
We talk of “memory” in Judaism. But memory takes different forms. Which is most meaningful in our lives? 

“Two Museums; Two Remembrances” 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer 
Yom Kippur - Yizkor 5754 - 1993 

Two Jewish museums, each focusing on the theme of memory, opened this year. The Holocaust Museum 

in Washington opened in March and received the most publicity. The Jewish Museum in New York underwent a 

radical restructuring of its space and exhibits, and reopened in June. The kind of memory which each museum 

presents is very different. The way that each of these two locales remembers reflects the ways that we remember 

our loved ones at this Yizkor time. What are those two different methods and what do they teach us? 

The approach of the Holocaust Museum in Washington is to view the past so that it should not occur 

again. Its remembrance is a static recall of the nightmare of the Holocaust.  

The restructuring and redesign of the space and exhibits in the Jewish Museum of New York recalls the 

past very differently.  

Its permanent exhibit focuses on four concepts in Jewish culture and Jewish religion. It shows how those 

concepts have both remained the same, but also changed, developed, and been shaped by the different realities 

of various epochs and locales where we Jews lived. This includes modernity and post modernity. As one 

example, the person who walks through the exhibit is engaged in discussion with the Talmud on such 

contemporary questions as "should we give money directly to panhandlers or support organizations which assist 

the homeless?” The memory encouraged by the Jewish Museum in New York is dynamic, fluid, and  adapting 

to present challenges. 

These two different ways of remembering correspond to the way we remember our loved ones at Yizkor. 

One way is to remember each of them as dead and as a past life. The other way of remembering our loved ones 

is as a person who continues to nurture us in very real ways. How exactly do we move from the method of 

memory of the Holocaust Museum in Washington to the way of memory of the Jewish Museum in New York? 



For a prescription of the dynamic memory of the Jewish Museum we can turn to the “Yaaleh V’Yavo” prayer 

which we recite at each new Hebrew month, including the Rosh Hashanah Musaf.  

Its first phrase is: “We recall our people’s history.” That means that the past has a vote in the present, if 

not a veto. We are cognizant how those who came before us shape us now. 

The second phrase is: “Remembrance of Jerusalem” – that is to recall the sacred space of our people. In 

our lives, too, some space with deceased loved ones counts more than other space. As an example, perhaps the 

chair where a loved one sat or the spot where we vacationed together, is that sacred space.  

Thirdly: “We remember the Messiah.” In Kabbalah, the arrival of the Messiah will be accelerated by our 

actions and mitzvot. So too the best way to recall at Yizkor those who have preceded us to death, is to glean 

from their positive actions to this earth while they lived here. Surely, they were not perfect in all they did, but as 

surely they contributed positively in much they did. To recall them at Yizkor dynamically and not in a static 

manner is to go beyond simply remembrance. It is to emulate their best days and best deeds.  

That is the way of dynamic memory suggested to us by the Jewish Museum of New York. 


