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Night of Remembrance:  An Evening for Bereaved Jews in Preparation for the Days of Awe
Leaders Notes to Accompany Program by Rabbi Stephanie Dickstein, LMSW and Robin Schoenfeld, LMSW, September 17, 2007
A collaborative program of the Shira Ruskay Center of the JBFCS and the JCC in Manhattan

How this program was facilitated and some notes for those who would do it themselves. Program attached.

As we expected around 40 individuals, the room was set up in two half semi-circles.  A small table in the front held a lit yahrzeit candle and a Shofar.  Resource and information sheets were on another.  A beautiful display of fruit, cookies, apples and honey and drinks were also set up, with a vase of flowers.  People were asked to sign in, and there were more than 50 present.  A few had been at previous holiday programs and others in our bereavement groups.  They represented all ages and all types of loss.  Most were within 18 months, but some were much longer. 
Robin welcomed the group and introduced the program and the SRC staff present.

Stephanie welcomed group, expressing appreciation for the risk they had taken.  She explained that this was not a support group, but an opportunity to remember loved one and think about the way in which their loss connected with the holiday.

We began with a song, “l’shanna tova tikatevu” and then a reading, “For Love is strong as death.”  Note: In doing a program like this, it is important to give group a non- threatening role, like reading early on, so they feel involved, and not to do too much speaking up front, until group has heard its own voice.

Stephanie then spoke briefly about the u’netaneh tokef prayer, with its awesome “who shall live and who shall die” content, which is so difficult in a year where we experience and/or face loss.  She then moved to idea of averting the evil of the decree as not avoiding death, but dealing with the quality of our lives.   She led the group in reading the commentary on this by Rabbi Wittenberg.  
She then introduced Psalm 27 in its holiday preparation function.  She spoke personally of learning about reading psalms personally from her teacher, Rabbi Joseph Brodie, in a year when his mother died and how he connected to the verse “though my mother and father leave me…”  She talked about connecting with the line, “hear my prayer and be gracious to me,” last year during her mother’s illness- even when unsure, as many facing terminal illness are, what is their prayer (a number of participants nodded and shed tears at that moment).  She then spoke about connecting to a different verse then she had expected in this year of mourning.  She invited the group to read Psalm 27 with her, and to listen for the verse which spoke to them tonight.

Stephanie introduced meditation, asking group to find comfortable position, and if they felt comfortable to close eyes, breathe deeply.  Sang avinu malkeynu. Introduced idea of that which is left unfinished following death, whether expected or sudden.   How do we do work of tshuva and forgiveness when loved one is not here.  Also address anger- at medical system, accident, loved one, siblings and other caregivers/ family members who did not come through, self.  Meditation is not to go through the process of forgiveness tonight, but to acknowledge how difficult forgiveness and tshuva is in the face of death, how complex, and many different situations in the room.  Purpose of meditation tonight is start a process to work on perhaps during Yom Kippur itself or other time.  Sat for a few minutes, while Stephanie hummed avinu malkeynu.   Note- issue of forgiveness and anger after death is very deep and dangerous- this meditation topic, even at this surface level should only be used if it feels safe, and group leader feels some sense of trust, and there are professionals available should someone need to debrief afterwards.  
Once group was back to attention, Stephanie spoke about custom of dipping apple in honey and read “Sweetness of memory” about irony of using honey.

Then she said it would be time to share a sweet memory or teaching from loved one, or something which had sweetened the time of mourning- can’t tell whole story, but just a moment to introduce self, and loved one, and share one thing.  Stephanie modeled remembering her mother and the sweetness of cooking her mother’s holiday recipes   with her children.   She asked group to break up into smaller groups just where they were sitting to do this.  Small groups were 5-8 people.  The discussions seemed to flow easily, albeit with many tears.  Most participants were able to make their comments of appropriate length.  Participants actually remained engaged with each other, and it took a bit of effort and a promise they could talk again over food in a few minutes.  Note-  unless group as a whole is smaller than 15, do not do this as a whole group- even with this limited topic, it is too overwhelming to hear more stories at once.  

Stephanie thanked group members for sharing so openly and expressed gratitude for all the sweetness brought into the room. 

She spoke briefly to explain yizkor, as some might be planning to go to a synagogue to say it for the first time this Yom Kippur.  She referred participants to page in back from Anne Brenner’s book, mitzvah and mourning on Yizkor, as well as suggestions for grieving during the holidays, by Lee Pollak.  
We ended reading together – request for sweet memories and sweet new things.
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After formal program participants spoke to each other for another 45 minutes (we began to clean up around them.)  Quite a number spoke privately with Stephanie, Robin and Barbara Goldstein.  

