely listening to survivors at various stages 
of grief, acceptance, and loss – and then translating their words into a cohesive narrative that offers 
snapshots of a life, lived.  How is it possible to boil down the ins and outs of an individual life to a few 
pages – expressing only the shadowy outline of someone’s thoughts and feelings – actions and 
dreams?  A eulogy seems to be an inadequate resume that barely scratches the surface of a passionate 
life. 
  
Eulogy in Hebrew is hesped, which comes from the root for wailing or lament.  According to the 
16th century compendium of Jewish law, the Shulchan Aruch – the way one gives a hesped is to say 
things concerning the departed one that break the heart, so that there will be much crying – taking special 
effort to mention the person’s good deeds.  An earlier source for Jewish tradition, the Talmud, asks the 
important question – is the hesped for the living or the dead – and not surprisingly, concludes that the 
eulogy has dual aspects – benefitting both the one who has passed away, and giving comfort to the ones 
mourning their loss. 
  
Speaking about eulogizing on Yom Kippur seems very appropriate, for a hesped is a means through 
which the living begin to achieve atonement by learning from the deeds of the dead – and thus, it is 
reasoned, that we as survivors are motivated to undertake the process of teshuvah.  The understanding 
here is that speaking about our cherished ones helps to bring the dead to life, and in recounting their 
praises and good deeds, now with a contrite heart, people will learn from them, and in learning how our 
loved ones conducted themselves, we can emulate them and thus, be motivated to be better. 
  
Another way to think about the power of a eulogy is to state that it is a means through which we reaffirm 
our belief in the continued existence of the neshamah – of the soul, beyond the seen parameters of this 
world.  With a eulogy, as we recount the praises and good deeds of the ones we love, it is as if we are 
representing them and pleading their case before the Heavenly Court – as a midrash on the Book of 
Ecclesiastes states – when a person dies, God says to the angels – go and see what the people say 
about them. 
  
This is to assert that the soul continues beyond this world and which is judged, based on the acts that the 
deceased person performed in this world.  This is why our tradition guides us to speak eulogies in the 
presence of dead, in order that the dead person, the niftar in Hebrew, will be able to hear their own 
defense, as our Talmud states – be fervent in my hesped, for I will be present there. 
  
Not surprisingly, there is also an approach that combines these two ideas – that hearing a eulogy 
motivates the living to do teshuvah and consequently uplifts and gives merit to the soul of the niftar, 
allowing it to ascend higher and higher to the Throne of Glory – or in the mystical understanding of God, 
to have the soul rejoin the infinite, the Ein Sof – returning to the One from Whom it came. 
  
Very often, when I am teaching a class or holding an essentially Ask the Rabbi session, someone will ask 
about what happens to us after we die.  In answering this question, I speak about the Ein Sof and how 
our individual soul returns to the great cosmic force that is the energy of all.  I generally speak about the 
recycling, or the continuation of the spiritual genetics from one generation to the next.  Just as physical 
characteristics are passed on – hair color or a particular laugh — so too, our spiritual characteristics are 
passed on – particular traits like one’s capacity for empathy, modesty, ambition – or the deep-rooted 
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dilemma of trauma – all of this known as epigenetic inheritance, or molecular memory.  We are more than 
the person that we think we are – and certainly more than meets the outward eye. 
  
As the neuroscience journalist, Dan Hurley has written – like silt deposited on the cogs of a finely tuned 
machine after the seawater of a tsunami recedes, our experiences, and those of our forebears, are never 
gone, even if they have been forgotten.  They become a part of us, a molecular residue holding fast to our 
genetic scaffolding.  The mechanisms of behavioral epigenetics underlie not only deficits and 
weaknesses, but strengths and resiliencies, too.  The genome has long been known as the blueprint of 
life – but the epigenome is life’s Etch A Sketch – shake it hard enough, and you can reset it.    
  
Science is trying to figure out how to better control and even reverse this epigenetic inheritance, 
especially in the realm of trauma, and early studies have shown that if we have an enriched environment 
in our lives, then the elimination of traumatic symptoms is increased.  So, what would be an enriched 
environment for us?  Here are some suggestions: eat more healthy food – what we put into our mouth 
has everything to do with what goes on in our head.  Exercise – it’s the best things we can do for our 
brain.  Enrich our brain by exposing it to new challenges every day.  Laugh more.  Connect with others 
more. 
  
We have the power to influence our realities, and the superpower to influence future generations.  Even 
though we can’t control the past, we do have the ability to choose our behavior and our perspective, 
which can then cause different genes to express themselves – allowing us to fulfill the mandate to be a 
light unto this world, and at the same time to interrupt and redirect the admonition of the Torah – pokaid 
avon avot al banim v’al b’nei vanim al shileishim v’al ribei’im – visiting the iniquity of the ancestors upon 
the children, and upon the children’s children – to the third and fourth generation. 
  
We are going to experience a bit of healing this morning.  Taking the lessons and the purpose of a eulogy 
to heart, I have asked three in our community to speak first about the memories and lessons learned from 
their loved ones, and then each of us will have a few moments to share memories together about the 
people whose photographs we brought with us.     
  
Our tradition compellingly teaches that by speaking about someone whom we have loved, we have the 
ability to have them remain dynamic in our lives – to keep them unstuck in our memory and for them to be 
a curative part of our everyday, as opposed to sitting as a weight on our souls like a burdensome, tightly 
wound spool of grief.  We are able to continue to energetically engage with the ones whom we love – as 
we continue to tell their stories, and as we offer eulogies that continue to gently and softly unspool in our 
own life’s discovery. 
  
We will hear from three in our community, about the stories that they have learned and ways that they 
continue to put one foot in front of the other as they continue to process loss.  I hope that these three can 
serve as models for us this morning, and going forward – for us to articulate beauty and pliancy — 
beyond the sediment and the heavy sludge of our hearts.  From here, we will then have the opportunity to 
engage with each other – in dyads and small groups — creating constellations of engagement as we 
share our photographs and our stories together. 
  
As you are sharing and during the prayers of Yizkor that follow, we are all invited to place your cherished 
photographs in our ark, where they will remain this Yom Kippur.  This evening, during Neilah, you are 
welcome to take back your pictures as you place the rose petals in the ark. 
  
As we access memory and consequently endure the risks of our sharing about the photos that we are 
carrying –  here is a poem called psalm, written by Alicia Suskin Ostriker. 
  
I endure impure periods 
When I cannot touch you 
Or even look at you 
You are a storm I would be electrocuted 
By your approach then I feel some sort of angelic laughter 



Like children behind a curtain 
Come, I think 
You are at my fingertips my womb 
You are the wild driver of my vehicle 
The argument in my poem 
Nothing between us 
Only breath. 
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