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A wareness of history presents a pivotal role in the

Jewish religious experience. Some of the implications
of this orientation are discussed in the following two
essays. Rabbi Wolf, a well-known author and theolo-
gian is Director of the Bnai Brith Foundation at Yale
University.

RElvlEl\1BER TO REl\1El\1BER

Memory is as Jewish as chopped liver, even more Jewish since
Sephardic Jews remember, too. Everyone knows that Judaism is
about keeping our past vividly in mind. Everyone knows that
good Jews forget less than elephants, and that our religion is a
religion of recollection. What they may not know, however, is
that remembering is not just a nice tradition; it is a command-
ment. When Judaism gets most serious it does not speak the
language of custom or convenience; it talks about mitzvot, obli-
gations communicated by God through the medium of Torah.
And memories definitely qualify as mitzvot.

There are many events and meanings, that Jews should recall
occasionally or even often. But, according to the Talmudic En-
cyclopedia, the great compendium of rabbinic law being pub-
lished leisurely volume by volume in Jerusalem, the Torah spe-
cifically commands six memories. Each of these is to be brought
to our attention purposely and, not accidentally, daily and not
once-in-a-while, verbally and not merely mentally, and finally
intentionally and not by chance or at random. Some Jewish
prayer books list these six so that every Jew may give them at-
tention during his daily devotions. Some of them are key events
in the history of our people, but some seem to be strange and
eccentric choices, at least at first glance. It is natural to recall
the revelation at Sinai; but who among us can describe accur-
ately Miriam's sin? StilI, both are on our list, and both must be
brought to our attention every day if we are to fulfill the com-
mand of Torah's God.
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I

First, we must remember the Exodus.

Remember this day on which you came out of Egypt, out of the house
of bondage, for with a strong hand did He bring you out of there; no
leaven shall be eaten (Ex. 13: 3).

The whole of the Passover and, especially, the Seder is a
mnemonic for the Exodus. That is why we do not eat leaven.
That is why we ask questions, serve special foods, and every year
gather together in familiar surroundings for a journey to far

away and long ago.

But the Exodus is not remembered only at Pesach. Every holy
day is a "remembering of the going forth out of Egypt." And
every day we are obligated to bring to our consciousness the ex-
perience of deliverance from slavery in Egypt, too. Some rabbis
say that even after the Messiah comes we will still be required
to remember Egypt. The daily Sh'ma includes not only our proc-
lamation of God's unity and of our obligation to love Him with
all our heart and mind and self, but also the story of how He
delivered us from Egypt, how we came to know there can be no
god like Him.

But we do not remember Exodus only by speaking about it in
prayer. Weare to rest our animals and our slaves on the Sabbath
in order to recall the freedom given us (not as we might expect,
the reverse) long ago. We are to empathize with the poor and
the stranger because we were strangers in the land of Egypt. We
are to proclaim God's absolute and unshared Kingship, because
once we knew what it meant to serve a human king who claimed
to be a god. We are to teach our children early and often about
the bitterness of Egypt, even if we are teaching them in W ood- .
bridge or Winnetka or Westwood. They, too, have a right to
remember, and we ourselves can recall only by sharing our recol-
lections with them. We remember also, by wearing the tallit
during the day and by recalling it at night, by putting on tefillin,
"a sign on your hand and a remembering between your eyes, that
His Torah will be in your mouth, how He brought you out of
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Egypt with a strong hand" (Ex. 13: 9). The blessings for Sab-
bath and Holy Day always recall the emancipation we continually
celebrate. Since every good day can be good only for free per-
sons, every yom tov is a recollection of our going forth out of
Egypt. Even the Sukkah, whose primary symbolism is of the
wilderness and God's providential care, helps "your generations
recall that I made the children of Israel live in huts when I
brought them out of the land of Egypt" (Lev. 23 :43).

Exodus was a time when God and Israel were, for once, very
close. Then, even little children and insensitive adults saw more
than great prophets would later on. Whatever a camera's eye

might or might not have photographed at the Nile or at the Red
Sea, Jewish consciousness saw God's personal deliverance. Exo-
dus was and is the name for how the Jewish people understood its
redemption and understand it stilL. We were there. There is here.
Then is now. God is always on the job. That is why royal years
are counted from the time of the Exodus rather than creation.
Exodus is when history really began. We cannot trust our memo-
ries to let us remember or forget. By sign and symbol, by holiday
and daily prayer, by teaching others and by ,caring for others,
we make oUrselves remember we were slaves and that we can be
free.

We are also required to remember Sinai:

Watch yourself carefully so that you do not ever forget what things
your eyes saw, lest they leave your consciousness for the rest of your

life. Make them known to your children and theirs: that day when you
stood before Him, your God, at Horeb. . . (Deut. 4:9).

Egypt was where God was seen acting. Sinai (Horeb) was and
is, where He was seen to speak. God is not imprisoned in silence;
He is more able than we to say what is on His mind, and at least.
once, preeminently, He did. Revelation is God's unmediated seIf-
disclosure. We "heard" it and so must now hear. We "saw" it,
and now can forever see. Sinai is not only an experience; it is
also,. for the rest of our lives, a task.

We are witness to Sinai by carefully studying the Torah because
God's word is over-determined. He did not say one thing in one
way, but much more than we can ever figure out. His Torah is
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a beckoning, to which all our life must be response. One who
chooses to forget is a sinner. So one who forgets God is in danger
of being forgotten through endless time. But for us who choose
to reflect unceasingly on God's communication, it is in remember-
ing that we feel ourselves recalled.

We are also to remember the Golden Calf:

Remember, do not forget, how you enraged Him, your God, in the
wilderness . . . (Deut. 9: 7) .

There were many times our people betrayed God "from the
time you left Egypt until you came to this place." But the sym-
bolic event remains the building of the Calf of Gold at the very
moment that Moses was bringing His commandments down from
heaven to earth. Frightened, leaderless and provocative, our
people deserted its invisible Redeemer and bowed down to one
their own hands had made, as if it had led them out of Egypt
and could speak. It is not pleasant for us to remember the Calf.
As Freud discovered, one readily forgets what is unpleasant. Ju-
daism insists, however, that one can make oneself remember by
doing something and not trusting the unconscious graciously to
surrender its own.

Not only the disobedient generation addressed in Deuteronomy
must recall its sin, but all of us. It is not only one rebellion we
are obligated to remember, but all the times we deserted God in
His hour of need, or ran for cover at the very time He was show-
ering us with revelation. We must deal with our shame before
both our ancestors and our descendants, since we have not always
been faithful to the task of transmitting the tradition. We must
deal with guilt before God against Whom alone we finally have
sinned. We must choose turning, the perpetual self-transcendance

- required of each Jew, who is never allowed to be what he was
but must always turn into someone else whom he could be.

We deal with shame and guilt in the context of God's forgiving
love. Surely, we have built calves of gold and pride and race. We
have worshipped and still worship gods of metal or consolation
or reward. But the true God will accept our true rcpentance if,
each day, we recall what we have done. Just as Exodus makes
every day an instant Passover, so, the calf brings Atonement
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back every day. There is a time for guilt; we must remember hard
what we have done, say it out, and then be reconciled.

I know a woman of forty-five who was alone in the room with
her twin brother when he fell from a window to his death at the
age of six. She cannot now recall how he fell or what she did.
She cannot remember whether she pushed him or teased him or
tried to rescue him from fallng or stayed stilL. She cannot recol-
lect her feelings at the time: guilt or fear or even joy. She cannot
deal with her own anguish or remorse, because, except for what
others tell her happened, she remembers nothing at all.

So I turned and came down the mountain, the mountain burning with
fire, the two tables of the covenant in my two hands. And I saw how
you had failed Him, your God, by making for yourselves a molten
god... (Deut. 9:15-16).

. Weare also commanded to remember the sin and punishment

of Miriam:

Remember what He, your God, did to Miriam on your way out of
Egypt (Deut. 24:9).

What God in fact, did was to punish Miriam, Moses' sister and
an impnrtant leader in her own right, with leprosy, for calumnat-
ing her brother. This is not exactly one of the highlights of the
Biblical narrative; it is hardly the most profound or the most edi-
fying incident in the Torah. Still, our teachers insist it must be
recalled every day in order to remind us how dreadful is the sin
of slander. Miriam spoke il of her brother directly to his face, not
in public or behind his back. She was a princess and a prophet,
and yet even she was made leperous. How much the more will
one who slanders in public, behind someone's back, be punished, .
if he has no such status to balance his sin. Moses forgave his

sister, but God could not. So we, too, must be exceedingly careful
about what we say about others. Calumny is a kind of murder,
and much illness is a result of verbal assault on other people.
The Kabbalah says that the great blessing in the Eighteen Bene-
dictions, Modim, We Thank Thee, is there to remind us of the
true purpose of human speech. We are able to speak of God,
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and must therefore, not use our gift against man. The evil tongue
is a paradigmatic sin; remembering Princess Miriam, we learn
. to curb our own inclination.

We are also to remember the Sabbath:

Remember the Sabbath day, to make it holy (Ex. 20: 8) .

One version of the Ten Words tells us to observe the Sabbath,
the òther to remember it. Both were spoken simultaneously, mir~

aculously, according to an old tradition. The rabbis understand
that we are to do the Sabbath one day, but prepare fat it six.
We are to perform its obligatory tasks and restrictions one day,
but understand their meaning all seven. With Kiddush on Friday
night and H avdaZah on Saturday night to give the special day an
aesthetic framework, the task of recollection is a grateful one.
Shammai, who is usually portrayed as irascible and intemperate,
spent each six days shopping for his Sabbath delicacies,. and we,
too, are obliged to look out all week for the best food to fill our
Sabbath table. Remembering always takes times and effort, but
getting ready for Sabbath is a kind of foretaste of the pleasure
the day will bring. '

Days of the week are counted toward the Sabbath at the end;
for example, today is the fourth day of the week in which, on the
Sabbath, we shall read the portion of the Torah called "You are
Standing." Every time I write the date, I am getting ready for the
Sabbath to co-me. Our preparation for Sabbath is continual and
strenuous, so that the Sabbath may be relaxed and open. We do
our work hard for six days, in order that the seventh may be
different arid good. Even if we cannot "finish all our work" in
six, we act as if it were behind us when we move into Sabbath
time. The Sabbath is a legal, yet messianic limit to the busy-ness
of the week, a play after labor, a rest after toil, a being after
doing - and which must be built for in advance. By living toward

. Sabbath, we change the character of the whole week. Its high
point is not accomplishment but surcease; the greatest day is not
the one on which most is done, but one on which nothing may.
be "done." The week moves not toward more and more creating
but toward Him who made it all before we came. In the com-
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mandment to remember the Sabbath, we recall ourselves to whoni
we really are. The Sabbath self is the one we are slowly becom-
ing, and will someday, somewhere, wholly be.

Weare commanded to remember Amalek, the enemy of the
Jew:

Remember what Amalek did to you on your way out of Egypt, how
he ambushed you and struck your feeble rear when you were exhausted,
and feared not God (Deut. 25: 17-18).

. Amalek has his special day, the Sabbath before Purim, that
carnival of triumph over anti-Semitism. But the Torah also com-
mands us to remember Amalek all the time. Anti-Semitism is not
an optional memory. Weare required to recall, cooly and in
context, gratuitous violence against Jews, whose sign is Amalek.
. Weare to fight smugness, a false transcendence of our historical
fate. On the one hand, we are to "blot out the memory of Ama-
lek," that is to make perpetual war against those who hate us
for no cause, to destroy their works, to give them no victüries.
But we are also bidden to remember OUr past so that we are not
doomed to repeat it mindlessly. Not every people was Amalek
nor every prime minister Haman nor every king Pharaoh; but
some were, and we are not allowed to forget them ever. Amalek,
no less than Sinai or Exodus is the name for what happened to
us, and we Jews are part of all that we have been.

Still, unlike most of the obligatory memories, no blessing is
said upon recalling the name of Amalek. For we are obliged to
destroy his every grace in the world, and the destruction even

of the wicked cannot be an occasion to bless. Amalek, Hitler are
not all; they are not even the ultimate significance of our people's
history. But they are there, and we are not permitted to forget.

II

Judaism did nòt invent memory. Meticulous recollection is
already in the Sumerian King List of four thousand years ago.
The Chinese remember almost equally long, if also almost equally
improbably. Hut Judaism does unique things with memory. It
does not gaze hack to some mythic time when "kingship descend-
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ed from Heaven." It does not enshrine racial superiority nor
national victories. Judaism remembers, instead, what God has
done for our people, gratuitously, mercifully, and what, there-
fore we owe in return.

Uniquely Jewish is the notion of memory as will. Memory is
not something that befalls a passive consciousness. It. is some-
thing purposefully appropriated in awe and love by a Jewish
person. As Pedersen, the great Scandinavian theologian of the

Bible, says: "The Israelite. . . cannot at all imagine memory,
unless at the same time an effort on the totality and its direction
of will is taken for granted." Judaism is not an inert victim of
its past; it confronts its past with all we are, to turn our present
around until we will to change our will. No matter how normally
chauvinist we would be, our past reminds us that we are among
the victims and not allowed to count ourselves among the mighty
of the world. No matter how evasive we are, our past puts before
us a perpetual confrontation with God. We cannot surrender to
the given; we are inevitably called upon to exercise our will.

Memory is not, to us, once-and-for-all. What was, is again,
and will be, not in some mechanical way as Nietzsche preached.
For us there is no eternal return to a sacred moment, but rather
the updating of those moments again and again. Martin Buber
says: "What happened once happens now and always." We can-
not, even if we would, put our past safely behind us. It keeps
cropping up ahead of us on the road. Sinai means not only that
the Torah was given once but also that it is to be received every
day. The Calf was dismantled once upon a time, but it was not
forgotten; we build it again and must again and again take it
apart.

My own personal identity is inextricably connected with my
past. In Hebrew my name is Aaron Jacob the son of Moses the
son of Aaron the son of Benjamin and so on, in principle back
to the very creation of the family of mankind. I am someone
whose name is on a time-line which is not merely linear but also
strikingly recurrent. My son, therefore is Benjamin the son of
Aaron Jacob the son of Moses the son of Aaron the son of Ben-
jamin, and his son and daughter, God willng, continue infinitely
the recurring list of names.
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Franz Rosenzweig puts this in a dramatic way: "The fact of
Our everlastingness renders all the phases of our history simul-

taneous." For him, Moses is not only a perpetual recurrence and
challenge but our literal contemporary. I do not repeat, reformu-
late and react to the Calf, the Exodus, the Creation: I am they.
History, in the sense of challenge and response to environment,
is a goyische experience, according to Rosenzweig. Jews remain
what they always were, not only faithful continuators of their
ancestors but replicas. Nothing happens to Jews; we simply re-
main with God in His timeless, eternal now.

Most of us cannot accept so extreme a formulation of our his-
toric self-understanding. We insist on the plasticity, within definite
boundaries to be sure, of Jewish fate. We claim as much freedom
as any gentile, or at least almost as much. But even we often have
the sensation of history breathing down our back, of the ineluct-
able grasp which our ancestors have upon us. One of the reasons
young Jews sometimes rebel against being Jewish is this very
constraint, the knowledge that our script is already written in the
drama of mankind, and that our only liberty is in how we read
our lines. Nearly all of my name is already framed at my birth;
the. "Aaron Jacob" I call myself is only a small part of who I am.
The other names which are part of my own, stretching back to the
beginning, define me whether I like it or not. Perhaps I am not
simultaneous with that other Aaron who lived in the seventeenth
century nor with the brother of Moses, but they are vividly present
in my life, and I am not always sure who are they and who am i.

For Judaism memory is not only will and recapitulation. It is
also faith. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel said: "To have faith
is to remember. Jewish faith is a recollection of that which hap-
pened to Israel in the past." Christian Holy Days are, inevitably,
mere commemorations of the birth and death of Jesus. Jewish
holidays, equally inevitably, recall in faith the life story of our

people, particularly the special times of Exodus and Sinai. We
cannot feel God's presence all the time, some of us hardly ever.
But we can feel that our ancestors felt Him near, and we can be
loyal to their perceptions and to their commitments. Loyalty to
what seems no longer present, sometimes brings back the absent
and makes it live again. A Jew need not affrm a creed, so long
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as he does not dismiss a past. Our calendar is, thus, . our only
catechism. It makes us remember by regular celebration. It helps
us revivify by regular performance. I may not feel free, but I can
do a Seder in order to role-play a free person, and that itself can
set me free. I may not feel devout, but I can blow the Shofar,

and God only knows what that might come to mean to me. I may
not feel compassionate, but I can act our God's benefactions until
I start acting like Him, whatever I feel or don't.

Countess Levy-Va1ensi, a contemporary French philosopher,
insists that by remembering we are also remembered. "In our
historical experience is the articulation of the future, a redemptive
temporality which orients mortal man toward eternal life." For
the Jew, nothing can be more terrible than to be forgotten; to
have the long list of names finally stop, the long list of memories
finally fall into oblivion. We do not ask for paradise, but only
for something which wil live on, some name, some self. And this
is, indeed, promised us if, and only if, we ourselves remember.
Our past orients us toward an eternal present. What we do with
what has befallen us and our forefathers determines how much
self we wil ever have to be remembered.

In the final analysis,. memory is, therefore, revelation. Plato
once taught a slave to "remember" mathematics, because, he in-
sisted, all truth is available to man's creative recollection. Judaism
teaches all of us slaves to remember not only our mathematics
but also our emancipation. God remembers us, and will let us
remember our own destiny. As Paul Minear puts it: "The experi-
ence of revelation crystallzes a new self-knowledge; this self-
knowledge revises and revitalizes memory. . . . Self-knowledge
requires recovering lost memory."

The task of Judaism is to recover what we have forgotten. We
come to know ourselves by remembering who we once were. God
reveals Himself in the spaces between our forgetfulness. He shows
us how to know ourselves for what we are by recoverIng sacred
texts etched on our own unconsciousness. Remembering alone
has the power to bind us to His eternal memory. We sayKaddish,
Yizkor, Shema also for ourselves.

In our recollection is our life.

42


