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Lighting a Yizkor\Yahrtzeit

Candle on Yom Tov
Rabbi Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

The minhag of lighting a candle on the yahrtzeit of one’s
parent has its source in the early Poskim. For example, the
Magen Avrohom (261:6) says that one may even instruct a
non-Jew to light the yahrtzeit candle during bein hashmoshos,
because it is considered a major need — people are particular
to have it.

Although the main sources for lighting the candle pertain to
the yahrtzeit (see Magen Ha'Elef, end of Dinei Kaddish Yasom),
many people also have a minhag to light a candle whenever
Yizkor is said.

Originally Yizkor was said only on Yom Kippur,

and that is where the Rema (Siman 610) mentions
the minhag of lighting a candle (on the eve of Yom Kippur).
However, the communities of Ashkenaz instituted saying
Yizkor on the last day of each of the Shalosh Regalim as well
[see Mishna Berura 494:17], and at some point, the minhag of
lighting a yahrzeit candle on Yom Tov was
added. Although the reason for doing so
on Yom Kippur (to atone for the niftarim)
doesn’t apply to the Shalosh Regalim, the
concept is similar to lighting a candle on
the yahrtzeit. In addition, many would
bring the ner to the shul, which would be
an additional zechus for the niftar as there
is a mitzvah to have neiros in shul.

The Shulchan Aruch (O. C. 514:5) says
that one may not light a ner shel batalah
(an “idle” or unnecessary candle) on Yom Tov, the light of which
has no purpose. The Poskim deal with lighting a yahrtzeit candle
on Yom Tov, as it is seemingly a ner shel batalah, since the light
isn’t used for a purpose (to see or cook by, etc.). Although the
Magen Avrohom explains that it is considered a great need (see
above), perhaps that is only enough to permit lighting it through
anon-Jew during bein hashmoshos of Shabbos, and not to permit
lighting it on Yom Tov, for which there would have to be a true
mitzvah purpose. The Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (98:1) and others
forbid it, while others allow it only under certain circumstances
(see Ksav Sofer #65, quoted in Be’'ur Halachah 514).

The Poskim suggested either lighting the candle the night
before (it will still be burning when Yizkor is said) as one will
benefit from it in the dark; or bringing the candle to shul,
where there is a mitzvah to have candles burning even during
the day (see above). Today, however, with electric lighting,
both of these options aren’t usually applicable. Perhaps one
may suggest that the yahrtzeit candle be placed in a dark area

to provide light if someone wakes up in middle of the night
when the electric lights are already out, similar to the Shabbos/
Yom Tov candles themselves.

A third option would be having a non-Jew light the candle.

Some rely on the lenient opinions that, especially on the
second day of Yom Tov, one may light a candle even though the
light isn’t absolutely necessary, partly because of the fact that
the minhag itself fills an emotional need. However, this is not
so simple. The Poskim who permit it based on an emotional
need were talking about when a yahrtzeit falls on Yom Tov.
Obviously, the Yizkor candle on a Yom Tov (other than Yom
Kippur) would not rise to the level of an emotional need the
way the yahrtzeit candle does.

In addition, when the first day of Yom Tov

falls on Friday (like this Shavuos), the

leniencies discussed above do not apply;
obviously, we may not light the candle on Shabbos, but would
be forced to light it on Friday, the first day of Yom Tov, which
would constitute a forbidden melachah d’Oraysa. Furthermore,
according to many Poskim, the heter to perform melachah on
Yom Tov for Shabbos preparation via the
eruv tavshilin exists only because of the
application of hoel (that one may
technically use the food, light, etc. on
Friday). Although lighting Shabbos
candles is permitted, that is an absolute
mitzvah, whereas the yahrzeit candle and
certainly the Yizkor candle are only a
minhag. Additionally, the Yizkor candle is
generally not used for benefit, as it is
lichvod hameis and one wouldn’t use it
even hypothetically.

Today this problem is solved with the 48-hour candle, which
can be lit before Yom Tov to last through the second day of Yom
Tov. Someone who wishes to be stringent and not light a candle
even on the second day of Yom Tov should always use the 48-
hour candle. Furthermore, when Shavuos falls on Sunday and
Monday and Yizkor won't be said until Monday, a 72-hour candle
can be lit before Shabbos/erev Yom Tov to avoid any she'eilos.

Although Yizkor is recited on every Yom Tov,
there is a direct connection between Shavuos and this Tefilah.
Many dreadful pogroms took place davka in this season, and that
is no coincidence, since it was on Shavuos that we received the
Torah on Sinai and became the am hanivchar, arousing sinas
hagoyim from then to the end of time (See Iyun Yaakov Shabbos
89a and Igeres Taimon L'HaRambam Aleh Zayis edition p. 59
and Emunasecha B'fi commentary ad loc.). Our tefillos reflect this
tragic history, and the memory of those who were slaughtered al
kiddush Hashem is intertwined with the Yom Tow.




