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“Remember that time when…” is the conversation we often have over dinner, or maybe

ice cream, that serves to form bonding over reminiscing, beyond the experience itself

being discussed. Often, those memories we recall are isolated events. They can be

meaningful because they are funny or heartwarming. However, memory in Judaism is

about more than just remembering good times. While we recall certain moments, those

moments are not of random choosing, but rather fit a narrative. Everything connects to

a historical and spiritual story. When we remember personal events, we recall them

because they come to mind and we feel like discussing them. Jewish memory recall,

however, is intentional in design. The when and how is carefully orchestrated and is

supposed to teach us lessons.

There is a passage from the Haggadah towards the beginning of maggid that is based on

a Mishnah in Berachot (1:5), which itself is based on a verse that we read on the eighth

day of Pesach. It discusses the importance of mentioning the exodus from Egypt -

curiously not in the context of the seder, but at a variety of different times.

ֶּבן זֹוָמא,יְִציַאת ִמְצַריִם ַּבֵּלילֹות, ַעד ֶׁשְּדָרָׁשּהְּכֶבן ִׁשְבִעים ָׁשנָה, ְו�א זִָכיִתי ֶׁשֵּתָאֵמרָאַמר ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעזָר ֶּבן ֲעזְַריָה, ֲהֵרי ֲאנִי
ַחּיֶי�, ַהּיִָמים. ּכֹל יְֵמי ַחּיֶי�, ַהֵּלילֹות.ֵצאְת� ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַריִם ּכֹל יְֵמי ַחּיֶי�. יְֵמיֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר (דברים טז) ְלַמַען ִּתזְּכֹר ֶאת יֹום
ּכֹל יְֵמי ַחּיֶי�, ְלָהִביא ִלימֹות ַהָּמִׁשיַח:ַוֲחָכִמים אֹוְמִרים, יְֵמי ַחּיֶי�, ָהעֹוָלם ַהּזֶה.

Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya said: I am approximately seventy years old, and

although I have long held this opinion, I was never privileged to prevail (Me’iri)

and prove that there is a biblical obligation to fulfill the accepted custom

(Ra’avad) and have the exodus from Egypt mentioned at night, until Ben Zoma

interpreted it homiletically and proved it obligatory. Ben Zoma derived it as it is

stated: “That you may remember the day you went out of the land of Egypt all the

days of your life” (Deuteronomy 16:3). The days of your life, refers to daytime

alone; however, the addition of the word all, as it is stated: All the days of your

life, comes to add nights as well. And the Rabbis, who posit that there is no

biblical obligation to mention the exodus from Egypt at night, explain the word,

all, differently and say: The days of your life, refers to the days in this world, all is

added to include the days of the Messiah.

The dispute in the Mishnah centers around whether or not there is an obligation to

mention the exodus at night. Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya says yes, and the other rabbis say

https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Berakhot.1.5?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en


2

no. But the rabbis do not simply say no - they read the verse from Devarim not through

the lens of an obligation to remember the exodus at night as opposed to during the day,

but rather more spiritually remembering the exodus during the Messianic age. It seems

that the rabbis and Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya are arguing about two different things:

mentioning the exodus at night as opposed to during the day, and the obligation to

acknowledge the exodus after Mashiach comes. The question here is what does

mentioning the exodus at night have to do with the messianic age? Additionally,

mentioning the exodus both at night and after Mashiach comes  seems to not be

mutually exclusive, so why not perform this act in all of these moments? How are we to

understand this dispute? For commentators throughout the ages, the scope of this

Mishnah is not just a narrow halachic issue, but rather a larger dispute about the impact

of the exodus in Jewish living and history. From this Mishnah, we learn the principles of

appreciating personal and national redemption.

Rav Yosef Tzvi Rimon (Shirat Miriam) sheds light on the crucial contrast between the

opinions of Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah and the other rabbis. Both rabbis agree that we

mention the exodus during the day in this world, but the question being discussed is

whether we mention the exodus at night, or if we do not mention it at night and instead

mention it only in the world to come. The view of the rabbis is that we only discuss the

exodus in the context of redemption. They claim that it is not befitting to speak of a rosy

future in the midst of exile and suffering. Remembering the exodus at night is reflective

of the idea that reflecting on the exodus must emanate from our dark moments. This

approach views life as full of processes, where the process is not an unfortunate tragedy

leading up to an outcome, but rather where the process shapes and impacts the

outcome. In other words, exile is part of the story of redemption - not because of fateful

coincidence but because redemption only reaches its potential in light of past exiles. We

halachically hold the view of Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah that we mention the exodus at

night in this world, and that has important implications for what it means to maintain

memory.

One may think that a constant fixation on the past redemption is irrelevant at best and

pain triggering at worst. However, we hold on to this memory of the exodus daily

because it gives us faith in a moment of darkness. In the psalm for Shabbat we say, להגיד
בלילותואמונתךחסדךבבקר - we declare Your kindness in the morning and Your faithfulness

at night. Perhaps the rabbis are right that we cannot fully appreciate the kindness of

redemption in exile, at “night,” but the element of faith that relates to the exodus should

be thought about. For some of B’nei Yisrael, hope may have seemed pointless before the
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exodus, but God ultimately redeemed; if God extracted us from dire straits in the past,

God can do it again in the future. We have faith because God is faithful to us.

This insight is important for us as we spend another Pesach struggling with a global

pandemic. While we may experience joy in various ways even during these times, we all

ruminate about the past and dream of the future. Is that helpful? Is it even right as many

suffer? It seems the answer is yes, we should think about our positive past and our

felicitous future. Our present is the bridge between our past and future. We can be

thankful for the happy memories of pre-pandemic life and harness that into hope for a

bright future; simultaneously, the growth and resilience we experience at this time

creates meaning for what a post-pandemic life can be. Memory of the past creates

meaning for the future. It also speaks of how we remember people. While we create

boundaries between mourning and joy, memories of blessing are not removed from

mourning. Mourners recall the positive impact and beautiful memories of their loved

ones. In reciting yizkor, we do not do so in order to engender sadness; instead, we

remember our loved ones in order to reflect on how their legacies influenced us to

achieve personal redemption in becoming the best of who we are. Even when a

relationship was difficult, as many familial relationships can be, we might see how

difficult moments lead to a process of grappling with resilience and seeking emotional

strength. Our past struggles can shape our future triumphs.

Yet, we can also learn from the opinion of the rabbis, and from here we get a second

insight. The conversation between Ben Zoma and the rabbis continues with Ben Zoma

replying to the rabbis, how will the exodus be mentioned daily in the days of mashiach?

It says in Jeremiah (23:7-8):

“Behold, days are coming, says the Lord, that they will no longer say: The Lord

lives Who brought up the children of Israel out of the Land of Egypt. Rather: As

the Lord lives, that brought up and led the seed of the house of Israel up out of

the north country and from all the countries where I had driven them.”

This means that when Mashiah comes, we will no longer be talking about the past

redemption from Egypt but the future redemption! The rabbis reply that it is not that

the exodus from Egypt will be forgotten, but it will be secondary to the messianic

redemption. As Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz explains in his haggadah, the second redemption

will in fact be qualitatively even greater than the first one, and nonetheless we will not

forget it. As an example of this, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks tells a story in his haggadah from

the time he was in Israel during the Gulf War. Virtually no flights came into Israel -
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except those carrying Russian immigrants. When B’nei Yisrael left Egypt, the Torah says

in Parashat Beshalach (and it happens they were reading this parasha on that week)

that God took them the long route in case they would encounter battle and would be

tempted to turn backwards; but in the modern day exodus of Russian Jews, they came

in the middle of a war! He sees this as being even more miraculous than the exodus

from Egypt in certain respects.

But we will still not forget the exodus from Egypt. Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch

explains that the messianic age does not replace the exodus from Egypt, but it is the

completion of the process that actually began with the exodus. One cannot just look at a

particular high moment of history without appreciating the moments that led up to it.

Redemption is not a coincidence; its foundation, rather, was laid at the moment we left

Egypt. In the words of Rabbi Sacks, “the echoes of exodus continue to reverberate

through Jewish history, undiminished through time, as wondrous now as in those days

long ago.” While it is good to be thankful for the present, it is also imperative to

acknowledge the events and people that came before us that led to where we stand at

this moment. This is true of both national redemption and personal redemption. As we

celebrate yamim tovim year round, we remember that our lives do not serve as a

replacement for the memories of those who came before us. In many ways,

contemporary life has its advantages over the lifestyles of the preceding generations.

Yizkor is an opportunity to remember the people who paved the path that leads to today.

It is especially when we feel blessed for our lives that we remember the greatness of our

ancestors and the lives they led.

Everything we have discussed until now is based on the version brought by the Mishnah

and the Haggadah. However, the Talmud Yerushalmi brings an entirely different

understanding of this verse. The Yerushalmi presents its interpretation not in the first

chapter of Berachot where the Mishnah appears, but in the third chapter, which

discusses the exemption of a mourner from saying Shema between death and burial.

How do we know a mourner, in this case known as an onein, does not say Shema? Rabbi

Bun says this is based on the verse חייךימיכלמצריםמארץצאתךיוםאתתזכורלמען - only during

the days you are dealing with the living, to exclude one who is dealing with the dead.

Rabbi Baruch Epstein, in Torah Temimah, notes that this is just an asmachta; it is not

the real halachic source. The real source for this law is that one who is involved in one

mitzvah is exempt from doing another conflicting mitzvah. But homiletically, we can

learn an important lesson from this Yerushalmi. National memory is very important in

Judaism. Day in, day out, we remember the exodus. This minimally takes place during

Shema, not to mention the myriad of other mitzvot that come back to the exodus. But
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there are times that we must focus on personal memory. In a moment in which we are

dealing with our own crisis, we have to loosen our concern for the Jewish community in

order to care for those closest to us. Baruch Hashem, many Jews will remember the

exodus on a daily basis. However, only those closest to kin can be responsible for taking

care of someone who has passed away. Only we can remember our loved ones. For most

of Pesach, we talk about our national experience and our national responsibility. That

characterizes much of our lives as Jews. But for one moment on Pesach, as we say

Yizkor, we pivot our attention to personal memory, to ensure that memory also involves

our own family.

As we recite Yizkor, whether in shul or at home, we can appreciate three Pesach

approaches to memory: even when it seems like it could be irrelevant, we are in fact

rooted in our past and make a point to remember it; we remember redemption during

difficult times precisely because it gives us strength to anticipate future redemption; and

even in our communal and national stories, we must be rooted in our familial stories.

Yizkor becomes an intentional moment of memory making where we are not

coincidentally part of a family, but each person we remember plays a meaningful role in

the story of our lives as individuals and as Jews.


