
Zachor: Re-Membering 

- David Gutterman.  

 

The Dalai Lama asked a group of Jews to meet with him to teach him how to create memory. A 

discussion of zachor - al tishkach, as Rabbi Baruch Epstein describes it, not only remembering 

but doing something positive to re-member, i.e., mitzvot.  

Re-Membering 

 

No other people is as intoxicated with the notion of memory as are the Jews. Some of you, in 

fact, might recall that in 1991 Tenzin Giatsu, the Dalai Lama, asked a group of Jews to meet with 

him in Dharamsala, India and essentially teach him the notion of creating memory. Since 1959 

his people were in exile from their native Tibet - how were they to keep alive their connections? 

He figured out that he needed to 'go to school' on the Jews because Jews are uniquely qualified in 

this endeavor. 

 

The famed historian, Professor Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi in his, Zakhor notes that the word 

"remember" (zayin -chaf-reish) in some form or fashion appears in the TaNaKH - the Hebrew 

Bible, no less than 169 times. "And this notion of memory is incumbent both on Israel and G-d," 

he observes. 

 

Hebrew is a rich language and the Jewish people are rich with history. Yet, there is no authentic 

Hebrew word for history. Indeed, modern Hebrew invokes the anglo-sounding word, historia for 

history. The most genuine Hebrew word that we have for engaging in history is zakhor, which 

means, to remember. It is true. Jews are obsessed with memory. And did not Elie Wiesel answer 

the question: "What is a Jew? "as "someone who possesses memory?!"  

 

Passing through Washington, D.C. with my Israeli brother-in-law, I mentioned that this was the 

site of the Holocaust Museum. He suggested, and perhaps somewhat correctly, that American 

Jews are too wrapped up in building institutions dedicated to memory - particularly Holocaust 

memory. (Though this was a U.S. initiative and Israel is home to Yad Vashem) he still had an 

interesting point to consider. Israel, on the other hand, is preoccupied with living history.  

 

Let's go to the text for an insight on this issue. Recall the name Amalek? At the same time 

Amalek was a person, a nation and a concept. Amalek the person and nation was the first ones to 

attack the newly liberated nascent Jewish people on their way to the Promised Land. But Amalek 

is also a concept. For an attack on the people of G-s is ipso facto and attack on the purpose of G-

d. 

 

And the Torah's response? To invoke...memory. We are told: "Zakhor...Lo 

Tishkhakh...Remember - Don't Forget" this perfidy and evil of Amalek. But here's the rub. If one 

is remembering one is automatically not forgetting. Why the apparent redundancy? 

 

Listen to this insight from Rabbi B. Halevi Epstein - himself, tragically martyred during the 

inferno of the Nazi Amalekites. What does it mean to say, "remember, don' forget." Is this 



merely a feeling, a state of mind, a temperament of heart? There is an aspect of remembering, he 

suggests, that is much deeper than feeling or mode of thought. The Torah is not being 

superfluous in her decree. There is a logistical component to remembering which is crucial. 

"Remember means to make something as a sign and symbol that through it one will not forget." 

In other words, remembering is concretizing.  

 

Building memory just might require building institutions for its fulfillment, as well. Was Rabbi 

Epstein eerily foreshadowing the emergence of buildings dedicated to Holocaust memory? I 

don't know. But it would seem reasonable to suggest that institutions dedicated to memory are 

also legitimate. 

 

Going back to the D.C. conversation one could say that the American approach, as it were, has 

some merit. But the Israeli take is also crucial. I think the religious philosopher and rabbi, A.J. 

Heschel said it best. "More important than having a symbol is being a symbol." 

 

Yes, Jewish memory is pervasive in our institutions. But more so - it has to be institutionalized in 

every fiber of our being. How? By engaging with the Divine in this world and by bringing the 

Divine to this world. 

 

And we have a word for this. The word is mitzvot. With every sacred deed we are remembering 

events, feelings and even concepts. But we are, at the same time, engaged in, what the theologian 

Mary Daly has cleverly reconfigured as, re - membering. (note the spelling)  

 

With every act of active remembering (i.e. mitzvah performance) we are re-connecting with the 

Jewish people - past and future, re-joining her noble cause and re-newing our membership in the 

people and purpose of Israel. 

 

(Submitted by Nisson Shulman) 

 


