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not unlike the way I'd felt before the Leonard Cohen memorial
concert. I had no idea that I was about to answer my decades
long question about my mother—but also to explore a much
larger question of bittersweetness: how to transform the sor-
rows and longings we inherit from the generations who came
before us.

We meet in a bright, airy room that doubles as a yoga studio—

folded blankets and foam blocks fill the shelves—but today a -

full-body skeleton stands propped at the front, alongside a
small wooden table holding a votive candle and a whiteboard
that says: “To understand death is to understand life!”

Dr. Simcha Raphael, a psychotherapist, a “death awareness
educator,” and the founding director of the Da’at Institute for
Death Awareness, Advocacy and Training, sits expectantly by
the skeleton. Simcha, who invites us to call him by his first
name, seems a cross between an Orthodox rabbi and an old-
school California hippie, with a salt-and-pepper beard, navy
blue suit, and skullcap, but also a stud earring, silver pendant,
and cowboy boots. His speech is a mix of Talmudic cadence
and the quick-witted patter of a Borscht Belt comedian. He
was “pickled in the brine of grief,” he tells us, having weath-
ered the deaths of many close friends and family members
when he was young. But he believes that between this world

and the next is a window, not a wall, and that our “death- . .

phobic” society stops us from seeing this.

There are eight of us in the workshop, our chairs arranged
in a circle, and Simcha invites us to share our personal experi-
ences with death. One of the first to speak is Maureen, who
describes herself as “tough Irish.” Maureen comes across as

competent, senstble, and cheery. She speaks glowimgly of her
daughter and husband, with whom she’s celebrating a fifteenth
wedding anniversary tonight. She has short, straight hair, and
she’s wearing glasses, running shoes, and a name tag with a
smiley face. Ina clear, assertive voice, hands resting at her sides,
Maureen tells her story.

“I always start out with what I do, because that’s the safest
place for me to go. ’'m a medical social worker. ’'m comfort-
able helping people face their own deaths, and to the core,” she
says with grim emphasis, “I’m afraid of my own. My father
died when I was fourteen, and my mother didn’t allow us to
grieve. When I started to cry at the funeral, my mother gave me
a furious look.” Maureen reproduces the look with what I
guess is perfect mimicry, the corners of her mouth turned down
in stern disapproval.

“My sister lost her hair from the grief,” she continues. “I
cried a lot, but never dealt with it. I found a friend who was a
father figure, and then that friend committed suicide. Later, I
became an alcoholic, and had relationships with abusive men.
I’ve had several abortions, and believe I’'m going to hell. I've
been sober for fourteen years. I've poured myself into my work,
so that I can make restitution for the lives I’ve taken. So I could
somehow lend support to others, where support was not to be
had for myself.

“I want to grieve my own terrible mistakes,” Maureen adds
quietly. “I want to learn to heal that pain, and to ask for for-
giveness. How can I forgive myself? If I can do that, it would set
me free to help other people.”

Simcha listens intently throughout. “I see two things,” he
says gently. “One, your mother taught you very well to shove
your feelings under the rug. Your story is very painful, but if I
replayed a video clip of what you just told us, with the sound



oft, you could be talking about a trip 1o the Caribbean or a
meal you just ate. So, thank you, Mom, but you can have that
one back. Two, I sec a yearning for healing, and to remove the
judgment of yourself. We have to get rid of those three words:
my terrible mistakes.”

He asks the rest of us to pay attention to what happens when
we hear someone’s painful story. Do we take it on as our own?
Yes. My detachment is crumbling; I feel something coming un-
done as I listen to Maureen.

Then Simcha asks whether we’re judging ourselves: “Are you
thinking that ‘she had a four-tissye story and I only have a two-
tissue story’?” Yes, that, too. I’m relieved to see others laughing
with relief at Simcha’s question. I wish that I didn’t have to tel|
my story at all; it feels so thin compared with Maureen’s.

But refusing to speak feels wrong, ungenerous. When my
turn comes, I talk about my mother—of our great rift when I
was a teenager, of feeling, back then, that Id killed her spirit. I
describe how my mother grew up in the shadow of her own
mother, and a father whose entire family was being slaugh-
tered, in real time, across the ocean.

And as I speak, the old tears come; I should have known
they would. ’'m crying like it’s a four-tissue story, a seven-tissue
story, Pm crying like it’s a story of a thousand tissues and stil]
there wouldn’t be enough tears. Here’s Maureen, whose father
actually died when she was a teenager, and whose life unray-
eled as a result, and ’m crying more than she did. I’'m sure that

Simcha wouldn’t want us to compare griefs, but I feel ridicy-
lous.
Simcha isn’t judging me, though, and as far as I can tell,
neither is the group. “I hear that there’s not been a full and
healthy individuation,” he tells me. “So, part of you is stil]

stuck at sixteen, where you’re stil] wanting to stay bonded to
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' dther be an individ
your mother, Where you buad to say, Tean ither be an ing

: < feel loved, but Tean’t be both.” |
”‘ll}il(:’::;lih of course; I've known this for a.l(mg ﬂmcl. But
then Simcha says something else: that I’'m carrying not ()n'§:fm}£
own grief; 'm carrying my mother’s grief, too, and t‘he Isg:mc or _
her mother and father, and their mothers and fathers. I'm ca
rying the grief of the generations. T

He asks me my sign. ’'m not an astrology”type, ut gdd’n

it, tell him I’m a Pisces. “You’re permeable, he says, nlo 1\ tg

“I¢’s hard for you to know what’s yours, and what belongs to
other people. To the people whq came before youT. | o

“But you can keep the connection to t.he:genmatlons alive,
he adds, “without holding on to their pain. '

I have a shock of recognition, as 1 reallz'e——*these strange
tears, the ones that appear out of nowhere, .hke a muggerlat a
street corner—Ive had these tears all my life, had t'hemu o;:)g—
before the troubles with my mother. They came at farewe ;:en
ments, such as the last day of summer camp at age te;, e
though I was ambivalent about camp and glad to go odr?xd ,’t
remember feeling mystified by them even t‘hen. The tear.s idn I
seem to match the circumstances, except in some cosmic way
couldn’t put my finger on. o B

We have almost no aunts, uncles, cousn’ls 1ndrr}5y ha ! };ide

origin; most everyone on both my mother’s and fat elil e

was killed in the Holocaust, in their place a centur:y—o sep

photo of vanished relatives I've wondered z_xbout sinice I was a

child—a group of men, women, elders, chlldren' staring sotr}r;

berly into the camera. Their unsmiling expressions wire i
fashion in European photography of the 1920s, when the p
ture was taken, but it had always seemed to me that Ctlhey were
anticipating their fate—as, indeed, some of thf.:n.l ha‘ . ‘
In 1926, when my grandfather was a promising seventeen
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fn(m‘cy they had for train tickets from Bezuch, 1!1;:: L:Ir:)‘;‘lllll’(h!‘
.lsh Vluage, to a city called Stanislav, to hear 4 lecture ~l>y ‘1 Im”l
ing thinker who predicted what was to come. “Polish ‘}cw:wt s
the speaker had prophesied, “there are two giants: [{L;Ssi.'l —1‘n,l
Germa'ny. These two giants are competing for hegem;n;’ ‘fn(r
mastering the World. They keep on heating the furnaceé vx}ll;lcr -
they burn and prepare ammunition and bullets and all kinds A :
vessels for destruction, and they will eventually colh’dé wi?l
one another. And you, Polish Jews, will be in the midd]e of ir?

You are
cond‘emped to be ground to ashes, May I offer you one-
word of advice: Escape. Run as f '

year-old rabbinical student, he and his father

ast as you can. | ; i
ygu, lam urging you, with al] the power i}II] my voice :;ldl;;gjz ;
mind: Escape. Run away from here, because otherwi 'y
be turned into ashes.” o

The following year, my grandfather left for America on his
OWn, sponsored by the parents of 4 bride he’d never mer—
maternal grandmother. He intended to bring his family as o
as he could. But he lived in poverty, in a tiny Brookl)f]n‘ a '(::tn
men't, had nothing to give them, nowhere to house rhen; P"}he-

Stamsla‘v prophecy was always in his mind, but who knew. ho

real or imminent the threat really was? He waited a little | o

ger, a little longer, and in the meantime, his fami] \:va e nd

to ash. Just as the speaker had predicted, Bl
To the congregation he served for fifty years, my grandfa-
ther. was the twinkly-eyed rabb; with the lilting voice sym ':1-

thetic presence, philosophical bent, and delighted la,u h lI)—I

knew the Talmud by heart; he was the leader of pra?eg1's; thg

he seemed in th;
o o . s 1n this world
ot of it, like a character in 4 magic-realist tale. He carried

3’ : g 3g >

from the stacks of old books that filled his small apartment.
He was one of my favorite people in the world.

But he was also the man who never forgave himself for his
family’s destruction, who sighed his way through the after-
noons, who almost a century after the trip to Stanislav wept on
his deathbed for the parents he left behind. My grandfather
commanded the respect of the dominant types of his commu-
nity, but his heart was with the lost souls. They gathered in his
living room and walked with him to synagogue. “Oy, nebach,”
he would often say, in Yiddish, with a great big sigh, as he re-
counted to my mother the misfortunes of this or that member
of his congregation. Oy, nebach means “that poor soul.” It’s
one of the few Yiddish expressions I know, conveyed when I
was a little girl playing in the kitchen as he talked to my mother,
and I heard him say it in every conversation. Oy, nebach, the

caption of my childhood.

Did these historical events somehow transmit to me, did they
contribute to my mystery tears, as Simcha now suggests? And
if so, by what mechanism—was the transmission cultural, fa-
milial, genetic, was it all three? We’ll explore these questions in
this chapter. But we’ll also ask another question. If our task, as
the bittersweet tradition teaches, is to transform pain into
beauty, can we do this not only with the pain_of the present,
and of our own personal pasts, but also with the pain of the
ages? '

You may not have a dramatic story of inherited sorrow; your
family’s history may not be written into the better-known ca-
tastrophes of the past few centuries. But chances are that some

of your ancestors were serfs or slaves; even if they were kings
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given. There has to be ar
: has to be a reason—a meaning for why we sur
vived, and others didn’t.” e

v Of

therapy, or meani > i
- I (y', eaning-centered anything. The death sentence has
me (it was alwz were botih
o s always here, from the moment we were born)
nd what do you live for then? L
19
I love e i i
- de everything about life,” Breitbart says, his voice gr
ing louder now. “Familiz ’ i
e louder now Familial love, parental love, spousal love, lust
2 eau (™ * 1 ’ .
Lo yI, : ove fashion, 1 love art, I love music, I love food
) fp ay;, ove drama, I love poetry, I love movies. There aui
ery few things I don’t | i . E
e e av; an interest in. I love being alive.”
s g : ely, at the windo i ivi
e w, at the pouring, driving
(‘B A
u " ¢ (>
! ]t even with all these loves,” he says, “you’re born witl
set of limitations: i ‘ lace
f l1tat10ns. your genetic legacy, your time, your place
your family. I could h feller, | -
ly. d have been born a R
: ockefeller, L ’
our A . er, but I wasn’t.
L eoule b L;een born into a family living in a remote tribe
2} t A - V |
where o]u'g ht God was a blue elephant, but I wasn’t. You’re
rn into this reality: that life i . ‘
o it this reality: that life is full of dangers, it’s an uncer
ain place. Events s g o« N
o ents occur—you have an accident, someone
hoots you Ve i
you, you develop an illness. All sorts of things ha
You have to respond. .
“A i
nd the
) ‘ tlfu, big event that [ now deal with every day is the di
nosis ife- eni ks —
g - of life-threatening cancer. That really knocks you off
our life traj i
Zh~ e trajectory. The challenge is—how do you transcend
is new traj ry? 3 « life <
el Oaf]ectoxy. Your responsibility is to create a life of
caning,. growth, and i
-owth, and transformation. I
. It so happens th
very few people gr ol
ow from succes
s. People grow f i
i ‘ ‘ ple grow from failure.
: z}; grow from adversity. They grow from pain.”
ter tha i ith hi .~—
o t fateful meeting with his first patient—the chemist
aw no ive—DBrei
reason to live—Breitbart sat down with one of his

ou ' S 1ll(l . 2 M
s » o |
ut is (R} ()( Lh()()f’x“l‘;. )()”[ ‘(‘l{l“l( l() ll“ l( $2aCy \‘Ull It
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Hows, Mindy € sreenstein, and
aning-centered psychotherapy. The pro-
dea that we all have two

push\m fe | they »‘nhlﬂm( (U}’,t‘l‘i(‘l‘

the first version ol me
cocol they developed was based on thei
| obligations. The first is simply to survive. But the

existentia
f on your deathbed you

second is to create @ life worth living.
look back and see a life lived fully, you feel peace. People who
believe that they didn’t do enough with their ives too often feel
shame. But the key to fulfillment, says Breitbart, is learning to

love who you are (which is unconditional and unceasing) rather

than what you’ve done.
One of the most important aspe
veloped focuses on core being: on the

ou. When you're diagnosed with cancer, yO
y y ¥
t the job of the meaning-centered therapist

¢ of the person that’s still there. Maybe
and now you find yourself in

cts of the therapy they de- *
things that make you
u can feel robbed

of your identity. Bu
is to listen for the essenc
all your life you were a caregiver,
the uncomfortable position of h
therapist might notice that you’re still going
¢ her feel comfortable. You're still asking “How are

| a caregiver. The idea is not to paper over your
s. The idea 1s

aving to receive care. But the
out of your way to

make him o
you?” You're stil
loss, which might be of cataclysmic proportion
grander: that after all the grief and

smaller than that, yet also
still—you always will be—exactly

loss and disruption, you are

who you are.

[

bereavement seminar, I talked with him on
the phone. I was wrestling with a practical question. I still felt
embarrassed by the way ’d cried at his workshop, especially

ared to Maureen and her four-tissue loss. And I was con-
on the publicity

Soon after Simcha’s

comp
cerned that I might do it in public next time,
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“tour for this boolk . “Idon’t g

sually go around weeping, the way
I did that day,” I'told him. “I'm a pret

ty happy person—1 think
of myself as a happy mel

ancholic, But I'm writing about my
relationship with my mother. Maybe someone
about her on national radio, and wh
thousand people?”

will ask me
atif Lose it in front of tery
“I'don’t know if you ever fully empty the well,” Simcha said
thoughtfully, “But ask me this question after you finish the
book. Because writing the manuscript is part of the process of
working it through, By the time you’re done writing, the grief
) may subside.” :

And this is exactly what happened. For me, writing thig
book was yet another act of transfor

ing of the past into the wholeness o
worried about my book toyr

ming the sorrow and long-

f the present. And 'm not
anymore.
But what about you? Do you feel

and if so, what connection coy]
that might help put it to rest?
book. Maybe you could a

the tug of an ancient grief,
d you make with your forebears
You don’t have to write 4 whole
sk your parents to tel] you their sto-
ries, as Dar Williams described in her song “After All.” Maybe
you’ll send a paper lantern down a r

iver, as some Japanese do
to honor their dead, or

set out favorite foods on designated
days, as some Mexicans do to celebrate thejr

apy, you’ll start to notice and make space for the transgenera-
tional patterns you’ve inherited, as Yehuda’s client did with her
shock absorber metaphor. Maybhe you’ll
to the place where your ancestors’ pain began, as Jeri Bingham -
did at Gorée Island in Senegal. Maybe youll find ingenious
new ways to help those who suffer today from
mind you of the ones that troubled
as Farah Khatib does with her refug
his meaning-centered therapy for ¢

s. Maybe, via ther-

travel across the world

pains that re-
your parents or ancestors,
ee work and Breitbart with
ancer patients. And maybe,

as Simcha said, you won't ever fully empty the well; and this is
¢ ‘| .31![ T, ‘
all l‘,)l:t- tl;vn.n., one more thing we can all do, cwin as WL sc\,);lj :){:1711
and honor our parents’ stories, our ancestors St.()l,ltfb. kbcearsj
set ourselves free from the pain: We can see that ou‘r oi;j ’ m;d
stories are our stories, but they’re also no)t our StOIjI@;. e W‘l};
have inherited an echo of our ancestors torme-m, u . (;r
not our flesh burned in the ovens; we may hav.e 1r.1het i{ﬁ{ecﬁ : elm
grief, but it was not us torn naked from our‘ Chll,dfilli;:ir;zco;ni
they shed ran down their cheeks, not o‘urs, just az;l ‘ i.nherited
plishments were earned by them,.even if we may have | P
he of their stature. -
SOr;t’s easier to see this when we look forward. Ougs‘tl(;r.l: :vviﬁ
inevitably become our children’s stories, bu}t; ?(;1; ; 110 t:il 0
have their own stories to tell; we want our chi ot e
: stories; we wish them that freedom. We can wis %
;)(j:nourselves. “Live as though all your ancestors w;afe 111\(11111]1’%
égain through you,” said the ancient Greeks. And }t‘ 11;1 i 1new
mean literally to reenact their lives; it meant to give them a
ife, fresh and clean. -
hfe}’{ow many times have you heard, from someone ;:v}:]o:llpézt
ent died young: I am now the age my mot.hm was ?)v e che ot
the diagnosis. My father was an alcohopc: I don t.ljvaumed *
like him. Such declarations echo the ancient pr0\1/e‘11d ?l,s -
Ezekiel: “The fathers ate sour grapes, an(.i the chi .ru ot
were set on edge.” But the Bible quotes tl?zs proverb zn’ oernf: °
reject it: We aren’t responsible for the s‘ms of-f.our par, {e,an
says. And neither must we bear their pain. This doe.sln JenbaCk
turning our backs on our forebears. \W}e1 clar{) Z:;clif(zll;d c()) . W,e
across the centuries. But on their |
f:(z)tr:hf?;llc,)w the bittersweet tradition, and transform their trou-

bles into something better.




