
When I was in grade school, I remember being told about a great rabbi.  We were told that this rabbi was so great that if someone stuck a pin through a book of the Talmud this rabbi would be able to tell you what word that pin intersected with on every single page of the Talmud.  As I reflect back upon that story, I am troubled: Why is it that we Jews often associate a great memory with great authority?  Why was I as a student in a Jewish school supposed to be awed by this great rabbi’s piety simply because he had a phenomenal memory?


And it’s not only with respect to the Talmud that we invoke the authoritative voice of memory.  The walls of Yad Va-Shem contain prominently the following inscription, “Forgetfulness is the way to exile.  Remembrance is the way to redemption.”  Remembrance is the way to redemption…Why?  And let’s not forget what symbolizes Judaism for so many post-shoah Jews, Zakhor.  Remember.


Both the right and the left have sanctified memory, given it power and authority.  And it is our task tonight to understand this.


Perhaps the clue to this respect for memory is contained within the biblical verse which teaches us about the holiday of Rosh Hashanah.  Says the Torah (Leviticus 23:24), Ba-chodesh ha-sheviei ba-echad la-chodesh yehiyeh lakhem shabbaton zikhron teruah mikrah kodesh, on the first day of the seventh month you should make for yourselves a holiday, which is called zichron teruah.


What is the meaning of this strange phrase zikhron teruah?  Rashi explains this to mean that through the teruah, the blasting of the shofar, we hope to merit the fact that God will remember us.


But the Ketav Sofer offers a different interpretation.  The sound of the shofar is often associated with the concept of teshuvah, repentance after inner reflection and introspection.  So the Ketav Sofer explains: if you desire the sounds of the shofar to work for you as a penance then they must be accompanied by our own remembrance--our remembrance of our own actions.  The sounds of the shofar in order to be effective must be accompanied by a true reflection within ourselves.


The value of memory is that it allows us to be honest to ourselves.  Not to distort our past and in this way to help us become better people for the future.


This is why I think we value memory to such a great extent.  Within memory we see the potential for real truth uncorrupted by our falsities.  Within memory we have the power to be true to our inner souls.


This is ultimately why Rosh Hashanah is called Zichron teruah, this is why zichronot stands at the very center of our liturgy on Rosh Hashanah:  Memory is the vehicle to inner honesty, and inner honesty is the vehicle to true growth.


So this Rosh Hashanah let’s try to remember and with that memory lets try to grow, together as a community.

