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Introduction 

One of the most amazing gifts we have as human being is the ability to remember.  

There is an old tale about the Legionnaire who was asked why he joined the French 

Foreign Legion. 

 “To forget’ was his reply.  

 “What was so bad that you had to join the Foreign Legion to  forget it? ”  

 asked the enquirer.  

 “I don’t know – I’ve forgotten.” the Legionnaire replied,   

Memory is one of the attributes that sets us apart as being made in the image of God. 

When we remember we imitate our Creator who remembers His covenant promises for our 

good. There is more than one way of remembering and we need to exercise caution about 

the manner in which we remember. There is constructive and destructive form of memory. 

Constructive and Destructive Historical Memory 

Historical memory can be used for very destructive purposes and unscrupulous leaders are 

not beyond using this destructive aspect of memory for their own ends. In the Balkans it 

was the destructive remembering that caused the peoples of the former Yugoslavia to 

perpetrate the worst war crimes seen in Europe since the Second World War. 

The Israeli/Palestinian problem has a great deal to do with the way in which historical 

memory has been manipulated and used. Remembering wrongs suffered in a way which 

feeds resentment and hatred is destructive. To quote Nelson Mandela, “Resentment is like 

drinking poison in the hope that it will kill your enemies.”      

Constructive use of historical memory. God could have said: “hate the Egyptians for you 

were enslaved by them in their land”. Instead the Torah instructs: “You shall not detest 

(abhor NIV) an Egyptian, for you were a stranger in his land” (Deut. 23:8). Furthermore, 

the Torah tells us not to abuse the stranger, the widow and the orphan "for you were slaves 

in the land of Egypt" Exodus 22:21. In other words, the Torah turned one of the worst 

historical memories into an impetus for social justice. How you remember is important. 
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Jews today have possession of their holy city Jerusalem, the capitol of Israel, primarily 

because they remembered it’s Destruction. On Tisha B'av (9th of Av) they fasted.  In 

connection with the fall of Jerusalem, three other fast-days were established at the same 

time as the Ninth Day of Av: these were the Tenth of Tevet, when the siege began; the 

Seventeenth of Tammuz, when the first breach was made in the wall; and the Third of 

Tishrei, known as the Fast of Gedaliah, the day when Gedaliah was assassinated  

(2 Kings 25:25; Jeremiah 41:2).They observed the Fast of Gedaliah in order to 

remember specific events related to the Destruction of the city by the Babylonians in 586 

BCE. At weddings they remembered Jerusalem by placing ashes on the groom's head, by 

reciting the verse “If I forget thee Jerusalem” (Psalms 137:5-6), and by breaking a glass.  

For centuries Jews remembered Jerusalem at funerals by burying Jews with their feet 

facing Jerusalem so that when resurrection comes they might be ready to stand up and 

walk towards the Holy City. So too, since the thirteenth Century, Diaspora Jews were 

buried with a small sack of dirt from Jerusalem. And for hundreds of years, Jews have 

comforted mourners by saying: "May God comfort you among the other mourners for Zion 

and Jerusalem".  

Even though the city is united and restored to Jewish control observant Jews continue to 

remember the Destruction in 586 BCE and 70 CE by fasting on Tisha B'Av four decades 

after the city was reunited in the Six Day War. That you remember is important. 

For many Jews the remembrance of the Holocaust is so painful, so beyond description that 

they have becomes victims to memory. A common feature of this is survivor guilt – the 

guilt for living when so many died. Painful memories are not healed by forgetting them.   

The scholar and Holocaust survivor Elie Weisel expressed the most profound act of 

forgiveness humanly imaginable. He expresses forgiveness toward God for the Holocaust. 

He describes this process in an article in which Elie Weisel asks God the question he has 

struggled with all his life: “Where were you, God of Kindness, in Auschwitz?” He had never 

been able to understand how a loving God could have allowed the Holocaust to exist. But 

out of the question that had tormented him for fifty years, Weisel gleaned a sudden insight: 

“Watching your children suffer at the hands of your other children, haven’t you also 

suffered?”  

In this moment of compassion, Weisel is finally moved to offer God his forgiveness: “Let us 

make up, Master of the Universe,” he says. “In spite of everything that happened? Yes, in 
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spite. Let us make up: for the child in me, it is unbearable to be divorced from you for so 

long.”  

Memory can lead us into a deeper understanding of the Lord 

 

Remembering and Forgetting  

It seems that there is more to remembrance than simply being the opposite of forgetting.  

 Zakar (to remember) implies that there is special attention paid to the object of זָכַר

remembrance. Usually this attention is accompanied by an action of some sort. The Torah 

says of God that He "remembered Noah" Genesis 8:1 as well as Abraham Genesis 19:28 

and Rachel Genesis 30:22.   

This certainly does not mean that God was unaware of them until that moment. This would 

imply that God had absent mindedly forgotten them, or that He was occupied with other 

things and too busy to give them attention.  Rather, the Torah is indicating that from that 

moment onwards special providence and close guidance was provided for those 

individuals.  The meaning of remembrance is special attention.  Following the period of 

Israel's servitude in Egypt, the time comes for their salvation - "And God remembered his 

covenant... and God knew or took notice. Exodus 2:24-25.  From that moment, Israel 

was under the Lord’s special 'yada' יָדַע to know – the same word that is used for the union 

of husband and wife.. 

The opposite of this 'zakaron' is forgottenness - not the silence of unconsciousness, but 

rather the deliberate act of God "hiding His face" (סָתַר פָּנִים  satrat panim) and obliterating 

us, as it were, from His heart.  "God has forsaken me, and God has forgotten me" – so 

laments Bat Tzion Isaiah 49:14; and an even clearer example is provided by the psalmist 

Psalm 10:11 - "...God has forgotten, He hides His face...".   

The forgottenness means the hiding of God's face, the removal of 'hashgaha' The Hebrew 

term hashgaha (overseeing) stands for supervision, it is also used as a synonym for 

hashgaha elyonah (Supervision by the Almighty, i.e. Divine Providence) Hashgaha Pratit , 

commonly translated in English as Divine Providence, follows each person like a shadow, 

protecting and guiding each human being, and according infinite value to each individual. 

Its presence is invisible, but it is the One with which we commune - for it is with us at all 

times.., with its terrible consequences:  "I will hide My face from them, and they shall be 

devoured, and many evils and troubles shall befall them..." Deut 31:17. 
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Remembering can be bitter sweet 

Our memories inevitably include the good and the painful aspects of life. 


