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There’s an old story about a couple, Morris and Sadie, who lived together for many, 
many years.  One day, Sadie says to Morris, “I’m heading for the store.  Do you want 
anything?”  “Sure,” says Morris.  “I’d like an ice cream sundae.  Write it down:  I want 
vanilla ice cream, hot fudge sauce, and a cherry on top.  Write it down.”  
 
“Don’t worry,” Sadie says, “I’ll remember:  vanilla ice cream, hot fudge sauce, and a 
cherry on top.”  
 
“No, no, no,” Morris says.  “Write it down!”  
 
But off she goes.  Ten minutes later, Sadie comes back and hands Morris a paper bag.  He 
opens it up, and inside there’s a toasted bagel with cream cheese.  He grimaces.  
 
“Sadie,” he says, “you forgot the lox!!!”  
 
That is how the familiar story goes.   But this isn’t just a joke.   It’s an example of a 
phenomenon studied by psychologists.  
 
When people live together for a long time, they tend to depend on one another as memory 
sources.  This is called “transactive memory.”  We “transact” with our spouses or 
partners, so that we don’t have to remember it all ourselves. 

Now, it seems, we’re transacting with our computers.  Researchers at Columbia 
University have demonstrated what all of us know to be true, namely, that when people 
know that facts are going to be accessible later on, on a computer somewhere, they don’t 
bother to remember them well and they therefore can’t recall them well later.  This makes 
sense.  We rely on computers these days to jog our memories. 

There’s nothing new about this.  People have been having difficulty remembering things 
for thousands of years, and have long relied on memory aids to remind them of things 
that are important to remember – memory aids like our sacred texts. 
 
I have an old siddur (prayer book) that includes a page that does not appear in the Sim 
Shalom prayer book that we use here at Temple Aliyah.  It’s a list of six zechirot, or 
“remembrances,” that, according to a Kabbalistic tradition, we are supposed to verbalize 
each and every day.  Each of these is based on a text where the Torah actually says, 
“Zachor,” or “Remember” this or that, or words to that effect.  

 



 
Now, how can you be sure to remember something important? As Morris from that story 
will tell you, only if you write it down, and then read it.  We’re supposed to read these 
zechirot, these remembrances, not simply think about them.  
 
The first thing we’re supposed to remember -- and this is probably not surprising to many 
of us – is the Exodus from Egypt.  “… tizkor et yom zeit’cha me’eretz mitzrayim kol 
y’mei khayekha.” -- “Remember the day you left the land of Egypt all the days of your 
life.”  That’s so important and so explicit that the rabbis included it in every service, in 
the Birkat HaMazon, the Grace after Meals, and in the Shema.  Many, many times a day, 
we remember the Exodus. 
 
Why is the Exodus so important?  And why must we remember it so frequently?  
 
First, the Exodus is fundamental to our history.  Who are we?  Ex-slaves.  And it also 
establishes God’s role throughout the Bible as our Redeemer.  God was not and is not 
indifferent to the cry of the oppressed. 
 
Second, the Exodus motivates us to perform a whole slew of obligations, Throughout the 
Torah, we’re told to help the poor, the widow, the orphan, the stranger.  And almost 
every time, the reason given is “Because you were slaves in the land of Egypt.” 
Repeating it again and again drives it home.  It is meant to increase our empathy for the 
vulnerable and our compliance with a whole host of laws designed to help the less 
fortunate in society. 
 
Moreover, having been enslaved gives us a special duty vis a vis those who remain 
enslaved – and maybe this explains best why we have to remind ourselves of it each and 
every day.  It is not as if slavery shows signs of disappearing.  Every day it’s important to 
remind ourselves that we used to be slaves and now we’re free – because there are still 
slaves today. And this isn’t just an intellectual exercise; it should prod us to seek to 
alleviate the suffering of others.  As the Talmud says, “zechirah m’via li’de asiyah” – 
“remembering should lead to action.”  (B.Menachot 43b)  
 
This constant reminder is a check on our hubris.  As we acquire safety, security, wealth 
and power, we may begin to put on airs.  We may begin to think that we are better than 
other people.  But we’re not.  We are the children, or grandchildren, or 
great-grandchildren of slaves.  
 
And reminding ourselves daily may insulate us from yet another danger.  The Hasidic 
commentator, the S’fat Emet, says that we are constantly told that we were once slaves to 
remind us never to become enslaved to material possessions, or wealth.  Living as we do 
in a highly materialistic society, we all know that that is an ever-present temptation.  
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The second thing we have to remember each and every day is what Amalek did to us.  It 
was only a few days after crossing the Red Sea that the Israelites were attacked by the 
Amalekites, who preyed on the weakest among them.  
 
We remember Amalek because we need to remind ourselves that there are radically evil 
people in the world who would like to wipe us -- namely, the Jewish people -- out.  It’s 
awful to think about that – and that’s why we have a specific command to remember it. 
We’d rather ignore it, but we mustn’t, for survival comes first.  If you’re not alive, you 
can’t do mitzvot. 
 
What else should we remember every day?  There are several more zechirot.  We have to 
recall “ma’amad har Sinai,” the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai.  It isn’t enough to 
be free; it isn’t enough to be safe or secure; rules of morality are also central to our 
religious identity.  Living a full Jewish life involves more than standing up for ourselves, 
or even for the oppressed, as laudable as that is.  It’s about living by a code of conduct, a 
particular code of conduct, a Jewish code of conduct. We have to study Torah, and take 
Torah seriously.  Put another way, celebrating Pesach, the Festival of Freedom, isn’t 
enough.  We also have to celebrate Shavuot, the holiday that commemorates the Giving 
of the Torah.  
 
We should remember the incident of the Golden Calf.  I hope we all remember that 
story.  Moses goes up Mt. Sinai to get the Ten Commandments, and, in his absence, the 
people can’t hold it together.  They lose hope.  They beg Aaron, Moses’ brother, to build 
them a golden calf to worship.  They willingly give up their gold and silver, and then they 
joyously worship the calf, saying to it:  “This is our God who brought us out of the land 
of Egypt.”  
 
Backsliding is incredibly easy. Of course, today, of all days, it shouldn’t be too difficult 
for us to remember the Golden Calf.  After the Israelites started dancing around it, Moses 
got so angry that he broke the first set of tablets.  Then, after God forgave the people, 
Moses went back up and returned with a second set of tablets, signifying forgiveness for 
the sin of the Golden Calf.  The Rabbis teach us that that day, the day Moses came down 
with that second set of tablets, was Yom Kippur, reminding us that atonement is possible 
even for the most egregious offenses.  
 
Each and every day, we are called to remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.  Not 
just on Friday night; not just on Saturday, but each and every day.  It’s very hard to create 
a fully restful Shabbat unless we think about it, and plan for it throughout the week.  If 
we want to refrain from shopping, doing laundry and cooking on Shabbat, we have to do 
all of that ahead of time.  (Of course, it’s worth it, but it takes planning.  It takes 
remembering.)  
 
Shabbat brings us in touch with the Creation of the World, and with the World to Come. 
On Shabbat we focus on what’s important: our families, our loved ones, our community, 
hachnasat orchim (hospitality), study, and the appreciation of nature.  Shabbat reminds 
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us that these things are more important than work, and that we are defined by more than 
our economic status.  Moreover, as a zecher l’tziat mitzraim, as a reminder of the Exodus, 
Shabbat reinforces the importance of human freedom.  Every Jew, no matter how 
humble, can create a palace in his or her home on Friday night and welcome a visit by the 
queen.  
 
The last thing we are to remember daily is the incident, described in the Book of 
Numbers, when Miriam and Aaron were gossiping about Moses, and Miriam was 
punished by God with leprosy.  
 
Of course, on this day, it’s easy to be conscious of the impact of improper speech on 
others.  So many of the sins that we recount in the Ashamnu or in the Al Het involve 
speaking improperly of others.  But does saying those words today help us in December? 
 
It is easy to forget that Biblical story.  It’s easy because the last thing we want to think 
about when we have a juicy piece of gossip between our lips is that someone was once 
punished for gossiping.  Like Pinocchio, whose nose lengthened whenever he lied, what 
if whenever we gossiped, our skin turned scaly, like Miriam’s?  What if, whenever we 
didn’t treat the others in our lives with respect, somehow it showed?  I have a feeling that 
we wouldn’t talk the way we do; I have a feeling that we would behave differently.  
 
If the rabbis are right, if zechirah m’viah li’ydei asiyah, if remembering leads to action, 
what is the action that this zechirah, this remembrance, should inspire?  
 
When Miriam gossiped, she violated trust within her family.  She poisoned the 
relationships that she and others had with Moses.  We depend on those kinds of 
relationships – within our families, within our community – to sustain us.  What can we 
do to nurture trust, within our homes and within our communities? Every day, we should 
take steps to strengthen and sustain those relationships and to keep them from becoming 
poisoned.  Every day, we should express our appreciation for and our love of others. 
Every day, we should use our power of speech wisely and sensitively. 
Why were we told to remember these six things?  We were told to remember them 
because as human beings our nature is to forget; to forget what’s really important.  
 
Speaking of memory, memory can sometimes seem like a two-edged sword.  We all 
know people, don’t we, who can’t seem to let go of certain things?  Some things we 
shouldn’t remember so well:  the things that don’t enhance, or add quality or meaning to 
our lives; things that get in the way of our being kind, caring people:  the small hurts, the 
insults, the petty concerns that can drag us down.  Are the memories of such things 
important?  Like we do when our hard drives fill up, some of those memories need to be 
archived and should no longer remain “randomly accessible” or active.  
 
Memory is at the core of Yom Kippur.  After all, we repeatedly ask God to remember 
us, to remember us to life, and to remember the good that we’ve done.  But we have some 
remembering to do in return.  For example, unless we remember the sins we’ve 
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committed, we can’t atone for them.  Only by remembering can we hope to do better in 
the future.  
 
What indeed should we be remembering today?  
 
I recently read a eulogy, a portion of which I’d like to share with you:  
 

As [my wife] lay in her hospital bed … with a breathing mask covering 
her mouth and face, the oxygen hissing loudly, I told her about the love 
and thoughts that so many people wanted me to convey to her.  I told her 
about how the children were doing in school. I showed her the cards the 
children drew.  I told her how much the children and I loved her and how 
precious she is to all of us.  
 
I couldn’t really tell how much she grasped of what I was saying … Later, 
in the afternoon, her breathing eased.  The nurses asked me to step out of 
the room, and they were able to remove the mask for a while as they 
bathed her.  When I returned, her eyes briefly flickered at me, and I seized 
the “mask-free” opportunity to speak with her once again.  I tried to tell 
her about events in the world outside and other idle happenings but only 
received an impassive gaze as her eyelids closed.  
 
Then I asked her if she had seen the card from [our daughter] that I had 
shown her in the morning.  There was an emphatic nod, “Yes!”  
 
I continued – asking her if she remembered us talking in the morning 
about the children, their cards and the family, and her eyes suddenly 
snapped open and clearly, distinctly, and loudly, she boomed “I 
REMEMBER.”  
 
Startled, I stepped back from the bed but said I was glad.  Again, her eyes 
opened wide, she smiled broadly …, and she spoke, chiding me:  
 
“I REMEMBER THE THINGS THAT ARE IMPORTANT.” 
 

 
On this day -- on which we wear white, on which we refrain from eating, from perfuming 
ourselves, from creating life, … ; on this day -- which brings to our consciousness our 
fragility, and that boundary between life and death, and how quickly and easily we can 
cross over it; on this day – devoted to helping us distinguish between the important and 
the trivial; on this day, having read and been inspired by those beautiful words uttered on 
the edge of life and death; let each of us strive to remember, today and every day, what is 
important:  the people we love, the communities we belong to, and, as the great rabbinic 
sage, Akaviah ben Mehalelel, once said, “where we came from, where we are going, and 
before Whom we will one day be called to give an accounting.”  (Pirkei Avot) 
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Shanah tovah u’m’tukah:  May you and your loved ones be inscribed and sealed and 
remembered in the book of life, health, wellbeing, and peace.  
 
Amen.  
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