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When Memory Speaks

of Atonement’s repentance is personally cathartic, Tisha BAv’s mourn-
ing is nationally cathartic. It allows us to grieve as a unit and then move
on, strengthening our national identity by rebuilding from the ashes of
memory. In Against Identity, Leon Wieseltier argues that “identity in
bad times is not like identity in good times. The vigorous expression of
identity in the face of oppression is not an exercise of narcissism, it is
an exercise of heroism.”* And yet, despite the benefits of such a com-
munal enactment of history, such an implantation of identity and even
heroism, the Jewish community at large has not embraced Tisha BAv.
Why has this day and its surrounding rituals not been appreciated
by the wider Jewish community? Perhaps the answer lies in a particular
type of amnesia, a willed disregard for tragic history or the past. Rabbi
Joseph B. Soloveitchik observed that American Jews do not always have
sufficient sensitivity to Torah values to achieve spiritual depth.

Human happiness does not depend on comfort. The American
Jew follows a philosophy which equates religion with making
Jewish life more comfortable and convenient. It enables the
Jew to have more pleasure in life. This de-emphasizes Judaism’s
spiritual values™

Comfort is the main obstruction blocking the Jewish community from
contact with Tisha BAv. Yet the selective amnesia towards the traumatic
history that Tisha B/Av mourns has not influenced the pervasive impact
of the Holocaust on contemporary Jewish life. Indeed, our collective
memory seems to stop there: the Holocaust has replaced the history
which preceded it.

Perhaps then the issue is also — what is remembered. The Holo-
caust is widely memorialized, with or without religious overtones,
because of the death of much of Buropean Jewry. Understandably, for
many, the destruction of a building, even one as significant as the Beit
HaMikdash, the Temple, could never compare. But the destruction of

L. Leon Wieseltier, Against Identity (New York: William Drenttel, 1996), p-14.
2. Rabbi Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff, The Rav: The World of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik,
Vol. 11 (Jersey City, NJ: kTAV Publishing House, 1699), p. 18.

Erica Brown

a building is not only, or predominantly, what Tisha BAv mourns. It
mourns the loss of an aspect of our relationship with God, the loss of
the God who dwells within us, of a religious center and capital city, and
the destruction of all those who lived during that period.

There was a time when it was important to know the place you
came from in the broadest sense, to have a master narrative of a people
as a bedrock for your own values. It grounded you, and gave you direc-
tion — if you know where you come from, you arguably have a better
sense of where you are going. Tisha B/Av is best observed by those who
appreciate history and understand that a nation must look back if it is
to look forward. Examining the vicissitudes and errors of the past helps
you correct them. in the future. Cicero, the renowned Roman statesman
and orator, once said, “To remain ignorant of things that happened
before you were born is to remain a child.” There is an immaturity about
individuals who have no grip on history. There is an immaturity about
nations that have disregarded the past and onlylook at the present and
to the future.

To be part of Western civilization today, however, is largely to
act ahistorically. This does not mean that we despise history or repudi-
ate it; it is enough to ignére it. American holidays are generally com-
memorated without a historical context; the rituals that are celebrated
are neither deep nior transformational. They are surface sacraments that,
in a multicultural society, no longer have the power and potency of a
shared language of meaning or of nostalgia. Think only of Thanksgiving
and the way that it is observed in America today, and you will see how
this sad reality plays itself out on our national landscape. Turkey din-
ners and football games will hardly inspire a nation, much less a melting
pot of people for whom turkey is not part of a national diet or football a
natjonal pastime. Memorial Day is not observed as a mourning period
for the loss of soldiers; it is a day of barbeques, sales and public-pool
openings. There is a shallowness about jt all, the childishness that Cicero
observed. American Jews are naturally enmeshed in the culture in which
they live, and Americans, as members of a young country, do not have 2
longhistorical memory. Nor does the youthful American spirit, with its
emphasis on moving forward, encourage its citizens to look backward
with awe, respect, sadness and gratitude.
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and of preventing the great and wonderful actions of the Greeks
and the barbarians from losing their due meed of glory.” For
Herodotus the writing of history was first and foremost a bulwark
against the inexorable erosion of memory engendered by the
passage of time. In general, the historiography of the Greeks was
an expression of thar splendid Hellenic curiosity to know and to
explore which can still draw us close to them, or else it sought
from the past moral examples or political insights. Beyond that,
history had no truths to offer, and thus it had no place in Greek
religion or philosophy. If Herodotus was the father of history, the
~ fathers of meaning in history were the Jews.*

%n It was ancient Israel that first assigned a decisive significance to
history and thus forged a new world-view whose essential premises
wete eventually appropriated by Christianity and Islam as well.
“The heavens,” in the words of the psalmist, might still “declare
the glory of the Lord,” but it was human history that revealed his
will and purpose. This novel perception was not the result of
philosophical speculation, but of the peculiar nature of Israelite
faith. Ir emerged out of an intuitive and revolutionary understand-
ing of God, and was refined through profoundly felt historical ex-

periences. However it came about, in retrospect the consequences-

are manifest. Suddenly, as it were, the crucial encounter between
man and the divine shifted away from the realm of nature and the
cosmos to the plane of history, conceived now in terms of divine
challenge and human response. The pagan conflict of the gods
with the forces of chaos, or with one another, was replaced by a
drama of a different and more poignant order: the paradoxical
struggle between the divine will of an omnipotent Creator and the
free will of his creature, man, in the course of history; a tense
dialectic of obedience and rebellion. The primeval dream-time
world of the archetypes, represented in the Bible only by the Para-
dise story in Genesis, was abandoned irrevocably.’ With the depar-
ture of Adam and Eve from Eden, history begins, historical time
becomes real, and the way back is closed forever. East of Eden
hangs “the fiery ever-turning sword” to bar re-entry. Thrust reluc-

S

~appeared to me and said: I have surely remembered you . . .

Biblical and Rabbinic Foundations 9

tantly into history, man in Hebrew thought comes to affirm his
historical existence despite the suffering it entails, and gradually,
ploddingly, he discovers that God reveals himself in the course of
it. Rituals and festivals in ancient Israel are themselves no longer
primarily repetitions of mythic archetypes meant to annihilate his-
torical time. Where they evoke the past, it is not the primeval but
the historical past, in which the great and critical moments of
Israel’s history were fulfilled. Far from attempting a flight from’
history, biblical religion allows itself to be saturated by it and is
ingonceivable apart from it :

No more dramatic evidence is needed for the dominant place of
history in ancient Israel than the overriding fact that even God is
known only insofar as he reveals himself “historically.”\Sent to
bring the tidings of deliverance to the Hebrew slaves, Moses does
not come in the name of the Creator of Heaven and Earth, but of
the “God of the fathers,” that is to say, of the God of history: “Go
and assemble the elders of Israel and say to them: The Lord the
God of your fathers, the God of Abrabam, Isaac and Jacob has
(Exod. 3:16). When God introduces himself directly to the entire
people at Sinai, nothing, is heard of his essence or attributes, but
only: “I the Lord am your God who brought you out of the Land
of Egypt, the house of bendage” (Exod. 20:2). That is sufficient.
For here as elsewhere, ancient Israel knows what God is from what
he has done in history.® And if that is so, then memory has become
crucial to its faith and, ultimately, to its very existence.

Only in Israel and nowhere else is the injunction to remember
felt as a religious imperative to an entire people. Its reverberations
ate everywhere, but they reach a crescendo. in the Detiteronomic
history and in the prophets. “Remember the days of old, consider
the years of ages past” (Deut. 32:7). “Remember these things, O
Jacob, for you, O Israel, are My servant; I have fashioned you, you
are My servant; O Israel, never forget Me” (Is. 44:21). “Remem-
ber what Amalek did to you” (Deut. 25:17). “O My people,
remember now what Balak king of Moab plotted against you”




io Zakhor

(Micah 6:5). And, with a hammering insistence: “"Remember
that you were a slave in Egypt...."

If the command to remember is absolute, there is, nonetheless,
an almost desperate pathos about the biblical concern with mem-
ory, and a shrewd wisdom that knows how short and fickle human
memory can be. Not history, as is commonly supposed, but only
mythic time repeats itself. If history is real, then the Red Sea can
be crossed only once, and Israel cannot stand twice at Sinai, a
Hebrew counterpart, if you wish, to the wisdom of Heraclitus.”
Yet the covenant is to endure forever. "I make this covenant, with
its sanctions, not with you alone, but both with those who are
standing here with us this day before the Lord our God, and also
with those who are not with us here this day” (Deut. 29:13-14).

It is an outrageous claim. Surely there comes a day “when your
children will ask you in time to come, saying: What mean you by
these stones? Then you shall say to them: Because the waters of
the Jordan were cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord
when it passed through the Jordan” (Josh. 4:6—7). Not the stone,
but the memory transmitted by the fathers, is decisive if the mem-
ory embedded in the stone is to be conjured out of it ﬁ\o\:Hmhmmwmn
for subsequent generations. (there car 110 Sinai, then
inai must be borne along the conduits of mem-
ory to those who were not there {hat day.

The biblical appeal to remember thus has little to do with
curiosity about the past. Israel is told only that it must be a king-
dom of priests and 2 holy people; nowhere is it suggested that it
become a nation of historians. Memory is, by its nature, selective,
and the demand that Istael remember is no exception. Burckhardt's
dictum that all ages are equally close to God may please us, but
such a notion remains alien to biblical thought. There the fact that
history has meaning does not mean that everything that happened
in history is meaningful or worthy of recollection. Of Manasseh
of Judah, a powerful king who reigned for fifty-five years in Jeru-
salem, we hear only that “he did what was evil in the sight of the
Lord” (Il Kings 21:2), and only the details of that evil are

Biblical and Rabbinic Foundarions II

conveyed to us. Not only is Israel under no obligation whatever to
remember the entire past, but its principle of selection is unique
unto itself. It is above all God’s acts of intervention in history, and
man's responses to them, be they positive or negative, that must be
recalled. Nor is the invocation of memory actuated by the normal
and praiseworthy desire to preserve heroic national deeds from
oblivion. Ironically, many of the biblical narratives seem almost
calculated to deflate the national pride. For the real danger is not
so much that what happened in the past will be forgotten, as the
more crucial aspect of how it happened. “And it shall be, when
the Lord your God shall bring you into the land which he swore
unto your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and 10 Jacob, to give you
great and goodly cities, which you did not build, and houses full
of all good things, which you did not fill, and cisterns hewn out,
which you did not hew, vineyards and olive-trees which you did
not plant, and you shall eat and be satishied—then beware lest you
forget the Lord who brought you forth out of the land of Egypt,
out of the house of bondage”™ (Deut. 6:10~12; cf. 8:11-18).
Memory flowed, above all, through two channels: ritual and

‘recital. Even while fully preserving their organic links to the

natural cycles of the agricultural year (spring and first fruits), the

* great pilgrimage festivals of Passover and Tabernacles were trans-

formed into commemorations of the Exodus from Egypt and the
sojourn in the wilderness. (Similarly, the biblical Feast of Weeks
would become, sometime in the period of the Second Temple, a
commemoration of the giving of the Law at Sinai.) Oral poetry
preceded and sometimes accorppanied the prose of the chroniclers.
For the Hebrew reader even now such survivals as the Song of the
Sea (Exod. 15:1-18) -or the Song of Deborah (Judges 5) seem
possessed of a curious power to evoke, through the sheer force of
their archaic rhythms and imdges, distant but strangely moving
intimations of an experience of primal events whose factual details
are ‘wmnrmwm irrevocably lost. .

A superlative example of the interplay of ritual and recital in
the service of memory is the ceremony of the first fruits ordained
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200 Moadei Hashanah — Exile and Consolation

the time, because the food is not used up all at once. When a
person eats breakfast, for instance, he is sustained for a number
of hours from that meal.

On a fast day, however, a person is sustained from the food
he ate the day before, which is stored in various places in the
body. Man's nature dictates that when he is sustained from
these surpluses, the surpluses go through the brain.

So it says in early Torah sources, and we have no simple
way to explain it. Nevertheless, it says there that when a per-
son eats, he is sustained from the stomach, and when he fasts,
he is sustained from the brain. Sustenance from the stomach is
physical sustenance, while sustenance from the brain is spiri-
tual sustenance. When a person fasts, he draws sustenance from
Hashem’s Table, so to speak. On this day, it is as if he is partak-
ing of korbanos.

This matter is in full force on Yom Kippur. Early Torah
sources say that the five fefillos of Yom Kippur correspond to
the five afflictions (inuyim) of the day — abstaining from eating,
drinking, anointing, relations, and wearing shoes. This reflects
the idea that on Yom Kippur we are not sustained by food
and other physical necessities of life. We are sustained by the
prayers of Maariv, Shacharis, Musaf, Minchah, and Ne‘ilah. On
Yom Kippur, we are sustained by spirituality.

The kedushah of Yom Kippur is so strong that the Torah does
not call this day a fast day, but rather “Shabbas shabbason — a
complete cessation.” Although the Torah commands us to af-
mp.nw ourselves on this day, nevertheless, the nature of the day

“shevisah.” It is a day on which we cease from physicality, and
sustain ourselves on spirituality.

On other fasts, too, although their kedushah is not as strong
as that of Yom Kippur, a person is sustained from ruchniyus.

4, Vayikra 16:31.

Fasting Is Like an Offering on the Mizbeach 201

Thus, fasting constitutes a special connection with Hashem. So
to speak, Hashem Himself is sustaining us.

In order to go even deeper into the meaning of fasting, let us
return to the subject of korbanos.

The Ramban explains the simple significance of

What Do korbanos as follows: When a person sins and then
Korbanos munbmm an offering to the Beis HaMikdash, he has
Express?

in mind that because he sinned to Hashem, what is
being done to the animal should actually be done to him. When
they offer the animal, it is like they are putting his own blood
and burning his own body on the mizbeach, except that Hashem
in His great kindness granted him the opportunity to sacrifice
an animal in his place.®

Underlying this seemingly simple idea is an important prin-
ciple, which we will bring cut.

When people speak to one another, they can communicate
in two differenteways. There is an overt message, and there is a
message that is conveyed by means of hints. The overt message
is the language of simple people, or people who don’t have a
close relationship with one another, whereas people with a close
relationship of love will communicate also in hints.

There are certain objects, such as jewelry, diamonds, gold,
and flowers, which are used in order to convey such hints.
These objects don't have a lot of practical significance. There
is not much you can actually do with them. Yet, they carry ex-
traordinary power when they are given as a gift to a loved one.

The relationship between the Jewish people and Hashem is a
relationship of love. If is a relationship that cannot be explained
in words, because Hashem is infinitely far from us, and only
love connects us to Him.

5. Ramban, Yayikra 1:9.
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