Weekly Jewish Wisdom

Memory and Immortality
By Dr. Erica Brown
“Rav said: The dead are not forgotten for twelve months, as it says, 
‘I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind; 
I am a broken vessel.’”

The Talmud


Rav, the famous Talmudic sage, authored this statement about the way that people live on in our memory and must be mentioned in our prayers for a year following death. This prayer is called the “kaddish,” and rather than bemoan our losses, its words reflect an affirmation of life. In this week’s Torah reading, we learn of the first formal burial in the Hebrew Bible. Abraham buries his wife, Sarah, after negotiating and purchasing a plot of land for her. Strangely, the text spends more time on the negotiation than the burial. Why?


Our quote above may be referring to a particular Jewish law. If you find a lost object, you must return it within 12 months of finding it. Should you not find its owners after actively looking for a year, you are allowed to keep the object. The talmudic inference is that the dead person in our verse is such a lost or broken object that must be recalled and recorded in our memory for a year following the loss. 

Leon Wieseltier, the literary editor of The New Republic and author of the sophisticated and poignant book about death, Kaddish, analyzes Rav’s statement.

“I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind.” This is not the end of desire. This is the end of memory. An awful prospect, especially for Jews. We don’t mind not being wanted. We mind not being remembered.

Wieseltier wrote the book as both a journal and historical discussion of kaddish during the year in which he said kaddish for his father. In connecting his sentiments above to his father, he remarks: “I cannot be sure that my kaddish for my father is proof of his immortality. I can be sure that it is proof of his posterity.”


People do not live forever, even in our memories. We may never forget those we lose, but over time, their memory may dull and become blurred. We hold on to the face, the smell, the crisp image of the person we’ve lost but find that even these images seem to lose their sharpness or their everyday puncture at our hearts. People do not live forever in this world, but they can live through our deeds and our memory.

Rav quoted a verse from Psalms which pains us to the core. When we leave this world, are we broken vessels, discarded and with no use? Do we become out of mind? Rav takes this verse and twists it out of its literal meaning. He stays this prediction for an entire year.  The brokenness is noted. We are broken when we lose someone. We carry the fragments and shards of that memory with us for a year, at least a year. The broken vessel of death reflects our own brokenness, and we are asked to articulate that brokenness through a year of prayer.

Returning to our original question, the text shares the moment of Sarah’s death with us and records Abraham’s response: “and Abraham proceeded to mourn for Sarah and to bewail her.” When he “rose from beside his dead,” it was for the express purpose of making a permanent marker for her, establishing that sense of posterity mentioned earlier by creating a place that would signify her memory. He had to negotiate for that land, and his tenacity demonstrates the will of memory. He would not allow her to disappear without a distinguishing marker. He could not offer her immortality. He could offer her posterity.

Wieseltier hits an existential nerve. When we go, will we be remembered? We mind not being remembered. This terrifying thought makes us wonder what impression we make on the world and on others in this life. It also makes us strive for immortality. To be remembered, we must act in a way that is memorable.
Shabbat Shalom
