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INTRODUCTION

Alan Rosen

RABBI SHIMON BAR YOHAI, a talmudic sage traditionally celebrated as the author of the Zohar, the central book of Jewish mysticism, was himself a refugee, forced to flee from the Romans and hide with his son for years in a cave. Their emergence from the cave came in stages, the first beset by fury, which only with time yielded to empathy. It is this modulated response to profound suffering that, in Elie Wiesel's view, qualified Rabbi Shimon to be deemed the fountainhead of Jewish mystical life. “Therein lay Rabbi Shimon's greatness,” augurs Wiesel. “He had to go beyond suffering—the last year [in the cave] was probably the hardest—in order to rediscover compassion and understanding.”1 With this analysis Wiesel surely attempts to enter the historical context of persecution that defined Rabbi Shimon's life and milieu. But he also reclaims for his own persecuted generation of Holocaust survivors the talmudic sage's experience of oppression and the wisdom that steered a path through it. In Wiesel's universe of historical study, the Jewish past gives direction to the Jewish present (and future), while the Jewish present—particularly the lengthy shadows cast by the Holocaust—orients our approach to the past, dictates the questions we ask of it, and shows our profound relationship to those who inhabited it.

This lifeline strung from the Jewish present to past and back again, an underappreciated facet of Wiesel's work, is one of the features of this volume. Indeed, a volume dealing with the full breadth of Wiesel's writing is late in coming; no such collection has appeared in English in over twenty years. During this period, Wiesel has produced dozens of books, and has continued to treat important themes in both fiction and nonfiction. Moreover, his writing on traditional Jewish texts, which during these years has developed far beyond what it was hitherto, has received almost no serious commentary or criticism. The essays in this volume aim to remedy the gap on both accounts. While not covering every facet of Wiesel's oeuvre and career, they do address most, ranging from earliest writings to those that have only recently appeared. Published almost thirty-five years after the first essay collections to deal with his work, this volume aims to update and expand what has been done previously.

But the goal is not only to add to what came before. This volume comes with a new set of premises, the nature of which is visible in the organization and sequence of the essays, as well as in the section headings that guide the reader through them. Wiesel has been associated primarily, one might say almost exclusively, with the Holocaust. The association is understandable, given his formidable achievement in this area: as a survivor, as a witness, as a key figure in setting forth the vocabulary that shapes any discussion of the event and its implications. But that achievement has meant that his other likewise estimable contributions have been overshadowed and underplayed. This lack of balance has increased as Wiesel's career has unfolded—a career that has been built painstakingly on what came before, but that along the way has shifted the proportions nonetheless.

The breadth and focus of his writing clearly has its impetus from his place of origins and from his family. Elie Wiesel was born in Sighet, Transylvania, in 1928 to Shlomo and Sara, the former a community-active shop owner, the latter the daughter of a Viznitzer Hasid. The only boy in a family of four children, Wiesel received a traditional cheder and yeshiva education of an Eastern European Jew, but also studied the violin, played chess, and learned modern Hebrew. The family continued normal life until spring of 1944, when the Nazis occupied Hungary. The Wiesels and the other Sighet Jews were soon imprisoned in a ghetto, and then summarily deported to Auschwitz, where his mother and youngest sister were murdered. His father later perished in Buchenwald. Elie and his two older sisters survived the war.

Based in postwar France, Wiesel, an orphan and refugee, at first returned to a life of study and prayer similar to that of his life in Sighet. But he soon struck out in a different direction, studying French language, literature, and philosophy, taking up journalism, which became his pathway to the world of letters, and traveling extensively. His first book was published in Yiddish in 1956, the original version of his acclaimed memoir Night.2 Relocating to America, he chose French as his main literary language, and produced over the next decade novels, essays, and plays, most of which dealt with the survivor's struggle in the aftermath of the Holocaust. The struggle often shared features with the austere universe of moral dilemma that was a trademark of the great French existentialist writers. But it also drew deeply from the well of Jewish history and tradition, splicing the angst of ethical dilemma with the world of Jewish learning, law, and mysticism. This combination of questioning and devotion brought forth portraits from the world Wiesel left behind and the one that he had adopted. The moral failure of the war years also led him to cultivate a literature of witness. So from early on he also wrote on behalf of oppressed Jewish communities and individuals; a book-length plea on behalf of Soviet Jews, hauntingly titled The Jews of Silence (1966), a blending of memoir, homage, and deposition, served as a model of its kind.3

This pattern of publication has continued thereafter, with a few shifts of emphasis. In a number of novels (for example, The Oath [1973], The Fifth Son [1980], The Testament [1983], and The Forgotten [1989]), the struggle of the children of survivors came to share center stage with that of the survivors. And the portraits crafted in the early essays have since the 1970s modulated to include books devoted to seminal personages in traditional Jewish life and experience, particularly those of the Bible, Talmud, and Hasidism (for example, Souls on Fire [1972], Messengers of God [1975], Sages and Dreamers [1991], and Wise Men and Their Tales [2003]). These writings, together with a fierce pace of public lecturing and commemorative activity, have played a major role in shaping the global idiom of Holocaust commemoration. Yet Wiesel has also linked Holocaust remembrance to human rights vigilance, a stance that particularly mandates protest and intervention on behalf of threatened groups worldwide. He was awarded the 1986 Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of these efforts, and has in turn channeled the award into further charitable, pedagogic, and literary activities.

The shift in the present volume to a broader range of critical perception can be gauged by looking back for a moment at the first two pioneering collections of essays dealing with Wiesel's work, both of which appeared in 1978. The first, Confronting the Holocaust: The Impact of Elie Wiesel, argued that Wiesel's work had not been fully taken account of: “The present book,” set forth the editors, “is a long-overdue attempt to extend this confrontation [with the Holocaust] by addressing Wiesel's works themselves and the manifold issues that arise out of them and the Holocaust Universe at large.”4 The sense of belatedness, the “long-overdue,” went hand in hand with the notion of “confront[ing]” the Holocaust. Addressing Wiesel's then dozen books implied coming to terms with that which had been delayed or put off because of the subject's painfulness. (Indeed, in France collections addressing Wiesel's achievement appeared only decades later.) And since the subject of the Holocaust had been avoided, so had Wiesel's commentary on it. To compensate, as it were, every essay in the volume focused on Wiesel as a witness to the Holocaust. This did not mean that other concerns were neglected. There were, for example, several essays that highlighted Jewish themes or texts, and that made a case for Wiesel's midrashic approach. It was rather a question of proportion, of emphasis—and of confrontation. “One had,” writes Wiesel himself in the volume's closing essay, “to force man to look.” Wiesel and the Holocaust were inextricably linked; his Universe was the Holocaust Universe.

In the late 1970s, assessing Wiesel's writing under this rubric made sense, since the confrontation occasioned would fundamentally risk “disturbing long-held beliefs, attitudes, and methods.” This notion has not lost its ring of truth; the 2011 publication of a book titled Confronting Genocide suggests its ongoing resonance.5 But a “confrontation” with Wiesel's writings no longer seems to entirely fit, simply because his vocabulary of witness and memory so deeply and pervasively inform Holocaust study and commemoration that it is difficult, if not impossible, to conceive of the discussion without them. We no longer need to confront them since they have become so much a part of us.

A second collection of essays on Wiesel's life and writings also appeared in 1978: Responses to Elie Wiesel: Critical Essays by Major Jewish and Christian Scholars.6 This one was different in several ways, the most telling being the explicit agenda outlined in the subtitle of “Jewish and Christian scholars.” The editor, Harry James Cargas, was himself a Catholic who had published a book-length interview with Wiesel and would in the next years set forth a Catholic theology in the wake of the Holocaust. This multi-faith agenda did not dull the force of Wiesel as a commentator on Jewish life and learning. Indeed, the volume opens with a 1973 interview with Wiesel speaking of reactions of a Jew to the Yom Kippur war. But by concluding the volume with his own essay on Christian responses to Wiesel, Cargas wanted to demonstrate that a Christian readership had both a right and obligation to read Wiesel.

The present volume is heir to both of these. But the landscape has also significantly changed in the three decades since their appearance—a change set in motion not least by the copious range and number of Wiesel's publications over these years. Since 1978, Wiesel has published more than thirty volumes (not including the substantial numbers of books featuring interviews). The distribution is telling: it includes eight novels, seven commentaries on classical Jewish texts and figures, three collections of essays, a two-volume full-length memoir, two volumes coauthored with celebrated French figures (former president François Mitterand and survivor/author Jorge Semprún), a play, a cantata, at least one children's book, and a Passover Haggadah. Added to this is the important three-volume collection of Wiesel's shorter writings—reviews, essays, speeches and lectures, even a short play—titled Against Silence, which appeared in 1985. Finally, there appeared in 2006 a new translation of Wiesel's most well known book, the memoir Night, with a preface by the author that explains why a new translation was necessary. I list these, first of all, simply to keep track: there has been no attempt at a thorough bibliography, in either French or English, since 1974, a surprising omission perhaps brought about by the daunting pace of Wiesel's production.7 But the inventory also shows how broad—and how decidedly Jewish—are his preoccupations.

Wiesel's commentary on Jewish texts brings a decidedly new slant. His writings on Bible, Talmud, and Hasidism do not cover everything in Jewish life and learning, but they mine the cornerstones of the Jewish tradition and distill the special spiritual contribution of hasidic masters. The latter choice is surely bound up with the hasidic family and setting in which Wiesel came of age and the maternal grandfather, a Viznitzer Hasid, who served as his spiritual guide. But it also reflects the postwar relationships— particularly that with the Lubavitcher rebbe—that helped him address (if not resolve) the anguished questions bequeathed by the Holocaust.

His angle and perspective are also special: his commentary on traditional writings is guided, above all, not by word, phrase, or verse, as in much interpretation, or even by theme or topic. It rather proceeds by personage, biography, individual life—what in Wiesel's vocabulary is called a “portrait” (a word that carries a much different connotation than “character”). It steers between biography and legend, between the grit of human life, often under punishing conditions, and that which is larger than life. But the legendary does not mean to escape from life but rather to magnify the human dimensions. The volume's first eight contributions give these Jewish-centered writings time and thought, exploring Wiesel's specific approach, setting it in the context of other classic and modern commentators, splicing it with biography, and, when appropriate, joining it to the fate of a Holocaust survivor.

In terms of literature, the portraits of great personages in Jewish life are finely wrought essays, filled with drama and, as Everett Fox has suggested, with moments of decision. They alternate between showing and telling, chronicling and reflecting, fleshing out lives and distilling the lessons they offer. From this angle, the commentary on Jewish personages continues to develop the essay form that Wiesel cultivated from his earliest writings on. This crucial form has not received the attention it surely deserves. Hence, several contributions contained within this volume (Harrowitz, Aarons, Rosen) endeavor to explicate the power and craft of the earlier essays. At the other end of the spectrum is an almost skeletal form that Wiesel refers to as “dialogues,” the closest approximation to which might be the later plays of Samuel Beckett. The narrative of these dialogues is so spare that it brings a focus on words spoken urgently, even desperately: “Since when are you here?” begins the first,

Since yesterday.

Only since yesterday?

No. I've always been here. Almost as if I'd been born here.

Born? What a word to use in this place.

       That's true of all words.

 

Ellen Fine's and John Roth's essays put this deft form on the map—a map that, as we see, mentions the name of no place, yet the reader immediately grasps the location— the “here”—from where the words are spoken.

This radical spareness takes to the furthest point a similar strategy one finds in the memoir Night and the first novels that followed it, slender volumes with chiseled language. Behind this approach is Wiesel's dedication to an artistry of tzimtzum, whereby the mystical notion of contraction finds expression in the language of his narratives. This is a constant of Wiesel's art. Yet his mode of novelistic storytelling has also evolved, as witnessed, first of all, by the increasing size of his novels, but also by a shift of focus from the struggle of Holocaust survivors in the wake of the war to that of their children a generation later. The essays dealing directly with Wiesel's novels range from the first (L'aube/Dawn) to some of the most recent (The Judges and A Mad Desire to Dance), and yield an equally broad range of readings. Yet reference to Wiesel's novels circulates through all of the volume's sections, bringing home the fact that, crafted literary pieces though his novels may be, they have a significance that extends the literary into other realms.

The extension of Wiesel's art into the domains of pedagogy, religion, ethics, politics, and law might well define the volume's final section. The role of teacher, for example, is for Wiesel a self-declared vocation. But the form that role takes and the idiom that defines it have remained mainly outside the bounds of formal inquiry. The other areas receive similar consideration, producing disciplinary reflections highly personal, on the one hand, yet striving to assess Wiesel's contributions for generations to come, on the other. “I suddenly realized,” said the author about his decision to go forward and write the books that followed his first memoir, Night, “that to stay with the past was not enough. We must take the past and transcend it.”8 So, too, do the commentators here want the present to yield to the future, letting us see Wiesel through an angle of vision beyond our own. In this way will the collection help Wiesel's portrait to be more sharply, more fully, drawn. To be sure, the suffering inflicted by the war years has its moment and say. But the vehicles by which Wiesel, in the name of an entire generation, has endeavored to rediscover compassion and understanding will be given their voice as well.
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PART 1

BIBLE AND TALMUD





1

ALONE WITH GOD

WIESEL'S WRITINGS ON THE BIBLE

JOEL ROSENBERG

[image: images]

BETWEEN 1976 AND 2004, Elie Wiesel published four books devoted partly or wholly to biblical retellings: Messengers of God in 1976, Five Biblical Portraits in 1981, Sages and Dreamers in 1991, and Wise Men and Their Tales in 2004.1 While, properly speaking, impossible to view in isolation from his other output of this period, this material in fact forms a meaningful chapter in the history of Jewish biblical interpretation, in addition to being writing that touches the soul. Around the time the last book was published, Wiesel, along with Harvard-based biblical scholar Frank Moore Cross Jr., participated in a joint interview for Biblical Archaeology Review conducted by its editor, Hershel Shanks.2 Cross was the quintessence of the historical-critical scholar, immersed in ancient Near Eastern epigraphy and Northwest Semitic pagan poetry, committed to archaeological research and scientific historical method. Here counterposed to him, as it were, was the Jewish storyteller, still bearing within himself the yeshiva bokher: the perspective of the Eastern European Jewish village—suspicious of “biblical criticism,” steeped in the rabbinic worldview, and cherishing the naive vision of childhood. (Wiesel's upbringing and education were in fact more complex than this profile implies, but I'll let this conception prevail for now.) “I'm interested,” said Wiesel in the interview, “in [the Bible's] layers of meaning, but my relation to it is much more an emotional one. It's been my passion almost from my youth. I want to go back to the child I used to be, and to read with the same naiveté.”3 Cross, for his part, spoke of the rabbinic realm, what he called “late Judaism,” as a place where “you can't even swing a cat without hitting three demons and two spirits.” (In this respect, I should add, he found it similar in outlook to the New Testament.)4

What is surprising, however, is that historian Cross and storyteller Wiesel were often curiously in harmony on matters biblical and scholarly. Cross voiced respect for Wiesel's immersion in the history of biblical interpretation, and Wiesel, in turn, his respect for the historian's quest. Both voiced a sympathy with the human need to live in uncertainty and ambiguity. When Wiesel, quoting a certain modern philosopher, said, “Madness is not a consequence of uncertainty but of certainty,” Cross warmly agreed.5 Cross later noted the wholly unprecedented presence in biblical tradition of the story of Abraham and the sacrifice of Isaac, and Wiesel said he regarded it as “the most important event in the Bible except for Sinai.”6 Both of them affirmed their deep and life-sustaining love of the text.

I find in this meeting of scientific historian and traditional darshan a curious portrait of my own involvement in biblical studies, which has grown up under the influence of both. Like the archaeologist, I am fascinated with what comes out of the ground, as the partial imprint of both material and social history. Like the darshan, I am interested in the Hebrew Bible's history of interpretation and in the spiritual dimension of the biblical story—and, in this pursuit, I find in postbiblical commentary a continuity with the Bible's own pre-textual tradition history. In a sense, both the historian and the darshan are approaching the same truth, albeit in strikingly opposed ways: one through skepticism, a state vital to human inquiry, and the other through faith, a state, one might say, vital to human survival. Skepticism holds truth to be hard-won and beheld in a state of ambiguity. Faith's own skepticism, as Wiesel helps us to see, holds truth to be the fruit of being alone with God and bearing witness to the ambiguity of Creation.

It is important to remember that Wiesel's approach to the Bible is deeply rooted in a sense of the text that has shaped modern Jewish academic study of the Bible as much as the literature of faith.7 Skepticism about nineteenth-century source criticism was registered on critical grounds by Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, Benno Jacob, and Umberto Cassuto, among others, who gave greater weight to the pedagogical function of the biblical redactor as an orchestrator of key words and traditions, a perspective perhaps best embodied today in the work of Everett Fox.8 And Wiesel has, in common with such scholars as Nehama Leibowitz and Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, an understanding of the importance of talmudic Aggadah, rabbinic Midrash, and medieval parshanut as guides to meaning in the biblical text.9 Rabbinic interpretation, as they have shown us, is not simply the free exercise of imagination but always in itself a kind of physiognomy of the biblical text, bearing the indelible imprint of the text's own peculiarities, its own word choices and narrative structures, its own sometimes hidden preoccupations and quandaries. In Wiesel's words, the parables of Midrash “reflect the dramatic demands of the [biblical] narrative. Through them, internal conflicts become tangible, visible.”10 And the rabbis, after all, had a perspective the biblical authors lacked (except in the eyes of rabbinic tradition): the vantage point of a completed biblical tradition.11 This allowed for intrabiblical allusion to deepen the meaning of a biblical story in a manner unforeseen by the biblical writers themselves.

Wiesel's own sources span an impressive range within Jewish tradition: the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, Avot de Rabbi Natan, Mishnah, Midrash Rabbah, Midrash Tanhuma, Midrash Tehillim, Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds, medieval commentators such as Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Nahmanides; the Zohar; the sixteenth-century collection Divrei ha-Yamim shel Moshe Rabbenu; hasidic writings, including those of Shneur Zalman of Ladi, the Gerer Rebbe, and the Kotzker Rebbe, as well as modern scholars such as Louis Ginzberg, Shalom Spiegel, David Daiches, Nahum Glatzer, Ephraim Urbach, and André Neher.12 The sources are used fluently, conversationally, and as the need dictates. One important precedent for the use of postbiblical Jewish tradition is the work of the aforementioned Louis Ginzberg, who strung together, end-to-end, rabbinic lore on the Bible, to create a continuous narrative and running commentary on Scripture in the order of Scripture.13 But Ginzberg's voice was always that of the compiler, what I would call the traditionist. Wiesel's, by contrast, bears the rhythms of the storyteller, albeit intercut with the voice of commentator—a distinctive kind of pedagogical voice, somewhere midway between narrative and exegesis, casually mixing into his exposition rabbinic and later lore as he talks us through the biblical story.

Apocryphal, rabbinic, and later Jewish lore afford him, for example, the procession of angels and seraphim that accompanies the funeral of Adam; Noah's disbelief in the reality of the impending Flood until the water was lapping about his ankles; the presence of Satan in precipitating the sacrifice of Isaac; the river that Satan turned into to prevent Abraham's ascent to Mt. Moriah; Isaac's authoring of the Mincha service; the Torah academies of Shem and Ever, where Jacob studied upon leaving home; Moses's unsuccessful pleading with heaven and earth for the right to enter the Promised Land before his death; Joshua's forgetting three hundred commandments and acquiring seven hundred doubts, in his grief and uncertainty after the death of Moses; Jephthah's grisly death by losing his limbs, one by one, among the cities of Gilead, in punishment for sacrificing his daughter. Perhaps most poignantly, rabbinic lore provides Elijah's transformation from our most stern, unyielding, and zealous prophet to become, in Wiesel's words “the friend and companion to all who lack friendship, comfort, and hope,” appearing in many guises through postbiblical Jewish history, watching over the people Israel and the individual Jew, visiting the Passover seder, and presiding over the ceremony of berit milah and the entrance of the convert to the faith. According to Midrash, Samson was the prototype of the Messiah. Saul was pure and innocent. Isaiah and Jeremiah were born circumcised. Jeremiah beheld Mother Zion as an old woman in mourning, dressed in black. Jonah's entry into the belly of a giant fish was like a person standing at the entrance to a synagogue (a notion that surely had resonance for a congregation reciting Jonah's story on Yom Kippur). In Midrash, Abraham in his old age twice visited his estranged son Ishmael and, finding him absent, interacted with Ishmael's wife—once unhappily, in the case of the Moabite wife Aissa, and once happily, in the case of the Egyptian wife Fatima. The biblical world thus richly embellished from the rabbinic universe turns into a web of celestial causality and intrabiblical reverberation.14

Direct and indirect reference to modern experience, and especially the Shoah, is present here, as well, of course, though perhaps less than one might expect. Cain's murder of Abel is, at any rate, not just the first murder, nor the first relationship of assassin and victim, or executioner and victim, but also the first genocide—a wiping out of half the human race of Cain's generation.15 Noah's building an altar as his first act after the Flood reminds Wiesel of the surviving inmates of Buchenwald gathering, upon the camp's liberation, to daven and say Kaddish;16 Isaac, for his part, is the survivor of near immolation,17 Jacob is afflicted with the burdens of a survivor's child,18 and Job is the survivor of multiple catastrophes.19 Here, in fact, we move far beyond a conception of the Bible through the naive vision of childhood. It is a world of human cruelty, concealed crimes, blood that cries out from the ground. Reflecting on Cain's famously defiant question that he does not know where his brother Abel is—“I do not know; am I my brother's keeper?”—Wiesel recasts it as an utterance more modest and self-searching, spoken in wonderment: “I didn't know I was supposed to be my brother's keeper.”20 In this primordial world, biblical figures stumble through their history, the violence of their lives being the signature of the post-Edenic state. And always, behind it all, the problematics of divine justice. Every murder, every enslavement, every disaster is a silent question, even an accusation, to a divinity that permits injustice in the world, permits the righteous to suffer, or the favoring of one child over another, or the dispossession of kin and of whole nations—a deity restlessly juggling the fortunes of individuals and peoples with much the same apparent arbitrariness God had exhibited, according to Midrash, in creating and destroying many worlds before deciding on our own.21

Such, at any rate, is the biblical world that emerges in Messengers of God, Wiesel's first and perhaps theologically most radical study of the Bible. His sympathies seem chiefly to rest with those who defend the innocent and the helpless against the powerful, but also with the guilty who are driven into crime under extenuating circumstances, and with those who search behind the masque of guilt and innocence for a scheme of divine justice that is in hiding. And so, the biblical heroes of this collection typically pick fights with God: Cain in response to the goading of God's discrimination and the absence of divine reassurance; Abraham in testing God's resolve by actually obeying the fearsome divine command to sacrifice his son, binding Isaac upon the altar and raising the knife. Jacob, in his turn, for being the most undistinguished patriarch, and bearing the burden, as well, of a survivor's child. And Job, perhaps most pugnaciously of all, in a quest for knowledge. In Wiesel's words: “He would gladly have sacrificed his soul for knowledge. What he demanded was neither happiness nor reparations, but an answer…. He defied [God, in order] to come closer to Him…. He preferred a cruel and unjust God to an indifferent God.”22

The biblical hero, in a sense, is most heroic when alone with God. And if there is a single characteristic most commonly shared among biblical heroes, in Wiesel's handling, it is their solitude. “In the beginning,” Wiesel writes, “man is alone. Alone as God is alone.”23 This theme runs throughout all four of Wiesel's books on the Bible. Adam is alone before becoming social, but alone perhaps most of all centuries after Eden, in not being able to explain his age, decrepitude, or advancing death to his own uncomprehending grandchildren.24 Cain is left alone by destroying almost half of humanity.25 Hagar, alone in the wilderness with her son after being dispossessed by Abraham and Sarah.26 Abraham, alone in being unable to share with either his wife or his child the reasons for the fearsome duty that draws him on to Mt. Moriah, and alone again after the narrowly averted task on the mountain shatters whatever he and his beloved son once had in common.27 Jacob is alone at the river Jabbok, before decisively engaging with the mysterious stranger who wrestles him amid the waters, and alone again after his son Joseph is taken from him.28 Joseph, alone in being cut off from kin and countrymen, a stranger in a strange land.29 Moses, alone with God atop the mountain while his people pursue the idolatry of the Golden Calf.30 Job, alone in being unable to explain his sufferings to his friends, or even to his wife and fellow-sufferer.31 Joshua is alone in apparently being unmarried and childless, and made further alone by his triumphs.32 Saul, in Wiesel's words, is “the most tragic and lonely of kings…. Betrayed by his allies, abandoned by his friends, rejected by God, where else could he turn?”33 Isaiah, our most urbane and worldly of prophets, is perhaps the most alone of all. In Wiesel's words, “He does not represent any political group, nor…any social class. Typically, he is alone. Alone against kings, governments, the well-to-do, the notables, alone even against the entire nation…. He never flatters, never aims to please; he is an enemy to all complacency…and nothing and no one can make him say what he doesn't want to say, or silence him. Should he fall silent, his silence itself bears witness.”34 And of the prophet Jeremiah, Wiesel says: “Poor Jeremiah: opposed by the mighty, hated by the masses, and even deceived by God.”35 Jonah, for his part, is alone in running from God amidst a story in which the entire world seems inexplicably, instantaneously ready to admit God into their lives.36

In a moving essay called “The Solitude of God,” found outside his books of biblical studies, Wiesel explores the kinship of solitude shared by human beings and God.37“God alone,” he writes, “is condemned to eternal solitude. Only God is truly and irreducibly alone,” and for this, says Wiesel, God is pitied by the Hasidim and mystics. “[I]n opening their hearts,” he writes, “to the disquieting and exalting mysteries of creation, [people] cannot help feeling pity, in the purest sense of the term, for the Creator.” Pity for the sovereign of the world, “whose crown is so often dragged through the dust, whose word is ill-heard, misunderstood, misinterpreted.”38 Further on, he writes:

As a child, in my little Jewish town buried in the Carpathians, I was afraid of solitude; for me, it meant abandonment. At the end of the day I would wait for my parents to come home, just as I had waited for my teachers and schoolmates to appear in the morning…. Vaguely, I knew that my one chance of survival was to belong to my family, my community: to live or survive outside seemed inconceivable to me. To put it another way: I accepted collective solitude but not individual solitude.39

One thus finds a parallel here between the loneliness of the individual, the loneliness of God, and the loneliness of a people whose destiny is uncommon in this world. “The pagan prophet Bileam [Balaam],” he writes, “meant to curse us by consigning us to isolation; in fact, his malediction turned into a blessing. Then, in time, it turned back into a malediction. The term levadad yishkon [‘in solitude, he shall dwell’] came to mean, no longer isolation, but exclusion. And at every level: exclusion from society, from history, and lastly, from humanity.”40

It is this profound historical aloneness of the Jew, a sense of which persists even amidst Wiesel's wholly honorable efforts, as Peace Nobelist and international voice of conscience, to generalize the lessons of the Jewish genocide in modern times to encompass the experience of other nations and peoples, in places such as Bosnia, Rwanda, and Darfur…it is this historical aloneness of the Jew, even amidst a profound engagement with the world, that seems most to animate Wiesel's romance with Scripture. As such, these books, especially perhaps the first, constitute a very private and intimate conversation with God, even as they are addressed to fellow Jews and to the wider world. A recurring theme throughout many of Wiesel's biblical essays is a reflection on the things biblical characters could or should have done to improve their own situation and that of the world: if only Cain had poured his heart out to God instead of murdering his brother;41 if only Jacob had overcome his doubts when dreaming of a stairway between heaven and earth;42 if only Pinchas the high priest had absolved Jephthah of his inadvertent vow to sacrifice his daughter;43 if only Job had not received God's answer in abject quietude but insisted on pressing his complaint;44 if only Aaron had led his people in the absence of Moses instead of following them into idolatry.45 Every biblical hero is haunted by the road not traveled, the mission not completed. As if some deeper, untapped conversation, of the human being with God, and between human beings among themselves, were still waiting for fulfillment. Toward the end of Messengers of God, near the end of his essay on Job, Wiesel, almost apologetically, says the following words that cut us to the quick: “And then, why not say it? I was preoccupied with Job, especially in the early years after the war. In those days he could be seen on every road of Europe. Wounded, robbed, mutilated. Certainly not happy. Nor resigned.”46

It is the words “Nor resigned” that seem best to explain the public career the postwar Wiesel was eventually to take, and it can be taken as well as a watchword of his work on the Bible. In turning back to the traditions of Israel, he renounced resignation and assumed a role as teacher of his people. The books of biblical essays that followed Messengers of God seem to embody this principle even more resolutely. Here, Scripture and postbiblical tradition seem more harmoniously synchronized, and the author's love of Jewish lore more warmly expressed. In his essays on Isaiah and Jeremiah, Wiesel captures beautifully the broadly international scope of history that formed the context of their prophetic missions. His grippingly narrated essay on Gideon—unlike the other essays, relying almost exclusively on the biblical text—captures extraordinarily well the strange life and career of an inspired military tactician, who, in renouncing kingship over Israel, affirmed the sovereignty of God. Sages and Dreamers and Wise Men and Their Tales, of which the Gideon essay forms a part, continue beyond the Bible into tales from Talmud and Midrash, and stories of the hasidic masters. The latter book is introduced by a wonderfully affectionate essay on the great medieval French Jewish commentator on Bible and Talmud, Rabbi Shlomo Itzhaki, known to us by the familiar acronym, Rashi.47 This essay hearkens back to the oft-repeated question in the yeshiva world, Un vos zogt Rashi? And what does Rashi say? As Wiesel shows us, Rashi was in fact more than a model of scholarship. Living at a time when the pogroms of the Crusaders were erupting in Western Europe with an unprecedented fury and devastation, Rashi responded to the upheavals by calmly continuing his work. As such, he was a model of response to catastrophe. A similar, single-minded devotion to perpetuating Jewish learning and planning for a Jewish future could be found, as historical scholarship has shown, in the extraordinary bursts of Jewish creativity and cultural production in the Nazi-instituted ghettos of Poland and Lithuania in the early years of World War II.48 A preoccupation with survival and cultural continuity was, I should say, the central animating force of biblical literature itself. It was at all times a literature of crisis. And in a manner quite revolutionary, it represented time as a succession of generations. That point of transmission, between parent and child, teacher and pupil, master and disciple, prophet and community, was its endless subject of focus.

What is strange is how this nexus is so often haunted and unfulfilled. It is sometimes the silent caesura between story cycles or whole biblical books. In the Book of Judges, it is hardly there at all—only spontaneous eruptions of judgeship. Everywhere, it is riddled with conflict and dispossession, with challenge and dissension. Only the Book of Proverbs seems to represent, in any detailed or sustained way, one generation speaking wisdom to another, here a parent to a child. But it is the unspoken premise of all stories that present a passage between generations, and not always between kin. Wiesel presents a remarkable retelling, in Five Biblical Portraits, of Elijah's handing on of his prophetic mission to Elisha. In truth, as he shows, it is not actually a handing on by the master but a new vision of the disciple. But still, there is a handing on. Here is part of Wiesel's version of Elijah's farewell:

I am your master but you are the survivor. I thought I was alone, and I was—and still am—but now you are with me and you too will be alone, you already are. You will speak and you will need great strength and good fortune to make yourself heard. You will tell people what you have seen, what you have lived—and what I have seen and endured—and you will tell of my departure, you will describe my destiny and how it became flame, you will tell of the fire that has carried me away from you, and the others will refuse to believe you. And I feel sorry for you. You will speak and few will listen, fewer will understand, and still fewer will agree.49

Here, the past typically faces an uphill struggle. Its legacy is repeatedly addressed to an era of denial and forgetfulness. Tradition is always a skin-of-the-teeth survival. But it is survival.

I want to conclude by going back to the event Wiesel considers nearly as important as Sinai: Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac. As I noted earlier, in Wiesel's account, Abraham, in dutifully carrying out the commandment up to the crucial moment at the altar, was forcing the hand of God. In Midrash, says Wiesel, Abraham bargains with God in these moments. At the conclusion of their conversation, Abraham says the following: “I want You to make me the following promise: that when, in the future, my children and my children's children throughout the generations will act against Your law and against Your will, You will also say nothing and forgive.—So be it, God agreed. Let them but retell this tale and they will be forgiven.”50 A remarkable concession that may have permitted us our very existence. In Wise Men and Their Tales, Wiesel widens his involvement in the Abraham story by presenting reflections on his dispossessed servant woman, Hagar, and her son Ishmael.51 Although, as in the biblical story, he finds Hagar obstreperous and haughty, and possibly guilty of selfish behavior at a moment when her child was endangered and near death, and although he finds the children of Hagar to be a perennial thorn in the side of the people Israel, even up to the present day, he also praises Hagar for her independence, self-confidence, and honesty, and even suggests that “[t]he Akedah, the binding of Isaac…is also considered the punishment for the sufferings of Ishmael.”52 Wiesel introduces the very touching commentary of Rashi, based on Genesis Rabbah: that after Sarah's death, Abraham married Hagar. In the biblical text, Abraham's new wife is called Keturah, who is said to be the mother of Midianites. But Rashi says that Keturah is Hagar, mother of the Ishmaelites.53

Since it is both Ishmaelites and Midianites who are said to bring the captive Joseph down to Egypt as a slave, the Hebrew Bible establishes here, I think, a complicated system of reciprocal justice: for the oppression of Hagar, whom the Midrash regards as daughter of the Egyptian king, Israel would be, in turn, oppressed by Egypt. The words ve-’innu ’otam (translated “They shall oppress them”), in Genesis 15:13; va-te[image: images]anneha (“and [Sarah] oppressed her [Hagar],” in Genesis 16:6; and le-ma[image: images]an ’annoto (“in order to oppress [the people Israel]”), in Exodus 1:11:, establish the connection.54 The deity restlessly juggling the fortunes of persons, nations, and peoples is in fact continually engaged in righting the balance of moral justice in a tiny sliver of land at the juncture of three continents—which the Bible chooses to frame as the focus of a history of the world and of humankind. Wiesel's reading of the stories of Abraham and Isaac and of Hagar and Ishmael points us to another of those unfulfilled missions about which the Bible says “If only…”—namely, a conversation between the children of Isaac and the children of Ishmael—one badly needed, lest the parents succumb to a perennial temptation in history and sacrifice the children. The final words here belong to Wiesel himself, and these, in a sense, take me back to the man of peace—here, I quote, slightly out of sequence, from Five Biblical Portraits, in his chapter on Joshua: “The literature of war in Jewish tradition is astonishingly poor…. On the other hand, no theme is richer or more persistent than that of peace. Whereas the seal of God is truth, [God's] name is peace…. War has always been a convenient pretext to abolish all laws, all prohibitions, and give men license to lie, shame, mutilate, and kill.” Wherefore, suggests Wiesel, “Even when war is an absolute necessity, it is still perceived as an aberration, a denial of God's name.” And further: “All virtues granted to [humanity] by God have limitations, says the Midrash, with the exception of two: Torah and peace, which must be—and are—boundless.”55
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WIESEL AS INTERPRETER OF BIBLICAL NARRATIVE

EVERETT FOX

THE HEBREW BIBLE does not exist in and of itself. As an anthology of ancient Israel's literature, as an account of ancient hearers’ past and present, its reality and coherence depend fully on its audience, be they a community or an individual. In that sense it resembles our experience of a work of art. There is no such thing as the Bible any more than there is such a thing, in an abstract sense, as a Beethoven symphony. In that instance, despite the existence and appearance of a musical score, there are only performances, some of them live, some of them recorded, and some of them imagined, that bring the master's creation into the human world of time. We can, to be sure, talk about musical structure, antecedents, tempo, and so on, but these remain in the realm of the analytical, not in the lived experience of the music. Similarly, I would argue, the Bible can be dissected, subject to historical, comparative, philological, and archaeological analysis, but in the end, it is the community of hearers and readers, whether in a liturgical setting, a study group, or the quiet solitude of a study, who put flesh on the bones of the text, and who blow into it the breath of life.

As early Christians and Muslims well knew, and emulated, Jews have historically had a performance relationship with the Hebrew Bible. By this I mean not merely the practice of reading the text aloud in synagogue on Sabbaths and holidays, but all the creative aspects of dealing with a canonical work, involving reading, hearing, recreating, fleshing out, and expanding what is on the printed page. A powerful stream in Jewish literature of all ages is the transformation of the biblical text, which began already in the period of Bible itself (for instance, in Deuteronomy's reworking of earlier law). One could indeed characterize classical Judaism as a recasting of the Bible in its own image, in whichever period one finds oneself—so that rabbinic law and lore, medieval Hebrew poetry, mystical inner flights of imagination, and modern re-imaginings of Jewish identity, all clothe themselves in the outer garment of the Bible.

Elie Wiesel belongs to this great tradition, in a particularly twentieth-century—that is, mass audience—manner. He deserves credit for bringing not only the text to the fore, but a particular and particularly Jewish approach to it, in which the reader or the listener is invited to sit up on the stage, as it were, and observe the characters and their situations at close range. Through the way in which he unfolds the text, Wiesel gives his audience the opportunity to ask the biblical actors questions about their motives, their emotions, their struggles, thus narrowing the gap between forbidding sacred text and reverential audience. He dares, as Jewish tradition has done since earliest times, to challenge the assumptions we bring to the Bible—and perhaps its own assumptions as well!—and to see the text anew as preeminently a bearer of eternal questions. This he accomplishes by honing in on biblical moments of decision—Hagar and Sarah with their sons, Abraham and Isaac on the mountain, Jacob confronted by the wrestler—and by skillfully weaving in provocative questions that have been asked by the rabbis of the Talmud and the medieval commentators. These latter figures have been, in a very real sense, his teachers, and their genius in finding the right questions has informed his fluency with the text's delights and dilemmas.

Wiesel articulates his approach in the introduction to Wise Men and Their Tales, to which he gives the title “And What Does Rashi Say?” Here he initially accesses his childhood feelings about the great medieval commentator—“I thought I loved Rashi because he made my life easier”—while revealing, through his lifelong relationship with the master, his own enduring relationship with Jewish texts. He puts it as follows:

Commentary in Hebrew is perush. But the verb lifrosh also means to separate, to distinguish, to isolate—that is, to separate appearance from reality, clarity from complexity, truth from its disguise. Discover the substance, always. Discover the spark, eliminate the superfluous, push back obscurity. To comment is to reclaim from exile a word or notion that has been patiently waiting outside the realm of time and inside the gates of memory.1

In his writings on biblical narrative, Wiesel mines traditional Jewish memory in its varied manifestations, and both assimilates and reforges the compelling human questions of the text. Most importantly, however, he has been able to place the questions before the public in his own narrative form, that of the teacher. The model here is not the lecturer, nor the resident intellectual, nor the pedant. Rather, Wiesel brings his audience along with the flair of a storyteller, but a storyteller who knows how to go into the audience to pose the questions that are on, or should be on, everyone's mind.

To get a sense of Wiesel's unique contribution, it might be fruitful to put his public approach to biblical narrative in an American context as well as a traditional Jewish one. Over the last half century there have been a number of Jewish interpreter-teachers who have endeavored to place the Bible in the public eye. Perhaps first in the post-Holocaust period was the versatile and engaging Maurice Samuel, who in a series of remarkable Eternal Light television dialogues on the Bible with Mark Van Doren in the fifties, and also in his 1955 book, Certain People of the Book, took his audience along on a journey through the territory of biblical heroes and villains. Samuel's approach resembled a playwright's or critic's relating to the characters of a play, in a manner at once charming and irascible. The chapter titles of his book are revealing; they include, among others, “Perverted Genius” (Balaam), “The Hellcat” (Jezebel), “The Manager” (Rebekah), and “The Brilliant Failure” (Joseph). Here is a typical excerpt, in this case from his analysis of Joseph the patriarch:

The difference between Joseph the Egyptian and Joseph the son of Israel may be summed up thus: As an Egyptian he served the nation wholeheartedly; as a son of Israel he served his people negligently; as an Egyptian he displayed only the degree of badness which cannot be dissociated from the exercise of power; as a son of Israel he was superfluously bad; in his Egyptian dealings the bad was subordinated to the good; in his family dealings the good was subordinated to the bad. His attitude toward the family inflicted permanent damage on the psyche of the folk.2

Here and elsewhere Samuel is wonderfully conversational—even playful. He even imagines the words of Winston Churchill, upon assuming the prime minister's portfolio in 1940, in the mind of Joseph as he officially becomes Pharaoh's second in command. He spars with Thomas Mann over the latter's monumental Joseph and His Brothers, counterposing the biblical text and his own reading of it to the great German work. He refers now and then to “The Tradition” (Midrash, really), with the modest caveat that he knows little of it and that he may “reinvent some of it.” All in all, Samuel is marvelously entertaining, and draws us into the world of the biblical text whether we are religious or secular.

A second teacher of the Bible to a broad audience was Nahum Glatzer, who spent the latter part of his long career with Wiesel in the University Professors’ Program at Boston University. Following on his work in Germany before the Nazi period, Glatzer presented Jewish sources in English, often centering on midrashic readings of the Bible, directly, through the medium of free verse–like translations and without his mediation beyond introductory comments. This was tied to his faith, learned from his teacher Franz Rosenzweig, that the sources speak for themselves, and require our active listening to create a dialogue between the generations. As an undergraduate teacher of the Bible Glatzer was memorable—who knew that the King James Version could be read so movingly with a heavy Central European accent?—particularly so when he recited a piece of the Hebrew text, for which the Book of Job usually provided the parade example.

A more recent example of teaching the Bible to the Jewish public in America is the Scottish-born Israeli Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, who in public lectures and several books continues to plumb the depths of biblical characters. Her approach is complex and deeply thoughtful, fully utilizing the traditional resources of Midrash and commentary over many centuries, combined with the artistry of modern writers in the English language and seminal thinkers in psychology, to produce a nuanced and sophisticated dialogue with the biblical text. Here it is not only chapter titles but book titles that are revealing: Genesis: The Beginning of Desire; The Particulars of Rapture: Reflections on Exodus, and The Murmuring Deep: Reflections on the Biblical Unconscious (although chapter titles such as “Re-membering the Dismembered” and “The Absence of the Imagination” are provocative enough on their own). Zornberg's oral presentations, though intricate in their analysis, are compelling as well. They are couched in evocative academic language, and studded with illuminating observations from multiple sources. Here is her reading of the moment in Genesis 44 when Judah addresses Joseph in an attempt to save brother Benjamin for their father:

Essentially, Judah has transformed the story into his own story…. He has redescribed himself in a new vocabulary of intimate relationship: a vocabulary that suggests what it is like to see the other seeing, and not to be able to bear seeing what he sees.

Emmanuel Levinas writes: “The Torah is given in the Light of a face. The epiphany of the other person is ipso facto my responsibility toward him: seeing the other is already an obligation toward him. A direct optics—without the mediation of any idea—can only be accomplished as ethics.” The “direct optics” in Judah's speech leads him to understand the painful twisting of the rope wherever it exists: in the empathy between Jacob and Joseph—“His life is bound up with his”; between Judah and Jacob; ultimately, between Joseph and Judah.3

Anyone who has heard Zornberg deliver these analyses, which stress the complexities of identity and relationship, in person, knows with what insights and fluidity her carefully composed interpretations flow.

These writers have contributed a great deal to forging a thinking relationship between American Jews and the Bible. But looking back over the last six decades, one may say that Elie Wiesel was the first to make of the Hebrew Bible a living, breathing, human-and-divine literary force for the general literate public in our time. Samuel's approach was entertaining and illuminating, especially for a television audience; Glatzer concentrated more on postbiblical literature and modern Jewish thought in his writings; and Zornberg demonstrated the depths of a powerful mind's encounter with the text for basically an initiated coterie of listeners and readers. These personalities functioned as teachers in the widest sense, but Wiesel emerges as in many ways the most immediate, communicative, and personally compelling of them all. This stems from his command of the sources, his status as the voice of conscience in our time, and, not incidentally, his vocation as a writer. I will return to these factors at the end of this paper. For now, I wish to illustrate Wiesel's treatment of two biblical characters, Saul and Joseph. I shall not discuss Wiesel's use of midrashic sources or of medieval commentaries, but rather restrict myself to where he deals with biblical narrative on its own terms. My own approach to biblical texts is to focus on their internal workings—choice of language, style, literary devices, and rhetorical force—to try to understand how they cohere and what they seem to be trying to say, and I have therefore approached Wiesel's work in that spirit. He too begins from the text itself, and in addition allows himself to dip into the ocean of traditional Jewish exegesis in order to find clues to contemporary resonance and relevance. But at heart he is rooted firmly in the text, sensitive to its nuances and enigmas.

As one of the Bible's most complex and troubling figures, Saul is an apt subject for Wiesel's investigations. 1 Samuel itself presents Saul through a variety of techniques: his height becomes both a reason for his choice as king and a symbolic measure of his downfall. He engages in a dramatic, even theatrical, series of confrontations with Samuel, Jonathan, and David. His family dynamic is fraught with political conflict, from his daughter Michal's evolving love of David to a similar reaction on the part of his son Jonathan. He chases David madly through the wilderness, to no avail. Doublets occur in the text, providing alternate versions of why God rejects him as king and how David has opportunities to assassinate him. And, more than any other major biblical character, he descends into madness, the flip side of his erstwhile prophetic gift.

A striking dynamic appears with Wiesel's presentation of Saul in Five Biblical Portraits, an essay that was republished two decades later in Wise Men and Their Tales, with minor changes. He begins, not with the opening text in 1 Samuel 9, but rather with the most dramatic incident in the book, the “Witch of En-Dor” episode of chapter 28, where the desperate king, on the eve of his final and fatal battle with the Philistines, breaks his own laws and consults the now dead Samuel through a medium. After piquing our interest with a full telling of this most powerful (and, anachronistically, Shakespearean) of biblical scenes, Wiesel proceeds to unfold the human dimensions of the larger story, characterizing Saul as weak, indecisive, placed in an untenable situation, and unfit for the job. At the same time, however, throughout this essay Saul receives the writer's sympathy. At almost regular intervals, Wiesel expresses his solidarity with the king, agonizing particularly over the incident in 1 Samuel 15, where Saul loses the chance for his dynasty to last by sparing the Amalekite king Agag, whom God had apparently commanded him to kill. “Despite or because of his complexity, Saul seems profoundly pathetic: one cannot but empathize with his fate…. How can one not feel sympathy for Saul, the most tragic and lonely of kings? How can one not take his side?…in our eyes, his sin cannot but make him more attractive. If nobility and compassion be a sin, how can one dislike the sinner?…How can one not love Saul for these questions?…We weep for Saul and withdraw from David. And we disagree with history's choice…. Saul continues to move us…though we are all David's subjects, we remain Saul's friends.”4 In addition to making this repeated emotional connection, Wiesel at one point strikingly puts potential words into Saul's mouth (as he elsewhere puts ideas in Joseph's head, words that, although Wiesel's own, reasonably give voice to the reader's unspoken questions. Saul is envisioned as addressing God thus:

Tell me, Master of the Universe, why did You lift me so high if You meant to push me down later? Why did You choose to make me king—only to repudiate me later—and for what reason? For not being able to kill a human being, just like that, face to face? You knew from the beginning that David would be king, and that his line, not mine, would last forever. Why did You need me? Why did You make a fool, an executioner out of me? Why did You make me play a part on David's stage without telling me that it was only a game?5

Now from the point of view of modern biblical scholarship, Saul's tragedy may be the result of political forces acting on the text: an antimonarchical strain in the literature, demonstrating from the very first king on that God disapproves of monarchy on some level, or at least adjudged it problematic; or an attempt to provide a foil for the victorious David, and, concomitantly, a boost for the southern (Judean) ideology of much of this section of the Bible. Wiesel hints at some of these very motives, but at the same time, his sympathies seem to lie elsewhere: in sharing with his audience the way in which Saul's dilemmas evoke our own questions. A measured consideration of Saul's rise and fall enables Wiesel to indirectly pose a question he had raised many years previously, in his second novel, Dawn: when is violence justified? He accomplishes this by making the Agag incident the screw on which the Saul narrative turns, when there are other moments in the narrative, such as Saul's capitulating to the people's desires in chapter 13 or his pursuit of David through the wilderness, that might have led him in other directions. In his choice of focus, Wiesel enables biblical narrative to speak to present-day concerns, concerns implicit in every use of force to resolve an issue.

In another vein entirely is Wiesel's Joseph. Here he is dealing with one of the extended and sustained stories in the Bible. In its use of key words—in this case, “good” and “ill” (Hebrew tov and ra[image: images]—the Joseph novella, as it is often termed, has an actual punch line (Gn 50:20); speaking to his remorseful and fearful brothers at the very end of the story, Joseph says, “Now you, you planned ill against me, / (but) God planned-it-over for good, / in order to do (as is) this very day—/ to keep many people alive!”

The memorable combination of family drama and national saga gives the story particular weight, but it of course contains much more. The narrative, as has been noted, contains no direct verbal contact between God and Joseph, climaxing a process of God's gradual withdrawal in Genesis. Joseph repeats significant patterns from his father Jacob's life, including sibling conflict, deception, exile, and worldly success. And the memorable use of dreams gives the narrative an almost prophetic quality, allowing Genesis to end on a note of fulfillment at last.

In Messengers of God, Wiesel notes from the outset that the Joseph story is deceptively clear and simple. He evokes the Purimshpiel image from his childhood, where the Joseph narrative, as it has for countless traditional Jewish communities since the Middle Ages, is seen to play out an individual and national success story and a triumph over death. But the Joseph narrative's very wordiness (it occupies fourteen out of the fifty chapters of Genesis), feels Wiesel, covers up multiple silences—of Joseph at the moment of his capture by his brothers; of Jacob, in the long period after his beloved son's disappearance; and of God Himself, who does not speak to Jacob again until Joseph has been rediscovered many years later. These kinds of juxtapositions—simplicity versus a nagging feeling of complexity, expansive storytelling versus underlying silence—are typical of the ways in which the Bible opens up for Wiesel. Such an approach to the text gives him full license to ask disturbing questions, as any good teacher will. In retelling the Joseph story, Wiesel paints a scene in which the seventeen-year-old protagonist, seized by his brothers at Shechem, connects the violence being done to him to the family near-violence on Mt. Moriah several generations earlier. His Joseph wonders if his father has abandoned him to bodily harm in the manner of Isaac's binding, in a kind of perverse family tradition. It is, once again, the multiple silences of the text that set up the question of who is ultimately culpable for the tragedy that ensues. And it is worth noting that Wiesel allows Joseph himself, not just the literary critic, to voice these dilemmas and panicked feelings.

Wiesel makes similar observations in his essays on earlier figures in Genesis: in his treatment of the binding of Isaac, the Akedah (Gn 22), he imagines an Abraham who is in fact testing God, daring him to come to his rescue; in parallel fashion, his vision of Jacob wrestling with the angel is of a man, not inexplicably tested by God, but desperate to prove himself in comparison with his ancestors. These remarkable subtexts attempt to get behind the characters’ motivations in a literature that is famously laconic, composed of narratives that generally present us with only actions and not internal dialogues.

But Wiesel's Joseph is not concerned with only the needs of a moment, however crisis-laden they may be. He is a person in transition, on an internal journey to experience “the education of a Tzaddik, a righteous man.” This he manifests by the end of the narrative in two ways: first, through his mastering of the economic and political situation in Egypt, and second, through his ability, both before and after his father's death, to forgive his brothers and forgo revenge. In both these areas, Wiesel goes further and meets his mandate to “insert” the biblical events into the present. He sees Joseph the vizier as the first Jew to “know how to reconcile his love for Israel with his love for other nations…the first to know how absurd and futile it is to oppose Judaism to universality.” And he portrays Joseph the brother as “the first Jew to suffer at the hands of other Jews,” who overcomes “grief and disappointment…linking his fate with theirs.” These characterizations are part and parcel of the entire span of modern Jewish history, not least during the Holocaust. In the end, Wiesel's reading of Joseph does precisely what the biblical text tries so often to do: to use the past in a way that deeply informs the present. Determining whether this squares with a peshat, plain reading of the text may be difficult to do, but I would venture that, in this case at least, it is not far off the mark. Joseph's activities in Egypt, whatever their basis in the facts of the second millennium BCE world, would have already been meaningful to a biblical audience, and the reconciliation of the brothers undoubtedly played a part in mediating tribal or national conflicts, at least mentally, whatever the precise period. That the Bible and Wiesel are able to use the tales in such a manner attests to their ongoing power.

It is appropriate to end this inquiry with some conclusions and a final quotation. What are the reasons for Wiesel's success and moral authority in his presentations of biblical narrative? I would argue that they are three. First, to his task, Wiesel has brought his solid early grounding in classical Jewish texts, which interact with the Bible in intricate and profound ways. He is able to combine the wistful remembrance of his childhood education in the great texts with the ongoing multilingual studies of a lifetime, and bring them to bear as befits the traditional Jewish model of learning. Second, any interpreter of his work would venture that Wiesel's personal Holocaust experience, leading to his life's goal of preserving memory—which includes transmitting the riches of Jewish texts and questions to Western audiences—has impacted his relation to the texts, what he seeks in them and what he seeks to teach from them, both for himself and for others. This background also, I suspect, creates an authenticity for many listeners and readers, who find themselves fascinated and awed by an Auschwitz survivor's ability, again over a lifetime, to wrestle creatively with both the sources and the faith that is their premise. Finally, through his experience and practiced craft as a writer, Wiesel is able to bring to his reading of the Bible a poetic voice to accompany his deep and abiding fascination with biblical characters. This combination of three factors is at first blush an unusual one, but it is in fact identical to the profile of other great writers of the Jewish past, in whom tradition, catastrophe, and artistry produced some of our enduring classics. One thinks of such works as the book of Lamentations, the Hebrew Chronicles of the Crusades, the Yeven Metzulah (composed after the seventeenth-century Chmielnicki massacres), and Bialik's epic poem “In the City of Slaughter,” to cite just a few.

A final passage from Wiesel's writings on the Bible echoes through the rest of his work. It forms the ending of his discussion of Elijah in Five Biblical Portraits. The biblical passage in question (2 Kgs 2:9-10) portrays the end of Elijah's life, as he is about to ascend into the sky in a fiery chariot drawn by fiery horses. He asks his disciple Elisha if he has a request:

 

It was when they had crossed, that Eliyyahu said to Elisha:

Make request: what shall I do for you before I am taken from beside you?

Elisha said:

Pray let a twofold measure of your spirit be upon me!

He said:

You have made a difficult request.

If you see me being taken from you, it will be thus for you, but if not, it will not be.

Wiesel reads this passage as a special prophetic moment:

And now we understand Elijah's parting words to Elisha: You want your powers to be twice as great as mine? If you see me go away, if you know how to look, how to participate in all events, if you know how to face pain and despair and go beyond them, and if later you will be capable of telling about them, your wish will be granted: you will have my powers and yours as well.

And you will need them. I am your master but you are the survivor. I thought I was alone, and I was—and still am—but now you are with me and you too will be alone, you already are. You will speak and you will need great strength and good fortune to make yourself heard…. you will tell of the fire that has carried me away from you, and the others will refuse to believe you. And I feel sorry for you. You will speak and few will listen, fewer will understand, and still fewer will agree. I feel sorry for you, Elisha, my young friend—for what you are seeing now, no one will ever see.

And yet, the fire that will carry me away will not stay with me; it will stay with you. Forever.6

This passage is heavy with the burden of both the prophet's mission and the modern interpreter's task. In its rabbinic-like ability to read between the lines of a text, its reuse of the imagery of fire, which suggests modern as well as ancient resonances, and its strong aesthetic sensibility, it forms a fitting summary of what Wiesel has tried to do in his presentations of the Bible to the public. These acts of remembering and renewal have made Wiesel the master teacher, who divines and expresses the text's questions and, ultimately, our own. For him, the fire has never left.
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WIESEL AND RABBI AKIVA

JOSEPH POLAK

EARLY IN HIS ESSAY on Rabbi Akiva, Elie Wiesel asks:

Is it because of the striking similarity between his times and ours that Rabbi Akiva seems more present—more relevant—than most other Talmudic personalities?

As a survivor of the destruction of Jerusalem, he had to find a way of conferring meaning upon it; he had to learn—and teach—how to deal with its aftermath, how to explain and articulate what cannot—should not—be explained, what to tell…people who wondered why they should go on praying, or dreaming, or living as Jews in a world that seemed to have been drained of Jewishness.1

The essay on Akiva is magnificent; not a stone about him is left unturned, not a legend neglected. Every primary and secondary source on his life has been plumbed and sifted. And yet for all his admiration and admitted love for this hero, still, as befalls him so often, a question haunts Wiesel: why did Rabbi Akiva go so stoically to his martyr's death at the hands of the Romans; why was he so accepting of his sentence, why did he die apparently exalted by the fact that it offered him the privilege of martyrdom; why did he die teaching this? Didn't he know, he asks, how dangerous it is to exalt martyrdom, didn't Rabbi Akiva know that this would be modeling political passivity; wouldn't it—if I may put words in Wiesel's mouth that he himself would never use—teach Jews to go to their deaths like sheep to slaughter?

In his own words:

I am mystified by Rabbi Akiva's passivity during his [final] agony. He seems to have welcomed suffering and death. Rather than rebel and turn his pain into an existential insurrection, his punishment into an act of supreme protest, he decided to submit and pray. Rather than formulate the question of all questions—that of the role of divine justice in human anguish—he answered it. And for some time I did not like his answer.

As much as I admired and revered Rabbi Akiva, a hero of many dreamers, I could not help but see him as a martyr who was attracted by martyrdom….

The fact that countless generations of victims and martyrs have claimed kinship with Rabbi Akiva has made the problem even more acute, more challenging. Who knows? Had he spoken up, had he revealed his anger, had he protested what was happening to him, his fate—and ours—might have taken a different course….

I remember the nocturnal processions of Jewish families walking toward death—it seems that they, too, like Rabbi Akiva, were offering themselves to the altar. It seems that they, too, had given up on life—as he had, many of them with Shema Israel on their lips.

Why didn't Rabbi Akiva opt for defiance? Why didn't he proclaim his love of life up to the very moment it was taken away from him? Why didn't he weep instead of rejoice? Didn't he consider that to die willingly for one's faith could—eventually—be interpreted as an element of weakness in that faith? What kind of law is the law that brings suffering and cruelty upon those who serve it with all their might and with all their soul?2

Let us examine some of Wiesel's assumptions here and see how well they fare. The first of these is the question of martyrdom as theater—dying, so to speak, in a fashion that represents a conscious lesson to its witnesses and to history. How likely is it, in other words, that Rabbi Akiva sought to have people draw deep lessons from his behavior during his execution?

The answer, from Jewish law, is simple. The conduct exhibited by a sage most of the time is to be taken as normative; the sage's public behavior can even be cited as precedence in Jewish jurisprudence.

We have a Tosefta that weighs in on Rabbi Akiva's own opinion on this matter:

In both the biblical and rabbinic traditions, residents of the land of Israel were obligated to assess their produce with multiple tithes; the study of the details of these tithes fill a whole Order (large literary section) of the Talmud (Zerai[image: images]m—“Seeds”). Fruits and vegetables, in other words, were not permitted to be eaten unless the consumer knew with some certainty that they had been properly tithed.3 Thus, if your neighbor invited you for lunch and served salad, you had to do a quick assessment of his piety and resolve whether or not he was likely to have tithed what he was serving.4

As the Tosefta opens, we find Rabbi Akiva and his teacher-colleague, Rabban Gamliel, entering a Samaritan village in the trans-Jordan area, where, as part of the local hospitality, they are offered food. “Rabbi Akiva,” the Tosefta records, “leaped [up] and tithed them all,” thereby treating their host as inobservant of the laws; of equal interest, Rabbi Akiva's “leap” went contrary to the accepted halachic ruling on this matter. Rabban Gamliel, the nasi, or scholarly leader of the Jewish people of this time, had witnessed this “leap,” and was not happy about it.5 “How dare you violate the ruling of your colleagues?” he is quoted having asked Rabbi Akiva. The text here offers an alternative quotation from Rabban Gamliel: “Who gave you permission to tithe?”

Replied Rabbi Akiva: “What makes you think I was establishing any kind of law? I was simply tithing my own produce!”

“You ought to know,” replied Rabban Gamliel, “that by the very act of tithing your produce, you established a law.”6

What Rabban Gamliel appears to be saying to his younger colleague is, Akiva, as a scholar of your stature, you are modeling halachic norms, law, and conduct all the time, whether you like it or not. And even if you believe in the integrity of your conclusions and behaviors, when the accepted ruling comes into conflict with what you would rather do, you still need to follow the accepted ruling. If you don't, and just do what you want, then given the dignity of your office and given your bearing and sheer brilliance, you cast aspersions on the accepted ruling.

Wiesel's assumption is thus valid. The Tosefta teaches forcefully that the talmudic sage was always “on,” and, willy-nilly, was always teaching by example. Rabbi Akiva was fully aware of this, and must, therefore, have been fully cognizant that his execution would provide a teaching moment that would have no equal.

Let us now consider another of Wiesel's assumptions: “Why didn't Rabbi Akiva opt for defiance?”

What indeed did Rabbi Akiva plan as the content of the great public teaching opportunity that his forthcoming martyrdom would present? In his essay, Wiesel provides two alternatives. The first, as we have already stated, is Wiesel's own take—what he calls the glorification of martyrdom, about which he is very unhappy. Later in the essay he proposes an interpretation of his teacher, Rabbi Saul Lieberman, with which he disagrees.

Let us consider the Lieberman interpretation first, and only then Wiesel's. Lieberman's reading is simple, and in its simplicity, utterly provocative. The story of Rabbi Akiva's martyrdom in the Talmud comes to a conclusion with the phrase

“Veota shaa, shaat kriat—Sh[image: images]ma hayta.” He said Sh[image: images]mama, and that happened to be the hour for reciting the Sh[image: images]ma. Commented Rabbenu Saul Lieberman “Rabbi Akiva recited the Sh[image: images]ma because that was the thing to do—had he died at another hour of the day, he would not have recited the Sh[image: images]ma. In other words: In dying, he did not intend to offer himself up as a spectacle, he did not prepare shattering speeches, grandiloquent statements, he simply followed the law. The hero of legends remained a man of Halacha.

I have two problems with this interpretation:

 

1. From all that we have learned from our Tosefta's lesson regarding Rabbi Akiva's awareness of his modeling himself as teacher, Lieberman's thesis that Rabbi Akiva was merely performing his liturgical duty would amount to the most greatly squandered teaching opportunity in all of the Talmud: the scene of Rabbi Akiva's martyrdom is set in the Hippodrome in Caesarea, with thousands of people in the audience. Reciting the Shema when its hour arrives, just because it arrives, falls too far short of the potential offered by the moment. At best, Lieberman's thesis is possible but unlikely.

2. The theory that Rabbi Akiva is simply reciting Shema because its hour has arrived is at odds with the context of the Talmudic narrative in which it is placed. Had the story been showcased in the first chapter of tractate Berachot, in which the subject matter is indeed the correct time period for the reciting of the Shema, Professor Lieberman might have been right. Instead, the story of Rabbi Akiva's martyrdom appears in the last chapter of Berachot (B. Berachot: 61b), and is unequivocally intended as a direct explication of the mishnaic aphorism that precedes it: “Even as we thank G-d for the good, so we thank Him for the bad.” The Talmud wants us to see Rabbi Akiva reciting the Shema while his skin is being flayed with hot forks by his Roman torturers as a modeling of praising G-d for the evil that befalls us, and not merely for the good. It is unambiguously not, per Rabbi Lieberman, that even in this difficult moment Rabbi Akiva still recited the Shema at its appointed hour.

 

The intended teaching of the Talmud, then, is providing us with an unforgettable example of how one blesses G-d for the evil that one experiences as for the good; and even as this agenda challenges Lieberman's thesis, so does it challenge Wiesel's. We are not reciting the Shema during our execution at the Hippodrome to glorify martyrdom; we are reciting it to teach the fundamental humility that comes in firmly praising G-d even in our darkest hour.

Yet there may be other lessons to be learned from this story. It is true that the fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-century editors of the Talmud sought beraitot to illustrate the ancient mishnaic teachings and to approach the precise meanings of their truths. The Rabbi Akiva martyrdom passage was a brilliant choice to explain the meaning of praising G-d for evil as for good. But is the employment of the legend in this way its only use? Is this, and nothing else, its exclusive context? Is to read it in some other way inconsistent with its intended purpose? Does the legend have meanings beyond the Berachot interpretation; is there more than this single message that may be gleaned from it? Essentially there are two questions here: can alternative lessons be drawn from the legend, and is Wiesel's a legitimate example of this?

Maharsha,7 the master interpreter of aggadic passages in the Talmud, like Lieberman, like Wiesel, ignores its talmudic context even while exploring its message. What the Talmud itself clearly wishes to illustrate is that at Rabbi Akiva's most trying moment—his torture to death by the Romans—he is still ready to love the L-rd his G-d with all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his might by reciting these very scriptural words.

There may be even more going on here, says Maharsha; there may be an additional teaching, and per Wiesel, it has to do with martyrdom. But before we move to the two great lessons Maharsha gleaned about martyrdom in the Rabbi Akiva passage, we need to step back a moment, and consider Rabbi Akiva's larger mission in his mature life.

There are two catastrophes to which Rabbi Akiva responded. The first, consistent with the missions of his teachers Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai and Rabban Gamliel, had to do with saving the Torah from extinction. This was a response to the catastrophe around the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, and the attendant loss of prophecy and eventually, even of the Sanhedrin itself. The second catastrophe, at least forty years later, was Rome's suddenly prohibiting the teaching of Torah anywhere in Judea. We will return to Rabbi Akiva's response to this second catastrophe later.

To appreciate the sheer magnitude of Rabbi Akiva's efforts in response to the first of these two catastrophes, that is, his efforts to save the Torah from extinction by systematizing it, by expanding its range and possibilities, and above all, by teaching it with great passion and charisma, consider the following passage:

And I have found that R. Akiva is mentioned by name throughout the Six Orders of the Mishna 315 times, spread through 718 [talmudic folios], not including 123 mishnayot in the orders Zera[image: images]im and Tohorot which do not have Talmudic commentary, nor including the 284 mishnayot and halachot in the [Rabbinic text called] the Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan and in the minor tractates of the Talmud. In the Jerusalem Talmud, R. Akiva is mentioned in 386 halachot. In the Tosefta, in 228 Mishnayot; in the Sifra, Sifrei, and the Mechilta, in 292 mishnayot; and in 138 early midrashim.8

The grand total is 1,766 profound, brilliantly thought-through contributions to the articulation of Jewish law and lore; perhaps the largest such group in all of late antiquity. What, at this point in history, fired him up, if I may use the phrase, to so relentlessly bring organization and depth to the thousands of commandments and their corollaries, and to bridge so compellingly the oral and written traditions?

Consider the following beraita:9

Our Rabbis taught: When our Masters entered the vineyard at Yabneh, they said, the Torah is destined to be forgotten in Israel, as it is said: Behold the days come, saith the L-rd G-d, that I will send a famine in the land, not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the L-rd. And it is said, And they shall wander from sea to sea, and from the north even to the east; they shall run to and fro to seek the word of the L-rd, and shall not find it [Amos 8:11–12].10 “The word of the L-rd” means halacha; “the word of the L-rd means” the End; “the word of the L-rd” means prophecy. And what does “they shall run to and fro and seek the word of the L-rd” mean? Said they, a woman is destined to take a loaf of trumah and go about in the synagogues and academies and not know whether is tamei or tahor, and none will know.

The vineyard at Yabne refers to the yeshiva founded there by Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai around the time of the destruction of the second temple in 70 CE in no small measure as a response to this massive catastrophe. Rabbi Akiva had been a student there.11

Two lessons from this beraita:

 

1. There are twin fears expressed in the beraita, and the two are related: the first is the possibility after the end of prophecy, intolerable to the Jewish leaders, of the silence of G-d. The second is the national forgetting of the halachah. I argue that the two are related because of an implicit assumption—that the voice of G-d, even after the end of prophecy, continues to speak in the give-and-take of the study of halachah; that here He is never silent.12

2. There needs to be a shift, the beraita is implying—with the end of the Temple service and the end of prophecy; the emphasis in Jewish life has to move from Temple service to the study of Torah itself.

 

This shift, this seismic shift, is in large measure enabled by Rabbi Akiva. We find this reflected in the following halachic Midrash Sifrei:

And it shall come to pass and you shall hearken to the commandments [Deut. 11:13]: This is said because elsewhere [the Torah says] and you shall teach them, and they shall observe and do,13 from which I might conclude that there is no need for study until I am obligated to fulfill the commandments—we learn [to the contrary] that the obligation to study [comes first].14

Rabbi Akiva is the one who teaches the Jewish masses about the primacy of Torah study, and of the importance of what was later developed as Torah lishma, the study of Torah for its own sake.

He helped make this shift in the sheer brilliance and volume of his teachings, and also in his remarkable capacity to edit and organize the existing oral tradition—today we would say in his capacity to manage it. He organized it so that it was thematically presented and thereby accessible, he extended it by his vast rulings and tight reasoning, and he taught it in public in ways that made it exciting and spiritual.

We are now ready to consider Maharsha's interpretation of Rabbi Akiva's last moments: for three sins, halachah teaches, a person must be prepared to die. If someone says to you, “I'll kill you unless you kill him,” you must say, “Kill me.” If someone says, “Sleep with her or I kill you,” and she is forbidden to you, you must say, “Kill me.” And if someone says to you, “Worship this idol or else I'll kill you,” then you must reply, “Kill me.” There are other qualifications that need to be in place before martyrdom is required in such situations by halachah,15 two of which Maharsha extrapolates here from the Rabbi Akiva passage.

The first: one is not required to martyr oneself even for these three crimes unless the crimes are to be performed by the victim in a public setting (be Far-hesiya). This is the intended message, says Maharsha, in our Rabbi Akiva passage on his martyrdom, when it describes Rabbi Akiva protesting the new Roman law prohibiting the teaching of Torah by indeed teaching Torah in public (“he would organize public communities [i.e., study groups] and teach these communities”).

This prohibition against teaching Torah, attended by a death penalty for violators, I would suggest to be the second great catastrophe in Rabbi Akiva's life. Rabbi Akiva openly defied this decree by indeed teaching, and in so doing, he gravely risked his life.

This defiance, this teaching at mortal risk, says Maharsha, is the second great halachic teaching in our Rabbi Akiva passage. As we have seen, normally halachah requires martyrdom only to avoid violating commandments against sexual relations, murder, and idol-worship. But if a general decree is promulgated by political authorities forbidding Jewish religious practice in general, then halachah demands martyrdom rather than the violation of any commandment.

Rabbi Akiva was indeed modeling in his martyrdom, says Maharsha, but what precisely he was modeling was not merely that one must thank G-d for the bad as for the good, for which the Shema passage proved timely and invaluable, but of equal importance is that he was modeling how the obligations of martyrdom are extended by Jewish law under these rare circumstances. This strikes me as utterly consistent with the Demai Tosefta we have looked at; it is consistent with Rabban Gamliel's criticism of Rabbi Akiva. His death was hardly a glorification of martyrdom; he died as he had lived, Maharsha's reading suggests—he died teaching.

What he taught at his death was another dimension of hilchot Kiddush HaShem (the laws of martyrdom), not that martyrdom is glorious, but that under rare and very specific circumstances, it becomes mandatory in Jewish law.

There is some danger of drawing an easy equation between the catastrophes Rabbi Akiva faced in his times and those that emerged from the Holocaust.16 The victims of the Shoah never faced Rabbi Akiva's choice of observance vs. nonobservance: the Germans and their supporters sentenced everyone who was a Jew to death; apostasy itself, as we know too well, made no difference.

What some victims of the Shoah did learn in profound ways from Rabbi Akiva's behavior at his martyrdom was not to enter the racist, murderous mind-set of the persecutor; they learned to not in any way participate in what the persecutor had in mind, but to live at the moment of death in one's own reality, which for many was within the four cubits of the Torah itself. It is clear to me that the yeshiva students of Ger who famously paid no attention to their Nazi persecutors, neither while they continued to study Torah, nor while being shot (they danced with indescribable joy and love for Torah even during their execution: they controlled the moment; their murderers merely controlled the guns)—it is clear that in this discipline they were emulating Rabbi Akiva. The emulation was happiness at the privilege not of martyrdom, but of going to one's death celebrating all that was precious in their brief lives.

Is it possible, as Wiesel suggests, that posterity learned the wrong lessons from Rabbi Akiva's martyrdom, that “he died willingly for his faith,” rather than that halachah mandated his martyrdom under these very specific circumstances? It is possible, I would have to concede, it is certainly possible. But those who carefully peruse the Berachot text in which the story is conveyed would not conclude that Rabbi Akiva was glorifying martyrdom.

There is another great lesson that survivors of the Holocaust learned from Rabbi Akiva, albeit not from his martyrdom. They posed the same question after the Holocaust that he asked after the first of the two catastrophes in his life: after this terrible period of unsettlement, of slaughter, of the nation sentenced to statelessness and wandering, he asked, whatever will become not so much of our Jews, but of our Torah? Perhaps—what will happen to our Jews without the Torah?

After the Holocaust, emulating Rabbi Akiva, the Torah-loyal surviving Jewish leaders asked the same question: whatever will become of the Torah? The great yeshivot of Europe are no more. Gone is Ponevich, gone is Slobodka, gone are the yeshivot and courts of Ger, of Lubavitch, of Zanz, of Vilna and Lublin and Warsaw. Whatever will become of the Torah?

And so the great survivors emerged—the rebbes of Lubavitch and Zanz-Klausenberg, of Bobov and Satmar, of Belz and Viznitz, the deans of Telz, Lakewood, and Torah veDa[image: images]at (among them, spreading Torah in his way at his “Y” and Boston University lectures, Wiesel himself) and, like Rabbi Akiva, and emulating him, they rebuilt the European Torah empires in Brooklyn, in Tel Aviv, in Kerem beYavneh, in Jerusalem, in Kiryat Zanz, in Kibbutz Shluchot, as in many other new places—and once again, the Torah was not allowed to fade. It is here, I would argue, that Rabbi Akiva had his greatest influence; it is especially here, I would argue, that his legacy in response to catastrophe continues.
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WIESEL AND THE STORIES OF THE RABBIS

REUVEN KIMELMAN

ELIE WIESEL IS OUR generation's teller of tales. He uses stories to keep alive Jewish memory. His retellings of tales are frequently better known than the original. More hasidic tales are probably known through his retelling than any since Martin Buber. Similarly, his recounting of biblical and talmudic narratives has done much to make them not only known but tellable. This essay focuses on his retelling of talmudic lore in his book Wise Men and Their Tales.1 There, he relates how much he was enamored of the intricacies of the Talmud, dazzled by the workings of its dialectics, flabbergasted by its ruthless honesty, piqued by its arcane tales, amazed at its pious yet flawed characters, and astonished at its incessant questioning. Identifying with its nonfinality, he is taken in by its open-endedness as well as taken aback by its strangeness. For him, the Talmud is the spine of Judaism, without which we would have gone limp long ago. It is what kept Jews upright, walking tall throughout their lachrymose history. Without it, the spiritual reality would have succumbed to the material one.

Although Wiesel is a teller of tales, not a composer of footnotes, he manages to shed light on a whole slew of rabbinic personalities. Scholars frequently seek to situate the rabbis in their historical reality; others frequently extract them from their historical particularity to make them relevant. Wiesel seeks a balance. He provides historical background as a way of gaining insight into the inner life by focusing on the specific dilemmas of each rabbi. His notes are less footnotes than personal notes of meaning. In fact, it is precisely Wiesel's obsession with meaning that drives him to ferret out the meaning of some of the most arcane talmudic biographical tidbits.

He opens, in the chapter “Talmudic Sketches,” by addressing the issue of the meaning of Talmud study. He says: “To study Talmud is to study values and principles inherent in study, the illuminated horizons pushed back by study. It also means to study the art of studying. And study implies memory. One studies in order to remember. Without memory, study is futile” (278). As often is the case, Wiesel focuses on the issue of memory, without which there is no meaning. Wiesel applies the biblical command to study Torah day and night to the study of the Talmud. For him, “Study is…a remedy for evil, just as prayer is a remedy for misfortune.” What is rare in his essay on the value of Talmud study is the focus on study as a remedy for evil. It evokes the talmudic comment that if one cannot overcome his evil impulse, drag it to the academy. As is his wont, Wiesel explains one passage in the Talmud by alluding to another without informing the reader. Thus he accepts the talmudic comparison of study and prayer only to up the ante, claiming, “With prayer we may move God to intervene in human affairs, but not in scholarly debates. There the scholar's word is mightier than heaven's” (278). This, of course, alludes to the famous debate between Rabbi Joshua and Rabbi Eleazar. They argued back and forth over the purity of the oven of Achnai. In that episode, the voice from heaven that sided with Rabbi Eleazar was overruled by the majority that sided with Rabbi Joshua. These comments reveal the multidimensionality of the book. It reads like a simple telling of talmudic tales, but in fact its cogency relies on Wiesel's ability to adduce one talmudic passage to explain the other. The vastness and subtlety of Wiesel's erudition is easily missed.

Struck by the variegated nature of the Talmud, he says:

A masterwork unequaled in Jewish memory, the two and a half million words of the Talmud cover all aspects of human endeavor: literature and jurisprudence, medicine and geometry, geography and medicine, parables and fables, problems relating to the individual in society, questions concerning attitudes toward the stranger, meditations on the meaning of life, psychological analyses and cultural conflicts: “Turn the pages,” says one sage, “turn them well, for everything is in them.” (278–279)

What makes his description so captivating is his capacity to personalize. Referring to this complex literature as “the song of my childhood,” he provides a piquant biographical recollection:

[A]n old tutor, Zeide the Melamed, and his pupils, in a small poorly lit room: Sitting around a rectangular table, we follow him beyond oceans and mountains to Babylonia, to the Galilee, and even to Jerusalem. And there we listen to the stormy debates between the disciples of Shammai, eternally angry, and those of Hillel, known for his kindness, and to the dramatic clashes between Rabbi Eleazar and Rabbi Yehoshua; we surround Rabbi Akiba ben Yosef and Rabbi Hanina ben Tradyon in agony…. With my friends, we study—no, we sing—the laws concerning the prohibitions of Shabbat. One must not light candles; it's work and one must not work on the Sabbath. One must not put candles out either, but (there is always a but in Talmudic texts) may I put out the candle because I am afraid of the enemy, or of bandits? Or because I watch over a sick person who is unable to fall asleep? Then, the prohibition is lifted. Everything is permitted to save lives.

I can still hear the old Melamed, I can still see the old teacher, I see his finger on the page, I hear his sing-song: “Look, children! Our enemies are wrong. The Torah has not been given to us to make our lives unbearable, just the opposite.” (279)

Remarkably, Wiesel succeeds in weaving together historical information, legal commentary, and a refutation of the common Christian canard about the burdensome nature of Judaism, all under the guise of a personal biographical tidbit. Nothing is more deceptive than Wiesel's simplicity.

Reflecting on the adage, “More than the Jews kept the Torah, the Torah kept the Jews,” he spells out how the Talmud sustained Jewish vitality by endowing so much of life with significance:

When exile becomes harsher, too harsh, it is in the Talmud that the Jew finds consolation and hope. Outside, in the marketplaces of eastern Europe, the excited killers, thirsty for Jewish blood, sharpened their knives, while a few steps away, in narrow houses of prayer and study, masters and their disciples tried to answer the “urgent” question of how the High Priest was dressed on Yom Kippur. In reflecting on the beauty of the past, the Jew felt stronger as he awaited the perils of the future. Study helped him transform time into defiance. (280)

Again we have a reflection on the harshness of Jewish history, on the sources of Jewish resilience, and on the nature of the Talmud, all rolled up together.

Wiesel is at his best in presenting the Talmud through multiple metaphors such as symphonic work, inner landscape, appeasing ocean. Underscoring that the Talmud was a collective effort of some three hundred Tannaim and two thousand Amoraim, he states:

Together they represent a gigantic ensemble offering a symphonic work of incomparable beauty and depth. One discovers in its inner landscape the splendor and nostalgia of vanished kingdoms, the profound sadness of enlightened scholars and their exalted students: the Talmud is a vast, turbulent, and yet appeasing ocean that suggests the infinite qualities of life and love of life, as well as the vast mystery of death and the instant preceding death. (280)

There is no shortage of descriptions of the Talmud, each with its own sense of significance. By focusing on the peculiar concern of talmudic stories with the moment of death, Wiesel succeeds in uncannily linking the Talmud's capacity to prevent the death of Judaism with its ability to confront the mystery of death as if to say that the secret of its longevity lies in overcoming the fear of death.

Wiesel even explains the ruthless honesty of the Talmud, noting its rejection of flattery or cover-ups. Obsessed with the truth, its commitment to truth is absolute. We learn in its pages that not only were certain children less than dignified, their celebrated fathers were also flawed. Of course, he claims, that does not prevent us from admiring Moses or from loving David. Our ancestors were great in spite of their weaknesses; their greatness lies in their humanity, even in their vulnerability.

Unusual for religious literature is the Talmud's openness to diversity of opinion. Some attribute this to its role in training future jurists. They were to be trained not in dogmatics, but in the weighing of opinion, the adducing of evidence, and the art of debate. According to Wiesel, the gain in presenting great scholars at loggerheads with each other is that great antagonists produce great protagonists. “Shammai lost almost every debate with Hillel.” But, he asks, “What would Hillel have been without Shammai? Or Rabbi Yohanan without Resh Lakish? Or Rabbi Yehoshua without Rabbi Eleazar?” (282). With the same insight, he notes, “Abbaye needed Rava to be Abbaye, just as Rava needed Abbaye to be Rava. Had they been identical, they would have been poor twins, not friends. It was through their ongoing conflict that each man emerged more genuine and generous” (258).

Wiesel's insight is that as truth is dialectical, so is human greatness. Can there be a great protagonist without a great antagonist? Does not confrontation and challenge make one rise to the occasion? Wasn't Moses's greatness thrown into relief by Pharaoh, or Churchill's by Hitler? Wiesel's special take is due to his ability to see both sides of an argument and thus love both interlocutors. With such capaciousness, he can say, “Start with one and you will come to love his friend, even his opponent” (283).

For Wiesel, love of the other is not of humanity in general, but of human beings in all their particularity. His portraiture of talmudic characters thus relishes the odd. There is probably no body of religious literature with as many idiosyncratic characters as stud the Talmud. Wiesel concludes his chapter on talmudic sketches by observing: “Each master is singular, enriching, in his own manner, the Talmudic universe. Sometimes without knowing one another, except through their learning, they challenged and defied one another, contradicted one another, only to find themselves reconciled, appeased in the end…. To follow these masters is to love them. It is to provoke in us a taste and a passion for study. And study is everlasting” (290–291). The idea that study is everlasting is evocative of the talmudic description of heaven as a divine academy where people are eternally delving into the infinite meanings of the Torah. At hearing this idea, I asked my teacher, what about hell? Said he, “If you don't learn to enjoy Torah study in this world, the next world will be your hell.”

Wiesel ends the chapter by telling us: “Talmud means dialogue with the living and the dead. All are our interlocutors, our companions, our friends. They involve themselves in our affairs, just as they did in those of their contemporaries. Everything was of interest to them; nothing left them indifferent” (291). Three observations stand out in his analysis. One, the study of the Talmud forges a cross-generational conversation. Two, its obsession with detail teaches us that in life nothing is inconsequential. Three, its forays into the unexpected instruct us to beware of the unintended consequences of our acts by pointing out the open-endedness of life itself.

In his chapters on “Converts in the Talmud,” Wiesel presents the full range of talmudic opinion, warts and all. He seems most intrigued by the bizarre story of the conversion of the nephew of Emperor Titus, Onkelos, the alleged translator of the Torah. Wanting to convince his late uncle about Judaism, Onkelos brought his uncle back from his grave and asked him: “Which people enjoy the highest respect in the other world?” “The people of Israel,” said Titus. “Should I belong to it?” asked Onkelos. “Jews are subjected to too many laws,” answered Titus, so as to discourage him. “You will never manage to obey all of them. My advice? Persecute them instead and you will rise to become a great leader, for it is written (in Lamentations) that whoever oppresses Israel acquires the status of leadership.” Onkelos then asked: “What is your punishment up there?” “It is the one I invented for myself,” answered Titus. Since Titus had ordered his body to be cremated and his ashes cast over the seven seas so as to prevent the God of the Jews from bringing him before the celestial tribunal, he complained that day after day his body was incinerated and its ashes thrown into the seven seas. Dissatisfied with Titus's answer, Onkelos summoned the wicked prophet Balaam from the grave and asked him the question he had asked his uncle: “Which nation is the most respected in the other world?” “Israel,” said Balaam. “Should I belong to it?” “No,” said Balaam, quoting a biblical verse: “Do not look for Israel's peace and prosperity.” In other words, why suffer like Jews, with Jews? Having received two negative opinions, Onkelos sought a third. So he brought Jesus back from the grave and asked him the same question: “Which is the most respected of nations in the other world?” “Israel,” said Jesus. “Should I become Jewish?” Onkelos asked. Jesus answered, “Adhere to what in the Jews is good but not to what is not. For whoever touches the Jews hurts the apple of his eye.” In the end, Onkelos converted (262).

Reveling in what he finds downright absurd in the response of Titus, Wiesel reflects on the general talmudic receptivity to contradiction, its fearlessness, and its theological audacity.

There is in this tale something incomprehensible. First of all, Titus's behavior. Just imagine: the supreme enemy of the Jewish people, and whom is he quoting? Jeremiah! How is one to understand Onkelos's strange investigations? What motivated him? Profit? Success? Did he wish to obtain a good position in heaven? Was there nothing spiritual in his quest? And then, was Titus, of all people, the right person to address to get objective information about Jews? And also: why did he practice something which is forbidden by the faith to which he aspired—namely talking with the dead? How could he become Jewish if he began by violating the Law of Torah? Doesn't he know that sorcery is punishable by death?…Must these contradictions be reconciled? The Talmud is not afraid of contradictions—in fact, it is not afraid of anything. There is no religious literature whose texts are so audacious, iconoclastic…even arguing with the Almighty Himself. (264)

Not satisfied with pointing out the strangeness of the behavior of Titus, Wiesel points out that the Talmud imagines the Roman emperor furious with his nephew, Onkelos, who gave up luxury and security at home and went to share the misery and the dangers of Jews far away. He dispatches a company of soldiers to Palestine to bring him back to Rome. Onkelos greets them in a friendly manner and recounts Scripture to them. So impressed are they that they convert to his new faith. Stubborn, the emperor sends another company of soldiers to Palestine and this time orders them not to speak to his nephew. But he forgets to warn them not to listen to what he says once they have captured him. These are the words of the prisoner: “It is the custom for any servant to carry the torch for his superior, and the superior for his superior, and so on until we get to the supreme leader. But can you tell me for whom does he, the leader of leaders, carry the torch?” “For nobody,” reply the soldiers. “How could he? There is no one above him, no one superior to him!” “You see,” says Onkelos, “in our tradition it is different. We believe that the Lord, blessed be He, himself carries the torch for his people of Israel, as it is written in the Torah: ‘And the Lord walked before them to guide them in a pillar of cloud during the day, and in a pillar of fire during the night.’” Naturally, the new soldiers also convert (264).

What does Wiesel mean by “naturally”? His point is that the soldiers convert out of astonishment, as if astonishment was the most natural of things. What were they astounded at if not the idea that human kings have their subjects take care of them while the divine King takes care of His subjects? Human kings demand solicitude, but the King of kings, the Holy One blessed-be-He, grants it. The idea so flabbergasted the Roman soldiers that they signed up with the people of Israel in order to become objects of divine concern.

Wiesel then takes up the peculiar nature of conversion in Judaism, a conversion that involves faith in Judaism as well as solidarity with Jews; a change in one's history as well as a transformation of one's destiny.

The convert to Judaism is to be loved, shielded, shown great affection. We are bound together in solidarity and gratitude. The convert is existentially and even empirically attached to Abraham and Sarah, our common ancestors, and to Ruth, whose loyalty is rewarded with the promise of the Messiah as her descendant.

Since when have the patriarchs and the matriarchs been part of his or her lineage? In this case, retroactive legislation is in place. While it is usually assumed that God Himself cannot alter a man's past, in the case of converts, He can. In accepting the Jewish Law, the convert receives Jewish history too. It is as if he has been given a new memory that replaces his own. (269)

Only such radical cultural and biological transplanting can explain the talmudic claim of the conversion of the descendants of so many biblical villains such as the Canaanite Sisera, the Assyrian Sennacherib, even Haman the Agagite. Later on, Emperor Nero and Titus get a taste of the same medicine. It is like our modern relishing of each bit of news that a relative or descendant of Stalin, Hitler, or Himmler has joined the household of Israel.

There is no vengeance as sweet as transforming the remnants of evil into good. The biblical wish “So may all Your enemies be lost” can mean that all their enmity will be lost. This move from enmity to amity is reflected in the talmudic commentary to the statement of Mishnah Avot, “Who is mighty? He who controls his drives,” saying: “Who is the mightiest of them all? He who makes his enemy his friend.” In fact, the eschatological vision in the second section of the Aleynu prayer does not envision the destruction of the wicked but “the turning of the wicked of the earth to You.” Similarly, the Rosh Hashanah Amidah looks forward to the day when “injustice will be silenced, wickedness will vanish, and oppressive governments will pass from the earth.”

Wiesel is at his pedagogic best when asking questions that front as disguised answers, for the questions of the wise are half the answer. Listen to his series of pointed questions on contemplating conversion to Judaism:

What was it in the Jewish religion that attracted converts? The special relationship that exists between Jews and God?…Were converts attracted by Jewish suffering? Was it the promise of an eschatological change, of redemption, perhaps? Was it the desire to belong to a small people, so vulnerable but thirsting for meaning, so infatuated with God? And to share their consuming passion for memory and live within the confines of their solitude?

Posing a slew of questions that ponder the inner meaning of conversion, he asks: “What is conversion in reality? A rupture of being? A breakdown of existing structures? An escape toward the unknown? A reorientation of the will? A metamorphosis of the soul?” He ends with two that constitute his answer: “A transfusion of memory? A mysterious urge to self-destruct so as to begin again?” (275). Nothing allows for a rebeginning more than a transfusion of memory.

While other books on rabbinic stories take as their hero Rabbi Akiva, that famous lover and martyr, Wiesel takes as his hero Akiva's colleague Rabbi Tarfon. Although, as expected, he covers the many upsetting episodes of Tarfon's life, he focuses on humility and its significance. He then asks why is it not one of the commandments of the Torah. Why does it nowhere say, Thou shalt be humble. His opening reflection picks up on the traditional evaluation of humility as the prerequisite for companionship with God. It is

what all sages have in common. Naturally, they all share an irresistible thirst for truth and piety, but this can blossom only in an atmosphere of humility. Let a single trace of pride be added to the quest, and it will lead to self-delusion and hypocrisy. It is about the vain person that God says: “He and I cannot dwell under the same roof.” Where vanity appears, the spirit of God, the Shekhina, recedes, leaving frustration and distortion in its wake.

He then offers a probing psycho-religious explanation for its absence as a commandment: a commandment must be done consciously, whereas humility lies beneath consciousness: “The reason for its absence may be that all commandments are to be fulfilled consciously. One must think of what one does—and why…. Of course, when humility becomes externalized, when someone says, ‘Look how modest I am,’ it inevitably becomes false. People may compete in every other area of human endeavor, but not in humility. True humility lies in the subconscious” (209).

Wiesel is drawn to the personality of Tarfon precisely because of his affinity with Tarfon's humility. Listen to the overlap between Wiesel himself and Tarfon in this description: “Born approximately twenty years before the destruction of the Temple, Rabbi Tarfon died about fifty years after. Dates in the Talmud often lack precision. What is certain is that he was alive and well while the Temple was at the center of Jewish life in Palestine. Equally certain is that he witnessed its destruction. And yet he rarely, if at all, spoke of it” (211). Are not these the words of the author who edged toward Night only to awaken into Dawn, struggling in The Oath with the powerful urge to remain silent and the equally powerful call to witness?

What also engages Wiesel about Tarfon is his comportment in the face of opposition:

With his friendly adversary Rabbi Akiba, he debated one day the law requiring priests performing services in the Temple to be without any physical blemish. Rabbi Tarfon's position was more lenient than Rabbi Akiba's. “I remember,” he said, “seeing my lame uncle blow the shofar in the Temple's courtyard.” Unconvinced, Rabbi Akiba explained that it must have been during an assembly, not a sacrificial ritual. There is a difference. When sacrifice is involved, the slightest physical imperfection is enough to keep the priest away. At that point, Rabbi Tarfon exclaimed: “I was there, I saw and heard everything, and you were not even present. All you have is your power of interpretation; and yet you know more than I. Akiba, Akiba, to leave you is to leave life itself. (215)

To which Wiesel observes: “This is true humility. How many scholars are willing to defer to the ideas of their adversary in the heat of debate? Rabbi Tarfon easily admitted the validity of his opponent's views.” Wiesel attributes the respect that reigned in the academy to a passion for learning and to the belief that the issue is not who is right, but what is right.

Another time, an adversarial student asked Rabbi Tarfon a question knowing he would be unable to answer it. An angry Rabbi Akiva reprimanded the student: “I can see how happy you are to have embarrassed our teacher; I would not be surprised to learn that your time is now limited.” That exchange took place around Passover. When the holiday of Shavuot arrived, seven weeks later, the student was no longer among the living. Note that it was Rabbi Akiva, not Rabbi Tarfon, who predicted his punishment. And I must emphasize: predicted, not caused nor willed. Haven't both proclaimed their strong opposition to death sentences? Rabbi Akiva knew that to hurt a sage is to offend the honor of Torah. When sages protected one another, it was the Torah they sought to shield. In spite of the arguments and counterarguments in the academies of those days, there was finally a marvelous solidarity among the scholars. They were united by an irresistible passion for learning (216).

This passion for understanding is reflected in Tarfon's treatment of the questions of his students. Yehuda ha-Nassi compares Rabbi Tarfon to a pile of walnuts or pebbles: if one is removed, all shift around. When a disciple came to him for an explanation of a rabbinic decision or saying, the erudite master would cite Scripture, Mishna, and Midrash, using legal and nonlegal examples. What was thought to be a simple question was shown to lead to every aspect of Jewish learning. Apparently, the point was to overwhelm the student with information, but to get him to rearrange what he knew. Some questions are answered by new information, others by new perspectives.

As typical of talmudic rabbis, Tarfon's pedagogy was Socratic. “He began by raising questions and asking his pupils to deepen and broaden them before formulating their own. Often he would ask their permission to raise a question. He would say eshal, may I ask? At times, he would freely admit that he did not know the answer. How can one who loves questions more than answers not love Rabbi Tarfon, at least, for that?” (218).

Tarfon's readiness to admit his ignorance exemplifies the talmudic counsel to train one's tongue to say, “I don't know.” The virtue of admitting ignorance launches Wiesel on a comprehensive treatment of humility in Judaism citing biblical, talmudic, medieval, and hasidic sources, which he intersperses with reflections on humility in general and on the link between humility and egalitarianism in particular. “To be humble before God is easy; to be humble before another person is not. Isn't it in man's nature to feel closest to himself ? Hence the Talmud's insistence on warning us against self-indulgence and, above all, self-adoration, which is compared to idolatry…. True humility is judging oneself with severity and judging others with understanding” (218) Why else were we graced with two eyes, if not to see our faults with one and the virtues of others with the second. Alas, we suffer from inverted vision.

Wiesel's analysis is dialectical. All moral extremes are fraught with danger. Even “humility may become an obstacle to knowledge: exaggerated timidity will prevent you from learning. You are attracted to mystery? Then penetrate it. You will not comprehend mystery by studying its surface. Open its gates and plunge into its depths” (241).

Astutely, in the context of humility, Wiesel hones in on the talmudic penchant for presenting a plurality of opinions known as “Eileh ve'eileh divrei e-lohim hayim” (221). The point is that you don't have to be wrong for me to be right. Here is the talmudic understanding of pluralism as described elsewhere:2

Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel argued for three years. One side said: “The halakha is in accordance with us,” and the other side said, “The halakha is in accordance with us.” Finally there was a divine pronouncement (bat kol) saying, “These and those are the words of the living God, but the halakha is in accordance with Beit Hillel.” There is no mention that both parties considered the other's words to be of the living God. That was left to the determination of the bat kol. But how can the bat kol claim that conflicting positions reflect God's word?

One answer claims that different positions are true for different ages. Another claims that different positions are valid for different contingencies. The alternative is the realization that both perspectives are equally inspired, neither being spun out of ulterior motives, but both addressed to the same problem. The validity of both confirms the existence of alternative ways of grasping the divine word. Since the fullness of the divine word cannot be contained in a single human perspective, a plurality of understandings is needed to fill out the human grasp of divine truth. Even revelation, remarks the Midrash, was appropriated according to the capacity of the recipient.

The awareness of the pluralism of truth is also a safeguard against exaggerated claims. The message of the bat kol is to exclude the possibility of laying claim to an exclusive on the words of the living God. Once one can claim to tell the truth, there is even the possibility of telling nothing but the truth, but it is humanly impossible to tell the whole truth. As the medieval philosopher Joseph Albo said about God, “If I knew Him, I would be Him.” The whole truth is an object of only divine cognition; it exceeds the human grasp. Since any human perspective is limited to part of the truth, the whole truth may not be graspable without contradiction.

The logic of talmudic method itself accounts for the halachah being according to Beit Hillel. According to the Talmud, Beit Hillel did not prevail because of the bat kol; rather the bat kol sided with them because they were congenial and modest; that is, they studied their rulings and those of Beit Shammai. Indeed they taught the Shammaite position before advancing their own. The Hillelite policy conformed to that confirmed by the bat kol, namely, the assumption that conflicting views can be equally committed to the truth. They, however, did not mistake their passion for truth with its exclusive possession. Instead, they felt it their responsibility to Torah to ensure that their disciples hear the Shammaite view. That did not mean that they were any less right in their own eyes, only that they sundered the nexus between right and legitimacy. While only one may be right, both are legitimate.

The story of the bat kol likewise explains the Shammaite defeat. Apparently, the Shammaites not only did not teach the Hillelite position first, they refused it a hearing at all. After all, since they were toiling for the sake of Heaven, were they not entitled to protect God's truth? Error has no rights. It is probably not a coincidence that the same school that refused to give the Hillelites a hearing was the very school that was quick to slay the Hillelites in order to secure ideological victory. Once delegitimation sets in, it knows no bounds.

By initially laying claim to no more than 51 percent of the truth, one can maintain commitment without feeling obliged to negate alternatives. Total commitment to a vision of truth need not necessitate the belief that the truth is exhausted by the vision. On the contrary, as the Hillelite method attests, by attending to the truth in other views, one's own truth grows. By teaching the Shammaite position in their academy, the Hillelites had to wrestle with the alternative. In order to retain the loyalty of their students, the Hillelites had to upgrade their arguments.

By sifting out the chaff from the wheat, they made their final stances all the stronger. The result was transformative. The Mishnah reports quite a few instances in which Beit Hillel reversed their position in favor of Beit Shammai. There is only one instance, ambiguous at that, in which Beit Shammai acted accordingly. For Beit Shammai truth is a closed system. It speaks with a brittle univocity. But truth unchallenged, not revitalized by argument, tends to lose its cogency. Unable to bend, it breaks. In the end, they lost. The Shammaite position illustrates that when differences lead to mistrust, diversity threatens unity. The Hillelite position, on the other hand, demonstrates that a pluralistic mentality can sustain collegiality in the face of diversity.

Returning to Tarfon, Wiesel concludes his portrayal by remarking on the value of silence: “I love Rabbi Tarfon. I love him, although I do not always understand him. I fail to understand why the defeat of Judah, the tragedy of the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple, play almost no role in his teaching. Was he trying to tell us that silence too can be a response to extreme suffering? And that some secrets, protected by silence, must remain inviolate?” (223). Is this Tarfon, Gregor in The Gates of the Forest, or the author himself who writes: “Auschwitz signifies death—total absolute death—of man and of mankind, of reason and of the heart, of language and of the senses…its mystery is doomed to stay whole, inviolate”?3 As always, Wiesel manages to illuminate the past through the lenses of the present, and the present through the lenses of the past. In both, he is the link.

 

Notes

1. Elie Wiesel, Wise Men and Their Tales: Portraits of Biblical, Talmudic, and Hasidic Masters (New York: Schocken, 2003).

2.See Reuven Kimelman, “Judaism and Pluralism,” Modern Judaism 7 (1987): 131–50.

3. Elie Wiesel, A Jew Today (New York: Randon House, 1978), 198.
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WIESEL IN THE CONTEXT OF NEO-HASIDISM

ARTHUR GREEN

IN PLACING ELIE WIESEL'S work in the context of “neo-Hasidism,” I use that term in its very broadest sense.1 Neo-Hasidism here refers to the notion that Hasidism has a message wider than the borders of the traditional hasidic community, that Jews and others who do not live the lives of Hasidim and who have no intention of doing so might still be spiritually nourished by the stories, teachings, music of Hasidism—indeed by the telling of the narrative of hasidic history itself. In addition to the role the living hasidic community has played—and continues to play, far beyond onetime expectations—in the life of the Jewish people, there is a second influence of Hasidism that is relevant to us here. That is the story of the image of Hasidism and the tremendous role it has had in the religious, artistic, and intellectual creativity of non-hasidic Jews throughout the twentieth century, reflected in literature (one need only think of Shmuel Yosef Agnon and Isaac Bashevis Singer, the two most important knowledgeably Jewish authors of the century), but also in religious thought, music, dance, theater, film, and painting. I take all of this as part of neo-Hasidism, that is to say, Hasidism for non-Hasidim.

The idea that Jews living outside the traditional hasidic world might still have something to learn from Hasidism and the mystical tradition could only have come about after the great battle between Haskalah (Western-style “Enlightenment”) and Hasidism ended at the beginning of the twentieth century. This possibility of rapprochement (heralded as early as Eliezer Zweifel's Shalom [image: images]al Yisra[image: images]el in 1870) happened because modern Jews thought they were witnessing the virtual collapse of Hasidism. By the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century, Hasidism was very much in retreat, especially in its original heartland of Western Ukraine and Belorussia (it remained a major force in Galicia and strongest in the Carpathian region of northeastern Hungary, which is where Wiesel grew up). The reasons for this decline of Hasidism as the dominant force in Jewish religious life are complex and do not concern us here, but they include such socioeconomic factors as urbanization, industrialization, and emigration, along with the concomitant rise of Socialist, Zionist, and other secularizing ideologies, both Jewish nationalist and assimilationist.

Hasidism in the Ukraine, where it all began, lay almost wholly within the hands of two great dynasties, the Twerskys and the Friedmans, descendents, respectively, of R. Menahem Nahum of Chernobyl (1730–97)2 and Dov Baer, the maggid of Miedzyrzec (1704–72), through R. Yisrael of Ruzhin (1796–1851).3 These hasidic courts flourished into the 1870s or ‘80s, the lifetimes of the grandchildren of the Chernobyler and the children of the Ruzhiner. After that they began to break up, their leadership fragmenting into too many competing subdynasties, which led to frequent bickering and competition for dwindling audiences. The families no longer produced leaders of note, neither original thinkers nor impressive charismatics.4 To see this decline portrayed you have to look no further than Shalom Aleichem's classic Tevye der Milchiger, better known to American Jews as Fiddler on the Roof, where the father, though never formally described as anyone's hasid, is clearly a Ukrainian Jew of the hasidic type, brimming with wise pshetlekh that are half-mocking imitations of hasidic readings of verses, while his daughters are running off with anarchists, socialists, and even sons of Gentile peasants. By the century's closing decade it became possible for secular historians (S. M. Dubnov in their lead) to take a nonpolemical interest in Hasidism as something that already belonged to the past. Shortly afterward, writers, artists, and musicians began to take up the imaginative re-creation of Hasidism that was to exercise such a tremendous hold on the Jewish artistic imagination throughout the twentieth century.

The term “neo-Hasidism” has been the subject of a fine recent book by Nicham Ross, originally a dissertation at Ben Gurion University.5 It was first used regarding literary compositions, especially those of Y. L. Peretz and others in his circle. The term ha-Hasidut ha-hadashah was sometimes used interchangeably with ha-Hasidut ha-sifrutit, “literary Hasidism,” or Hasidism as re-created in literature. Indeed it was understood by both enthusiasts and critics that Peretz, for one, was not interested in mere nostalgic re-creation of bygone days, but wanted to use his old/new hasidic tales as a platform for a Jewish national revival featuring his own values.6 This positive appropriation of Hasidism transcended the emerging lines between Hebrew and Yiddish literature (as did Peretz) and on the Hebrew side is especially associated with Michah Josef Berdiczewsky and others, as discussed in full detail by Ross.

On the ideological/philosophical side, neo-Hasidism is of course most associated with the works of Martin Buber. Buber began publishing his famous re-creations of hasidic tales as early as 1906.7 But at almost the same time he began writing essays that used Hasidism as an expression of his own religious values, some of which authentically derived from early hasidic sources, but which were presented with an overlay of the romantic youth-culture mysticism widely popular in middle Europe of his day. As Buber's own ideology shifted from mysticism to dialogic thinking in the post–World War I years,8 he took Hasidism along with him, as it were, reshaping his reading of it to emphasize its interpersonal and communitarian aspects.

For Buber it was very clear that the legacy of hasidic tales—preserved for a long time by oral tradition and printed only quite late,9 even in Buber's own day—stood at the very heart of Hasidism. This was partly because the tales were textually and linguistically more accessible to him, unlike the rather abstruse hasidic sermons, as has been pointed out by Scholem and others. But it also related to Buber's highly existential reading of Hasidism as configured entirely around human relationships: the deep soul-bonds between rebbe and disciple and among brothers in the same hasidic circle, the fellowship of Hasidim around a rebbe's table. The printed teachings as we have them are of necessity abstracted, distilled out of special moments of communion and spiritual counseling offered to a particular disciple at a particular time. These are thus watered down and sometimes even misleading, Buber would argue, when presented in the conventional Hebrew anonymous third person and shared as teachings that could befit anyone at any time.

But Buber was by no means the only thinker of his generation to have recourse to Hasidism in search of a Jewish religious language that might address a younger generation. As Avraham Shapira has shown, Aaron David Gordon (1856–1922), the most important intellectual of the Zionist back-to-the-land movement, was much influenced by his own hasidic background and the affectionate appropriation of some of the movement's key terminology.10 Throughout the interwar period, there were various attempts, in both Poland and Eretz Yisrael, to universalize and update some of Hasidism's essential religious insights. The figure most associated with these attempts in Eastern Europe was author-publicist-journalist Hillel Zeitlin (1871–1942),11 well-known martyr of the Warsaw ghetto. Zeitlin, coming from a Chabad family, had become well-versed in Western philosophy, especially that of nineteenth-century Romanticism, and he turned primarily to the teachings of Hasidism in his quest for an authentically Jewish philosophical language. There were others as well, both in Poland and in Eretz Yisrael. Among these is the highly prolific but now largely forgotten figure of Eliezer Steinman (1892–1970), who published nine volumes of Be[image: images]er ha-Hasidut, drawing on both tales and teachings in an attempt to make Hasidism live again for the modern Hebrew reader. Another particularly poignant figure to be mentioned here is Jiri Langer (1894–1942), whose Nine Gates to the Hasidic Mysteries, written and first published in Czech, brought the hasidic narrative to the eyes of another group of Western readers. We used to quip about Buber that before he invited his Western reader-guests into the shtetl he had a cleanup crew come in and remove such spiritual eyesores as superstition, too much miracle working, disdain for Gentiles, and other things that might offend the Western taste. Langer, who had for a while prior to the First World War repented of his Western ways and become a Belzer Hasid, gave us a fuller, and indeed more traditionally pious, rendering of the same tradition.

Enter Wiesel. The first two things that need to be noted are place and time. Wiesel comes from Sighet in northeastern Hungary, where Hasidism remained a powerful force right down to the 1940s. This mountainous region at the ethnic meeting place of Hungary, Romania, and Carpatho-Ruthenia was less affected by modernization than most other parts of East-Central Europe. The particular quality of Hasidism as practiced in schools like those of Munkacs (Mukacevo) and Szatmar (Satu-Mare) was fiercer, more militant, than Hasidism in Poland had ever been. In this region Hasidism had first been introduced in the middle of the nineteenth century, the period of the movement's strongest stance against Haskalah. Hungarian Hasidism, as it came to be known, gave in much less readily to the increasing pressures of modern life. It is worthy of note that photographer Roman Vishniac's famous documentation of what he called Polish Jews is actually largely photos of Carpatho-Ruthenian Jews, taken in the 1930s in that area where Hasidism, and with it the old Jewish way of life, still most strongly prevailed. Wiesel came from a family typical of Sighet or Szatmar in the interwar period: his parents quite westernized but his grandfather still a Hasid of the old school. He speaks movingly of his grandfather as the original source of his attraction to Hasidism and the one who first told him the hasidic tales. In this sense Wiesel is very much an eynekl (grandchild), moving back over one generation in search of a piety that belonged to the grandparent's generation, a phenomenon known among American Jews as well.12 It is also interesting to note, given where he comes from, that individuals and dynasties closest to home, Belz, Viznitz, Munkacs, and Szatmar, play no role in Souls on Fire, Four Hasidic Masters, or Somewhere a Master, Wiesel's important contributions to the retelling of hasidic tales. Perhaps these were too close, the clay feet of the local practitioners too obvious. Perhaps also the fierce anti-Zionism of the Hungarian rebbes, their absolute insistence until the very end that their followers stay close to home and not emigrate, did not leave Wiesel with entirely positive feelings toward them. While I recall one very moving account of a personal meeting with the Wizhnitser rebbe after the war, neither he, Wiesel's grandfather's rebbe, nor others of his line, is part of Wiesel's central hasidic narratives. The rebbe in The Gates of the Forest, probably Wiesel's most important invocation of Hasidism as a living phenomenon, is certainly the late Lubavitcher, Menahem Mendel Schneerson, again someone far from “home.”

The time of his writing is the other key factor. Wiesel offers the first significant retelling of the story of Hasidism after the Holocaust, after the hasidic “empire” in Eastern Europe had gone up in smoke. He tells the tales without innocence, without naivete. Here he stands in sharpest contrast to Langer, who tried to don the mantle of Belzer Hasid, or to Shlomo Carlebach, who tried so hard to dress his narratives in an exaggerated mantle of previous generations’ simple faith. That is not Wiesel. The Holocaust is always there. Sometimes it is the background of a chosen tale, like that of the Hasid who ate and ate, making himself fatter so that he would take longer to burn. Elsewhere it comes back in italicized passages, comments and counterpoints to the narrative that the author interjects. But these, despite their sometimes “unbelieving” content, do not weaken or undercut the tales. On the contrary, they lend to them a new depth, a profound poignancy. The reader is always aware of the narrator's identity, where he has been, what he has seen, and the fact that he is telling these tales and finding meaning in them nevertheless. Some of that “nevertheless” becomes contagious to the reader. One is reminded of poet Aaron Zeitlin's quest for God: afile nokh ale tfiles, afile nokh ale alifes (“even after all the prayers; even after all the ‘evens’”). Wiesel's work is not that of Yaffa Eliach,13 treating Hasidism as it existed in the hour of the Holocaust. His are the old tales retold, but with the shadow of how they appear after 1945 never far in the background.

But there is another aspect to the time and place of Wiesel's writing. He is not only postwar, but educated and significantly formed in postwar France. Reading his hasidic tales one is struck by the attention paid to the human situation in its broadest and most profound sense, as refracted through the tales as a prism. Some of this is created by the Holocaust shadow I have just mentioned, but I also think it fair to say that these are hasidic tales told by someone who has read—and lived—the existential struggle as depicted by Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus. There is a subtle but important difference in tone between Wiesel's existential setting of the tales and Buber's. Buber is still attracted to and impressed by piety in a way that Wiesel cannot be without a certain questioning edge. One has a sense that it is French secular existentialism, not that of Kierkegaard, Rosenzweig, or Buber, that has most touched his soul. This is clearly seen in his choice to write on the four hasidic masters and their struggles with melancholy. Hasidic faith has much to do, in Wiesel's telling, with personal struggle and with the inner life of the lone—and essentially lonely—individual. The human pathos of the individual, including his torment over matters of faith, is right at the center of Wiesel's concern. He has no desire to paper over that conflict; on the contrary, he sets the spotlight right on it, not on any comforting resolution. Nor does Wiesel have much interest in hasidic community that so attracted Buber. One has a sense that Wiesel's own lonely postwar years of personal quest and struggle, in that Parisian intellectual milieu, are present in the lives of the hasidic masters as he presents them. He loves them because they struggle for faith, because they stare defiantly into the face of meaninglessness, not because they have “answers” to the great questions of life.

Neo-hasidism in the United States has become something of a religious movement. Most responsible for this are two one-time followers of the Lubavitcher rebbe who broke with him in the 1960s and set out to create something very different from what he had in mind for American Jewry. Of course I refer to Shlomo Carlebach and to my friend and mentor Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, who first introduced me to Elie Wiesel, probably in 1964. Both Schachter and Carlebach articulated a Judaism in which tales and teachings of the Baal Shem Tov, or R. Nachman, Levi-Yitzhak, and others would have a more central place than the study of Talmud or strict attention to halachic detail. This was to be a joyous, celebratory form of Yiddishkeyt, one in which borders and restrictions—those between men's and women's realms, between Jew and Gentile, between old customs and new innovations, had little place. Schachter, always much more self-aware than Carlebach, understood well what he was doing. His Bnai Or—later Pnai Or—and Aleph movements reflect the influence of 1960s new-age religion, of Christian and Buddhist monasticism, of the rediscovered Dead Sea Scrolls (Zalman himself tells me that this was important to him), but also of a revival of Hasidism attempted by Hillel Zeitlin in the 1920s, his call to create a new spiritual Yavneh, one that never came to be in Poland but was discovered and avidly read by the young Schachter.14 Zeitlin's vision of Jewish rebirth around the banner of a renewed Hasidism, lost in the ashes of Poland, came about here, despite many changes, in the Jewish Renewal and Havurah movements.

Wiesel took no part in all this. His new Hasidism was indeed a hasidut sifrutit, one that existed chiefly in the pages of his books and in his multiple lecture series on hasidic masters. One had a sense that both authenticity and ambivalence kept Wiesel far from participating in the creation of a religious movement. He knew what a real hasidic shtibl looked, sounded, and felt like. Even in the years when he could not yet attend it regularly, it could not be replaced for him by something so very American and transformed as what Schachter or Carlebach was legitimating.

But in this there lies a certain irony. Both Zalman and Shlomo, in breaking with their rebbe, did so in part because they themselves were ready for rebbistve, seeking the independence to be masters themselves of a neo-hasidic alternative to what existed in Lubavitch. In this, the moment of their break is not unlike things that took place in Lublin and Przysucha, which Wiesel describes so vividly. These two would-be rebbes struggled hard and created, each in his own way, an important niche within the Jewish community. Their influence on the creative survival of Judaism as a whole has been tremendous, even if they did so from the side, as it were, of the larger North American Jewish community. But there is only one person, since the death of our teacher Abraham Joshua Heschel, who has been something of a rebbe-figure for American Jewry as a whole. That of course is Elie Wiesel, a man who never sought that role but was cast into it.

It was almost inevitable, given the centrality of the Shoah in American Jewish consciousness, the power of his own writings, and the dramatic figure that he quite naturally cuts, that Wiesel would have such a role. While a true modesty made him seek to deny it to some degree, I think it fair to look back and to say that he has used it well. Wiesel has helped American—even world—Jewry to do two important things, neither of which directly concerns his re-creation of Hasidism, but both of which come from his reluctant role as rebbe. And maybe, just maybe, something of the hasidic spirit is present in both of them.

First, he took a lead in the universalizing of the Holocaust survivors’ message. He understood—and here he surely learned from Heschel—that we Jews as victims had something urgent to say about Biafra, Vietnam, Rwanda, Bosnia, and all the rest. “Never again!” was not just about Jews, but about humanity. This reading of the tradition already was that of most American Jews, though not universally shared by the actual survivors. But to hear it from Wiesel, one who had been there, who himself represented Holocaust memory, was tremendously important. He came to understand the question of post-Holocaust Jewry's moral capital and how to use it wisely. (In these days, when that moral capital has been so terribly squandered by two countries we love, we urgently need to relearn those lessons.)

Second, and perhaps most crucially, Wiesel has helped to allow for, and even taken a lead in, the healing of the Holocaust wound that has inevitably been taking place over the past several decades. This deep gash, a breach in our faith, in our ability to trust either God or the world, in our ability to rejoice, to let ourselves sing or dance, a wound affecting even our ability to be vulnerable enough to love, had to heal. But this could not have happened without a certain amount of farginnen zikh, which is not precisely translated by “forgiving ourselves.” We had to let ourselves be, let nature take its healthy course, and begin to smile on life again. The fact that Wiesel was doing this, especially after his involvement with Soviet Jewry and onward through the years, was significant. It was not a case of un az der rebbe tantzt, tantzen ale Hasidim (“When the rebbe dances, so do the disciples,” i.e., mere imitation). Wiesel was hardly one who could be imitated. But his ability to sing and dance again was an important encouragement for all the rest of us.

This takes me back to that most important hasidic moment in all the Wiesel corpus, the moment of confrontation between Gregor and the rebbe, amid the throng of singing Hasidim, near the end of The Gates of the Forest. “How can you sing? How can you still pray?” Gregor, obviously the Wiesel character, demands of the rebbe. To which he replies, “What do you expect of me?…Do you want me to stop praying and start shouting?” Wiesel learned that lesson, the lesson that one can sing rather than scream, in part surely by writing that book. In a certain sense he let himself become that rebbe, singing instead of screaming, but without betraying memory. That act, surely faithful to the spirit of the Baal Shem Tov, is Elie Wiesel's most important neo-hasidic legacy, one we could not do without.
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REFLECTIONS ON WIESEL'S HASIDIC TALES

STEVEN T. KATZ

THE HASIDIC TALE IS both a central aspect of the history and spirituality of Hasidism and a feature of modern efforts to reinterpret traditional Judaism for modern men and women. Within the world of Hasidism, from the earliest period of the movement, tales have been a central method of communicating hasidic teachings to the Jewish masses. R. Yaakov Yosef of Polnoyye, secretary to the founder of the movement, R. Israel Ben Eliezer, better known as the Baal Shem Tov, already tells us in his Toldot Yaakov Yosef, the first hasidic book, published in 1781, twenty-one years after the death of the founder in 1760:

“And there are yihudim in all material speech and stories, and also, as I heard from my master [the Baal Shem Tov], he engaged in yihudim between himself and ahotah dematronita [the Divine Presence] by means of material [or: mundane] stories, and he explained the reason…. This rabbi also said that by speaking with the masses he draws himself closer to ahotah dematronita, by means of material stories, and he explained the reason…. This rabbi also said that by speaking with the masses he draws himself closer to them, and draws them closer to the Torah and the commandments.” And further: “There are people who engage in prayer even when [seemingly] speaking of material matters with their fellows.”1

More generally, the tale was the vehicle by which the Hasidim extolled the virtues of their masters, the magically empowered, spiritual zaddikim, who were at the center of the new movement, and defended the new tradition against its many vocal critics. The miracle tales that abound in the earliest collections of hasidic tales, and especially the first such collection, the Shivchei Ha-Besht, published in 1815 in Kapust, makes these two points repeatedly and with emphasis. And the many collections of hasidic tales that followed did much the same thing.

In reading more modern hasidic tales, for example those by Martin Buber, Jiri Langer, Shmuel Y. Agnon, and Samuel A. Horodezky, there is always one overriding issue: do they capture and convey an authentic hasidic spirituality? And the same question must be asked of the hasidic tales sent out into the world through the work of Elie Wiesel. Here some brief biographical information will provide a good starting place to answer this essential question.

Wiesel is the product of a hasidic home suffused with hasidic spirituality. His grandfather was a Hasid of the Viznitzer rebbe, and in his memoir, All Rivers Run to the Sea, Wiesel describes him as follows:

A devout follower of the Rabbi of Wizhnitz, he was the embodiment of Hasidic creative force and fervor…. A cultured and erudite man, an avid reader of the Bible and of the Rashi and Ramban commentaries, and especially of the work of Rabbi Hayyim ben Attar, my grandfather was fascinated with the Midrash, with the works of the Musar—a movement founded in Lithuania to foster the teaching of Jewish values and ethics—and with Hasidic literature. He maintained a perfect balance between his quest for the sacred and the exigencies of daily life. He was a whole being.

…He told stories too. Stories of miracle-makers, of unhappy princes and just men in disguise. It is to him I owe everything I have written on Hasidic literature. The enchanting tales of Rebbe Nahman of Bratslav, the parables of the Rebbe of Kotzk, the sayings of the Rebbe of Rizhin, and the witticisms of the Rebbe of Rop shitz: he knew them all and he taught me to savor them…. I felt exhilarated, inspired, and enriched from moment to moment, from tale to tale. “I'll never forget these stories,” I told him, and he answered, “That's why I'm telling them to you. So they won't be forgotten.”2

And Wiesel has not forgotten this commitment. In a series of substantial works he has attempted to recycle the tales he heard in his youth in Sighet to a non-hasidic, often non-Jewish, audience, living after the Shoah, mainly in America and Western Europe.

Now, in light of this family background, I could give Wiesel's hasidic tales quick approval and judge them authentic. After all, even a cursory reading of them confirms that they include what everyone knows such tales are meant to include, namely: a great love of humankind; a profound affection for every Jew no matter how simple, unlearned, or even sinful; an emphasis on simplicity and humility, especially the latter; a deep connection and affection between master and disciple; the warmth of, and need for, friendship; and an embrace of passion, fervor, and ecstasy, along with a commitment to prayer and charity. But I want to insist that even these many characteristics, blended together with literary grace, are still not sufficient to guarantee their authenticity. Though Wiesel quotes his grandfather's wisdom to the effect that “an objective Hasid is not a Hasid,”3 I would suggest that in order to confirm whether a collection of hasidic stories is truly “authentic,” it must be judged against four criteria that, for me, are essential to hasidic spirituality. The four criteria are:

 

1. Do the tales keep faith with Jewish law, halachah, for it was the halachah that was the essential force that shaped Hasidism as a living phenomenon?

2. Does the retold tale still presume and share in the world of post-Lurianic kabbalah, that is, Jewish mysticism, as this became the common property of the Jews of Eastern Europe after 1600?

3. Do the tales still report, because they still have confidence in, the miraculous, literally miraculous, power of the zaddik, the holy man who stands at, who is, the very center of hasidic spirituality and who represents the most novel and far-reaching contribution of Hasidism to the Jewish world?

4. Do the tales speak still of redemption and the messianic as meta-historical, transcendental, and ontologically transformative events?

 

If a tale is presented as a hasidic story but does not embody, reflect, and remain true to these four criteria then, in my opinion, it is not a true “hasidic” source.

Let us now see how Elie Wiesel's tales measure up.

The Halachic Element

As regards the halachic element in Wiesel's tales, I would note the following:

In Elie Wiesel's tales the Torah is always presented as divine revelation. “Our people is what it is,” he reminds his readers, “because it knew how to listen and receive the Law.”4

Though he is critical of rabbis:—“One day they will be so many they will prevent the coming of the Messiah,” he remarks in the name of the Baal Shem Tov,5—he is committed to the rabbinic tradition as the mode of living Jewishly. Thus, for example, he reports faithfully that the context of many of the tales was Shabbat (e.g., Souls, 27) or, and I quote, “The High Holy Days [when the] Besht conducted the services with special fervor, concentrating on the prayers relating to redemption.”6 Or Simchat Torah, when, “during the services the master invited the Seven Shepherds of the world, including Adam, Abraham and David, to ascend the bimah and read from the Torah.”7 Likewise, the events leading up to the death of the Besht are related to Passover, and his death, we learn, occurred on Shavuot, seven weeks later. And of his death scene Wiesel tells us: “he gave his intimates detailed instructions for his burial. He requested them to sing at his bedside and invited a minyan for the last service.”8

In his retelling of the tales of Dov Baer, the maggid of Mezritch, the Besht's disciple and successor, Wiesel reports that he made one person who came to see him repeat “the ritual confession, the Vidui: Ashamnu, begadnu, gazalnu”;9 while another he “asked to repeat with him…the very first prayer every Jewish child learns by heart.”10 (I assume this refers to Modeh Ani Lefanecha.) And Wiesel chooses to retell the tale of the Holy Seer of Lublin regarding how the maggid of Mezritch said, Ein ke'elokhenu and “saw that there is no God like our God.”11 Here we see that Elie Wiesel is not afraid, or embarrassed, to describe hasidic spirituality in very specifically limited, Jewish, ways.

I would cite one further example: “The Besht was overheard saying: ‘If only Dov Baer could go to the mikveh [the ritual bath], he would bring the Messiah.’”12 Unfortunately, Dov Ber was too ill to do so, and our broken world continued. Here, odd as this may sound to many, we have a truly Jewish-hasidic perspective on how the world operates. The theurgical power of the mitzvah (religious deed) has the capacity to alter the cosmic order and bring redemption.

Beyond knowing of the theurgical power of the mitzvot, Wiesel also knows the unique spirit in which the mitzvah was taught by hasidic masters. I cite two tales that he brings down in the name of R. Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev:

[1.] On his way to the synagogue to celebrate Shabbat services, he [R. Levi Yitzhak] meets an “enlightened” young man who pulls out his pipe in overt defiance and lights it. The Rebbe stops to remind him: “Surely you're forgetting that today is Shabbat?”

“No, I haven't forgotten.”

“Then surely you are ignorant of the law that forbids us to smoke on Shabbat?”

“Not at all, I know all your laws,” the smoker impudently replies.

The Rebbe looks the young man over. He refuses to be provoked; instead he turns to Him for whom every being also signifies provocation: “Did you hear? True, he violates certain of Your commandments. But You must admit one thing: nobody will coerce him into telling a lie.”13

[2.] Another time he [R. Levi Yitzhak] offered God a bargain: “We shall give You our sins and, in return, You will grant us Your pardon. By the way, You come out ahead. Without our sins, what would You do with Your pardon?”14

The keeping of the mitzvot was a form of dialogue with heaven, an encounter between God and man. And therefore the life of mitzvot had to have a human dimension beyond the obligation of obedience, one that entailed, at its highest, grace and love. Both God and the zaddik are sources of grace, the exhibitors of love. And hence the Hasid feels the mitzvah is an opportunity, not a restraint, a divine gift and not a divine burden.

Kabbalah

The second subject that must be fairly and fully represented in any authentic presentation of Hasidism is the kabbalistic doctrine that is at the center of the movement's system of beliefs. I will not here enter into the issue that is at the heart of the debate between Martin Buber and Gershom Scholem—and that carries implications for Elie Wiesel's presentation of Hasidism—regarding the relative weighing to be assigned to the theoretical, that is, essentially Kabbalistic, writings of the hasidic masters versus hasidic tales. Instead, I will only make one categorical statement: whatever its form, all authentic hasidic teaching emerges from a world saturated and influenced by the Weltanschauung of Lurianic kabbalah broadly understood.

Elie Wiesel's tales are true to this fact. This, I would suggest, is due both to his intellectual acumen and to the nature of his own soul. In his recollections of his youth Wiesel tells how he studied kabbalah with friends.

I met with my master of mysticism every evening. Under his vigilant eye three of us decided to venture into the Pardes, the orchard of forbidden knowledge. We began our quest for the absolute by fasting on Mondays and Thursdays. We would stay at the House of Study until midnight, poring over the Sefer Yetzirah (which is attributed to Rabbi Yehuda Hechasid) and the writings of Rabbi Hayyim Vital, favorite disciple of the founder of Lurianic mysticism. I was insatiable, captivated by the dazzling theories of creation: the shattering of the vessels, the emanations of first light, the scattered sparks. How could the purity of the beginning be recovered? How to liberate the Lord, prisoner of Himself and of our own actions? How to join the first breath to the last, to master the source and that which overflows it? For an adolescent thirsting for knowledge and dreams, there is nothing more romantic and alluring than the Kabala.15

This youthful study has left its mark. Wiesel knows the significance that Hasidim and their zaddikim assign to the esoteric and concealed dimension of Jewish teaching and tradition. Accordingly, in describing the Besht's character, he does so knowing the context in which the Besht lived, and out of which he taught Torah and led a revival in Jewish life after the catastrophe of Sabbatianism and the debacle of Frankism. So, for example, in describing the Besht's character, he refers to the mystical doctrine of “the root of his soul”16 and its emanation from the upper world of the sefirot, the heavenly pleroma. In describing the Besht's teaching he refers to the “mystical concept of likut nitzotzot, the in-gathering of dispersed sparks,” which is one of the central doctrines of Lurianic doctrine.17 In explaining how the Besht attracted Dov Baer, the Great Maggid, as a disciple, Wiesel retells this famous tale:

The Baal Shem handed him [the maggid of Mezritch] the Book of Splendor, the Zohar: “Can you read?”—“Yes.”—“Well then, read!” The Maggid obeyed. “That is not the way one reads,” the Baal Shem interrupted. “I can see that you know how to decipher the signs, but your knowledge lacks soul.”

That was the turning point. The room filled with light. The Maggid stood at Sinai again; he saw the fire and understood how much he lacked. He also understood that the Besht was the only man capable of helping him reach the heights. He became his disciple, his witness, his foremost apostle.18

And when describing the teachings of the maggid, Wiesel speaks of him as one who transmitted “Nistar, the esoteric (i.e., kabbalistic) science reserved for the select few.”19

Describing the teachings of the Great Maggid, Wiesel points out that “a close analysis of ideas attributed to him leads to the conclusion that primarily he tried—and succeeded—to perpetuate the Baal Shem's theories; the so-called Beshtian Hasidism. His views on Tzimtzum haelokut, the stricture of divinity to permit the birth and growth of the world, are taken from the Baal Shem, who had taken them from the Lurianic Kabbala.”20 By way of comparison, Buber would never have written, could never have written, such a description, given his theological presuppositions. This is why Elie Wiesel's tales ring true and Buber's do not. This, of course, is not to misunderstand the role of kabbalah in the hasidic world. Hasidism is not simply kabbalah, but there is no Hasidism without kabbalah. That is to say, in addition to theosophy and theurgy, kabbalah, in the hands of the zaddikim, also becomes psychology, sociology, and anthropology—the bases of real community. As Wiesel describes the teachings of Reb Elimelekh of Lizensk:

Rather than teach Kabbala or theology to his Hasidim, Elimelekh gave them a zetl koten: a short list of little things to do every day, when rising in the morning, when praying, when engaging in business, when being alone or with others. It is a seventeen-point program on how to be a good Jew…with a minimum of effort. Theology was left to the Tzaddikim; Hasidim needed simple answers to not so simple questions.21

Thus, when Rabbe Pinhas asked, “What is the significance of Tikoun (mystical reparation)?” Reb Elimelekh gave the following answer: “It is to be concerned not only with yourself but with everything that goes on around you; help others and you will help yourself. You want to serve God? Start with serving His children.”22

Of course, this seemingly simple teaching is rooted in the zaddik's kabbalistic belief that sparks of divinity lie in all human beings and their redemption is the purpose of human existence.

Miracles, Magic, and Wonder Workers

Hasidic spirituality, as already noted, centers around the nature and role of the zaddik. It is the concept of the zaddik that is the major original contribution of Hasidism to Jewish religious tradition.

But who and what is the zaddik?

As Wiesel describes him, the zaddik fulfills the roles and obligations of both saint and guide. He is, Wiesel tells us, a “Spokesman for God in His dealings with man, [an] intercessor for man in his dealings with God. [And he is] Required to be almost a superman.”23 In recounting the doctrine of the zaddik as taught in its classical form by Reb Elimelekh of Lizensk, he tells us that the zaddik is “Rebbe, rabbi, guide. Conscience, tutor…. He is the chosen one who is refused nothing, in heaven or on earth. God is angry? He can make him smile. God is severe? He can induce him to leniency. His followers owe him blind and unconditional allegiance.”24 Wiesel clearly understands—and in his hasidic writings he helps others to understand—the key theological issue: the zaddik is a charismatic soul in the technical sense of someone who has a special “gift from God,” and who is, therefore, able to influence both heaven and earth. As compared to more humanistic descriptions of the zaddik in modern interpretations of Hasidism and neo-Hasidism, in Elie Wiesel's portrayal the zaddik is, correctly, a being with supernatural, miraculous, magical powers both above and below. Thus he cites without caveats or reinterpretation the hasidic rendering of the Talmudic teaching: Hatzaddik gozer vehakadosh baruch hu mekayem—“The Just Man commands and the Lord obeys.”25

Accordingly, the zaddik is more than a psychotherapist and social worker. He can, and does, perform wonders and miracles. A zaddik without these extraordinary powers is not a zaddik. Every reader of, for example, the Shivchei Ha-Besht knows how the Besht is repeatedly credited with this type of supernatural ability, these sorts of actions. Wiesel is correct to describe him as follows:

Now let us speak of the miracles the Baal Shem is said to have performed in his lifetime and even after death…. It is claimed that he brought learning to some, deprived others of their memory, recovered misplaced objects and horses that had lost their way. It is said that he earned total allegiance from men and beasts alike, and even from the angels up above; if an angel was not to his taste, he was replaced. It is said that he healed the sick—by gorging them with chicken soup—and that he prescribed a remedy against snoring. And…that he tried to persuade a priest that he should break his celibacy.26

Similarly, of Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchak Horowitz, the seer of Lublin, Wiesel tells us:

The Seer was also a miracle-maker. In Lublin, miracles occupied the forefront. People came for miracles, and found them. Innumerable legends speak of the Seer's powers. It was enough for the poor, desperate men and women to implore him to intercede on their behalf, and heaven would submit to his will. Lublin was the people's last recourse. When everything else failed, they went to the Rebbe. Financial disasters. Health problems. Doubts, crises, threats. The Seer had cures for every ailment.27

Wiesel then adds this beautiful gloss:

Caught in ever-growing despair, what they needed most was a reason to believe. The very possibility of believing was a miracle in itself. That was why Tzaddikim performed miracles. To strike the imagination. To inspire awe. To help souls open themselves to faith and hope. Vayar Israel et hayad hagdola asher assa adoshem bemitzrayim—and the Jews saw the miracles in Egypt; thanks to them, they could believe. What does the Tzaddik do? Asked the Seer of Lublin. Through his prayer he reveals God's grandeur. The miracle? Meant to propagate man's faith in God—that whenever man speaks, God listens; and that the laws of the soul are more important than those of nature.28

Here one must understand the deep connection between messianism and galut—the exile in which Israel, and the world, finds itself. It is the bitterness of exile that the zaddikim knew, and that they shared with, and tempered for, their Hasidim through their powers, and that Elie Wiesel, after the Shoah, also knows and shares, as a survivor, in a unique way.

In his own manner, Wiesel can and does turn such material on its head, both problematizing and reinterpreting the original miracle stories. So, for example, in writing of Rebbe Pinhas of Koretz he tells us: “A good story in Hasidism is not about miracles, but about friendship and hope—the greatest miracles of all.”29 Such glosses, however, though they do offer a change in perspective, are not meant to deny the miraculous, for this would be treason against the zaddikim and Hasidism. They are meant to extend it, to utilize it as a source of comfort and encouragement, to make it the concrete stuff of human life.

The Messianic

Last there is the messianic. Hasidism is Hasidism only if the messianic hope—related of course to the role of the zaddik—is understood as central. From the time of the Besht's letter to his brother-in-law R. Gershon of Kutov, variously interpreted by scholars as different as Buber, Dinur, Scholem, and Tishby, telling of his heavenly meeting with the Messiah on Rosh Hashanah (1746) during which he asked the Messiah, “When will you come?” and the Messiah replied, “When your spring will run over, when your teaching will cover the land,”30 to the last Lubavitcher rebbe (d. 1994), messianism is the heart of hasidic faith, of hasidic hope.

Throughout his recounting of the tales, Elie Wiesel repeatedly speaks of the relation of the zaddik to the Messiah or the messianic age. Accordingly, the Besht's work is seen as messianic but only to a limited degree; and that of the maggid of Mezritch, though filled with messianic passion, is unsuccessful in bringing the Messiah and so, as Wiesel tells us, “It was written that the Messiah still had to stay with the angels for a long time to come. Man would have to wait.”31 Or, as he reports of the eschatological hopes of Mendel of Vitebsk: “Like all Hasidic masters, he lived wholly in the expectation of the Messiah's coming. Mornings he would go to the window, look outside and sadly remark: ‘He has not yet come, for the world is the same.’”32

This dream of the end of exile as engineered from above was never abandoned. As Wiesel writes of R. Pinhas of Koretz: “Redemption occupied his thoughts and dreams. What Hasid does not wait for the Messiah? What Rebbe does not try to hasten his coming? To be Jewish is to link one's fate to the Messiah—to that of those who are waiting for the Messiah.”33 R. Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev sent out this carefully worded invitation to his son's wedding: “The marriage will take place on such a date in Jerusalem, except if the Messiah has not yet come; in which case the ceremony will be performed in Berditchev.”34 Here I emphasize that the messianic fulfillment referred to in such tales is a literal, world-ending, event that brings history, as we know it, to an end. It is the ultimate bittul ha-yesh, the decisive, irreversible destruction of the stem of things, to use the language of kabbalah. And Wiesel does not minimize or distort this metaphysical dream and this metaphysical drama. What he does do, as the zaddikim themselves did, is give it other meanings. So, for example, Rebbe Shmelke of Nikolzburg told the following story:

“Basing myself on the Talmudic saying that if all men repented, the Messiah would come, I decided to do something about it. I was convinced I would be successful. But where was I to start? The world is so vast. I shall start with the country I know best, my own. But my country is so very large. I had better start with my town. But my town, too, is large. I had best start with my street. No: my home. No: my family. Never mind, I shall start with myself.”35

Such readings, however, need to be properly understood. They are not reductionistic. They are not meant only to psychologize the tale. Rather, assuming the literal meaning of messianism, they add additional layers of meaning to its core elements. Think here of the traditional hermeneutical notion that the Torah has seventy faces, that is, an infinite variety of meanings; and of the mystical doctrine of Pardes, the four different levels on which one can—and needs to—read the Torah.

Now, with this brief, but not unimportant, exegesis of hasidic doctrine and lore in place, we can return to our original question as to the authenticity of Elie Wiesel's hasidic tales. And we can, with confidence, judge them to be tales that are true to their origin, true to the zaddikim who told them and about whom they were told, and true to the Hasidim who eagerly and lovingly heard them and repeated them from dor l'dor, from generation to generation.

They are a permanent legacy of the world of Eastern European Jewry from which they come. And a testimony to the way in which Elie Wiesel has kept faith with this world.
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YEARNING FOR SACRED PLACE

WIESEL'S HASIDIC TALES AND POSTWAR HASIDISM

NEHEMIA POLEN

Prologue

IN SOULS ON FIRE,1 Elie Wiesel begins his chapter on the School of Pshiskhe with the story of Eizik son of Yekel of Kraków, who dreams of treasure in Prague, but after his journey discovers that the treasure is really to be found in his own home.2 The point of the story is not, as is sometimes suggested, that since the treasure you seek is really already inside of you, you don't need to make the journey, nor even that you need to make the journey in order to discover that the truth is inside you. Recall that, as Wiesel writes, Rabbi Simha-Bunam of Pshiskhe would tell this story each time he accepted a new disciple.3 Rabbi Bunam did accept disciples; he did not send them all back home where they came from. Apparently Rabbi Bunam wanted precisely those disciples who realized that they didn't have to be there, who knew that their spiritual growth was in their own hands, not in those of the master they had sought out. The tale reflects on the School of Pshiskhe, its culture and values, the independence and boldness of spirit it sought to cultivate. In this understanding, the story and the journey, the tale of the rabbi of Pshiskhe and his disciples, each inform the other, reflect the other, interrogate the other, assist in defining the other.

This story on the complex interaction of rebbe, Hasid, story, and place is a good point of entry for our inquiry into Wiesel's contribution to our understanding of Hasidism. Nearly all accounts of Hasidism point to the centrality of the zaddik in the movement. The zaddik is link between heaven and earth, conduit of blessing, center of his community, in some sense the center of the world itself.4 We also know of the importance of stories in Hasidism. From the earliest period hasidic tales conveyed the values of the movement and highlighted the role of the zaddikim. Hasidic storytelling is endowed with ritual holiness and has performative power; the telling of a story creates its own sacred space.5 My goal here is to explore the complex relationship between zaddikim, the tales, and hasidic reconstruction of sacred place, all in light of the work and contribution of Wiesel.

The Nineteenth Century

While the zaddik and the story were central to Hasidism from its very inception, both institutions continued to develop. Roughly around 1800, the zaddik's charismatic leadership became hereditary; among other factors, the Polish-Russian pattern of inheritance of noble estates may have served as a model.6 In tandem with this development, the zaddik's place of residence took on a new importance. Throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, certain small and otherwise undistinguished provincial towns—shtetlach—won fame as the home of great masters, the seat of their lineage's court.7 This continued even after the death of the founder of the lineage, since the zaddik's residence would typically be revered as a shrine.8 The belief was that the spirit of the master was still present at the residence, in the court, at the grave or sepulcher. Known as the Ohel (“Tent”), the burial place would be visited for petitionary prayer and during yahrtzeits, the anniversary dates of the passing of the saintly family members interred there.9

Thus the rebbe's presence made the town into a hasidic center. He became in effect the town's patron, responsible for its spiritual stature and material blessing.10 Indeed, the town often owed its reputation and place on the map of the hasidic world to the rebbe who bore its name. (At a still later period, as we shall see, this relationship would sometimes survive the physical dislocation of the rebbe and even the destruction of its Jewish residents.)

In a parallel manner, the role of hasidic storytelling continued to evolve throughout the nineteenth century. The stories of a particular lineage encapsulated the collective wisdom of the school where they were told and the dynasty that preserved them. Tales pointed to core hasidic values as embodied in the life of the court. When the individual Hasid reached a situation similar to that of the tale in some respect, he may have heard in the tale the voice of his rebbe, providing inspiration and encouragement as well as perspective and direction. The guidance received from a tale thus assisted the Hasid to act with wisdom and integrity, consistent with the ethos and values of the lineage to which he was affiliated. For example, stories in the Chabad-Lubavitch school tend to emphasize Torah knowledge, Divine omnipresence, and uncompromising fearlessness in carrying out the will of God as understood by the rebbe. The combination of talmudic scholasticism, contemplation of divine immanence, and militancy in praxis create the characteristic profile of Chabad Hasidism, and this signature is reflected in Chabad's fund of stories and tales. In this way, the function of the hasidic tale, the function of the court, and the function of the zaddik vis-à-vis the Hasid dovetailed and mutually reinforced each other. The rebbe told the tales and embodied their wisdom, while the shtetl became the destination around which the tales turned and where they would be heard most authentically and fully. Each dynasty's storehouse of hasidic tales helped define its identity in the constellation of the hasidic world.11

Wiesel's writings on Hasidism illustrate this interaction with poetic beauty. Listen to his evocation of Worke in Somewhere a Master, in the chapter titled “The School of Worke”:

 

Worke: another kingdom, a new, enchanting Hasidic adventure—another aspect of hasidic language, another face of the hasidic movement.

Worke: a song both humble and powerful—a whisper with profound reverberations of communal life, intense and intriguing alike.

Worke: a fervent but restrained prayer—full of ecstasy, but controlled ecstasy.

Worke: a journey to the end of language—to the birth of silence.12

 

Note the invocation of the place-name four times, as a metonym for a style of hasidic living, a culture of spirituality meticulously defined and lovingly honed. This anaphora where no zaddik has yet been named identifies the hasidic culture entirely with the locale, the shtetl. The chapter titles of Somewhere a Master reflect the subtle change that took place as the movement matured through the nineteenth century: “Pinhas of Koretz,” “Aharon of Karlin,” “Wolfe of Zbarazh,” “Barukh of Medzibozh,” “Moshe-Leib of Sassov,” “The Holy Seer of Lublin,” “Meir of Premishlan,” “Naphtali of Ropshitz,” until the ninth and last chapter, “The School of Worke.” The name of each of the first eight chapters is comprised of the master's given name and the place with which he was most closely associated. Both the person and the place are important, yet it seems that the main emphasis is on the master, while the place-name assists in his identification and is subordinate to him. But when we get to Worke (the last chronological stage of this series), the place name serves as rubric for the school as a whole; the shtetl and the masters who lived and taught there are now nearly identical.13 This relationship between zaddik, place, school of hasidic culture, and collection of tales evolved slowly and clearly emerged only in the mid-to-late decades of the nineteenth century.

The Zaddik as Conductor

One aspect of the zaddik's role is to set the tone for his community's spiritual experience. This leadership includes choices and emphases in liturgy, Torah study, performance of commandments, and in particular, the characteristic rites of hasidic life such as the third Sabbath meal, the singing of melodies, and the like.14 The effective hasidic leader conveys a characteristic style, orchestrating his court's spiritual experience.15 Often the master bequeathed this style to his successor, and in some cases the style was carried forward for a number of generations. Chabad-Lubavitch provides a salient example, but it is far from being the only one.

Each major lineage developed its own distinctive culture and its particular reputation in the constellation of Hasidism as a whole. For one group it was piety, for another sweet melody, for a third fervent prayer, or scholarship, or social welfare and care for the poor, or austere nobility, or efforts to redeem captives unjustly imprisoned, and so on. In the School of Pshiskhe, the reputation surely included individualism and independence of spirit; Modzitz was famed for its musical compositions and singing; while Worke evoked the mystic transcendence of silence. Wiesel's chapter on Worke shows how that lineage made silence emotionally expressive, even eloquent. The silence at Worke had its own musical tempo, phrasing, dynamics, even surprise.

The Twentieth Century

The zaddik's role as sacred pivot of his community was concretized in the court itself, whose material patterns and structural design displayed hasidic theology in schematized, graphic form. By means of this embodied social theology, the dynastic principle gave prominence to what would otherwise have been very modest locales. Throughout the nineteenth century hasidic centers fostered a protected domain where a quiet and unhurried Hasidism could flourish, luxuriating in a sacred space far from the pace and pressures of urban life. All this changed in the twentieth century, with the move to large cities such as Warsaw, especially during and after World War I.16 During this period we encounter the phenomenon of rebbes named for towns in which they no longer reside.

But after World War II and the Holocaust, these towns as places of Jewish life no longer existed at all. The question then became, can a hasidic lineage survive the physical dislocation of the rebbe and then the destruction of the Jewish residents of the town whose name the lineage bears? The answer to this question depended on the fate of the zaddik himself. In general the corporate identity of a hasidic community does not long survive without direct personal contact with a living master. With the living master, there is stability and continuity, a natural focus for the community's efforts to regroup and rebuild. Almost without exception, it was only when a dynastic scion survived the war that a particular hasidic community was able to reconstitute itself. The postwar hasidic leaders who survived the Shoah and relocated to Western Europe, Israel, or the Western hemisphere saved the cohesive communities built by their ancestors from dissipation. Crystallized around family loyalty and the memory of great predecessors, the community's identity remained intact. And the lineage's identity was also anchored in place: a socially constructed place, the shtetl that no longer existed.17

The postwar hasidic master thus achieved a new role and prominence. One may assert that in the entire history of Hasidism, after the eighteenth-century foundational period, the hasidic master is never more crucial than in the post–World War II period. In this period, the lineage's story (now including the story of war trauma and survival) and the person who embodies the story mutually reinforce each other as never before. The dynastic narrative (re)constructs the place where the dynasty began, thus giving the incumbent rebbe his identity and his mission. The postwar rebbe is largely a creation of the story of his dynasty, whose shtetl no longer exists. The relationship is reciprocal since the story and the place can continue only with a rebbe. If there were no Lubavitcher Rebbe in the postwar period, there would be no Lubavitch Hasidism today. The same is true of Satmar, Ger, Bobov, Belz, Viznitz, Skver, Karlin-Stolin, Munkacs, and so on.18

Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “The seventh day is like a palace in time with a kingdom for all. It is not a date but an atmosphere.”19 Mutatis mutandis, one might say that postwar Lubavitch is not a place but an atmosphere, in this case the atmosphere surrounding the Lubavitcher rebbe, and created largely by him. “Lubavitch” is wherever the rebbe is, and wherever there is a hitkashrut to the rebbe. When uttering the word “Lubavitch” nowadays, almost no one thinks of a town in Russia. What comes to mind is rather an address in Crown Heights, Brooklyn: 770 Eastern Parkway, or simply “770.” This location is linked to a far-flung network of Chabad houses throughout the world established by the rebbe, and staffed by idealistic men and women who continue to be motivated by their bond to the rebbe even after his death in 1994.

Postwar Hasidic Renaissance

An early, and still arresting, portrait of a postwar hasidic community revived and led by a charismatic master was drawn by Wiesel. The last part of his novel The Gates of the Forest (1966)20 is set in Brooklyn and depicts a fictionalized version of the Lubavitcher rebbe leading a Farbrengen. A major focus of the gathering is song. Wiesel writes,

The hasidim sang. The song burst their chests and lit a thousand flames in their eyes…. At the far end of the room, facing the door, the Rebbe surrounded by his court, presided over the table of honor…. All those present feared and admired him and pledged him fidelity without limit, limning the forces which converged in his person and which he alone could put to use…. The hasidim followed him with radiant confidence…Let him walk first; liberation was at hand! And so they danced with joy, their heads almost touching the vaults of the universe.21

In his memoir All Rivers Run to the Sea,22 writing of Rabbi Menahem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher rebbe, Wiesel acknowledges that the hasidic celebration described in The Gates of the Forest “was his celebration. The songs, vows, and fervor of the faithful were such that I felt as if I were with my own rebbe, back in my hometown.”

The memoir tells of a visit to Lubavitch (that is, to 770 Eastern Parkway in Brooklyn) one year during Simchat Torah. Wiesel stood at the entrance, hoping to avoid attention. Suddenly the rebbe noticed him and beckoned him, calling him by name; the Hasidim carried him over the heads of the crowd and deposited him “like a package” in front of the rebbe, who smiled at him. Wiesel recalls the ensuing dialogue as follows:

“Welcome,” he said. “It's nice of a Hasid of Wizhnitz to come and greet us in Lubavitch. But is this how they celebrate Simchat Torah in Wizhnitz?” “Rebbe,” I said faintly, “we are not in Wizhnitz but in Lubavitch.” “Then do as we do in Lubavitch,” he said. “And what do you do in Lubavitch?” “In Lubavitch we drink and say lehayim, to life.” “In Wizhnitz too.” “Very well. Then say lehayim.” He handed me a glass filled to the brim with vodka. “Rebbe,” I said, “in Wizhnitz a Hasid does not drink alone.” “Nor in Lubavitch.” He emptied his glass in one gulp. I followed suit.

[The rebbe offers a second glass of vodka and then a third. Wiesel is affected by the alcohol but the rebbe remains steady and focused.]

“You deserve a blessing,” he said, his face beaming with happiness. “Name it!”

I wasn't sure what to say. I was, in fact, in a stupor.

“Would you like me to bless you so you can begin again?”

Drunk as I was, I appreciated his wisdom. To begin again could mean so many things: begin again to drink, to pray, to believe, to live. And then it was Simchat Torah, which is also my birthday.

“Yes Rebbe,” I said. “Give me your blessing.”

He blessed me and downed his vodka.

The Viznitzer Hasid has gone to Lubavitch and has been blessed, empowered to begin again, but this new beginning is possible only because the Lubavitcher rebbe and the Viznitzer Hasid are not in geographic Lubavitch, but the hasidic Lubavitch, revived by a living rebbe, who transmits old songs and stories as he inspires new ones. It is the living master who bonds the Chabad lineage of Russia and the Viznitzer devotee to a place, to an old-new place where new beginnings are possible and where blessings are effective.

The epigraph to The Gates of the Forest is a famous hasidic story. Here is Wiesel's rendering of it:

When the great Rabbi Israel Baal Shem-Tov saw misfortune threatening the Jews it was his custom to go into a certain part of the forest to meditate. There he would light a fire, say a special prayer, and the miracle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted.

Later, when his disciple, the celebrated Magid of Mezritch, had occasion, for the same reason, to intercede with heaven, he would go to the same place in the forest and say: “Master of the Universe, listen! “I do not know how to light the fire, but I am still able to say the prayer.” And again the miracle would be accomplished.

Still later, Rabbi Moshe-Leib of Sasov, in order to save his people once more, would go into the forest and say: “I do not know how to light the fire, I do not know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient.” It was sufficient and the miracle was accomplished.

Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Ruzhin to overcome misfortune. Sitting in his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: “I am unable to light the fire and I do not know the prayer; I cannot even find the place in the forest. All I can do is to tell the story, and this must be sufficient.”

And it was sufficient.

God made man because he loves stories.

Gershom Scholem concluded his great survey Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism23 with this story as he heard it from Shmuel Yosef Agnon. Scholem says, “You can say if you will that this profound little anecdote symbolizes the decay of a great movement. You can also say that it reflects the transformation of all its values, a transformation so profound that in the end all that remained of the mystery was the tale.”24 But Wiesel's deployment of the story suggests something very different. The master remains central, indeed more central than ever before. A charismatic zaddik such as the Ruzhiner brings the story to life; his storytelling is an act of conjuration, a channeling of power, a translation of lost place to a new location, ultimately a revelation of the salvation embedded in the tale.

There are interesting variations between the story as presented in English versions and that of the earliest published Hebrew version, Reuven Zak's Kneset Yisrael of 1906. One line from Zak that is missing in Scholem but is implicit in The Gates of the Forest is this: “The Maggid said, ‘The mystical intentions and prayers of the Baal Shem Tov I don't know, but I will act by relying upon the Baal Shem Tov's intention; and this too was accepted by Heaven” (Hebrew: Ha-yihudim ve-hakavvanot she-kivven ha-Besht einiyode'a, rak e'eseh al semakh ha-kavvanah she-kivven ha-Besht, ve-nitkabel gam ken [emphasis mine]).25 It is clear that this reliance, this leaning, this placement into proximity, this concatenation from zaddik to zaddik going back to the Baal Shem Tov, is key to the efficacy of the rite and the story. It is not the story alone that has power, it is the latter-day saint grasping on to what is beyond his own reach: the contemplations of his uniquely illuminated predecessor, the Baal Shem Tov, known throughout Hasidism as “the Light of the Seven Days of Creation,” that is effective.26

It is worth noting that when this story was told, the Ruzhiner dynasty was no longer in Ruzhin in Russia. It had long since relocated to Sadeger in the Austro-Hungarian empire; after the First World War it was to be found largely in Vienna, and after the Second World War in Tel Aviv, Jerusalem's Meah Shearim, and New York.27 So Ruzhin is no longer in Ruzhin, just as Lubavitch is no longer in Russia. Lubavitch and Ruzhin reside with their respective rebbe—in some sense, they are the rebbe.

The introduction to Legends of Our Time (1968) describes Wiesel's visit to the Viznitzer rebbe in Bnei Brak. The meeting was uncomfortable and tense; the rebbe apparently disapproved of Wiesel's postwar life choices. In the eyes of the Viznitzer, the young writer compared unfavorably with his grandfather Dodye Feig, a fervent Hasid of the old school. Yet the rebbe remembered Wiesel and recognized him instantly. And the rebbe's presence in Bnei Brak, Israel, was not just ghostly nostalgia but living witness and promise. He had founded and led a community that rose from the ashes and flourished. The vignette of the meeting concludes by describing the Viznitzer's blessing (quite different from, yet still parallel to, that of the Lubavitcher rebbe): “Dodye Feig's grandson should not go away empty-handed. Come and I shall give you my blessing.” Wiesel remarks: “And I did not dare remind him that for so many years I have tried so hard to acquire for myself a name which needed to be blessed, too. Only after I had left him did I realize that perhaps the time has come for Dodye Feig's grandson to take my place at the typewriter.” This suggests that despite the gap that may have existed—at least in the pious zaddik's perception—between himself and the worldly writer, the blessing nevertheless took effect and did its work. Perhaps because of the rebbe's challenge-cum-blessing, the writer is prodded to more clearly express his own voice. The blessing has found its mark even if its aged bestower seems to be laboring in opacity.

Homeward, Bound

We now come to the matter of lost childhood and the endless, futile quest for a destroyed home. In his most celebrated work, Night, Wiesel describes the deportation of the Jews of Sighet, an event that set into motion the murder of most of Sighet's Jews, and that ended forever the town's identity as a place of Jewish residence, as a shtetl. The memory of Wiesel's loved ones has been a constant theme in his writing, but so has the memory of his town. Indeed, he has returned, or attempted to return, to his birthplace time and again, but each attempt is painful, inconclusive, unfulfilled, because the Jewish town he seeks (as opposed to the geographical location) has been not just destroyed but erased.

In Legends of Our Time,28 Wiesel collected a group of essays. One of the first essays in the book, titled “My Teachers,” notes that “After the war I had several opportunities to return…. I did not return” (9). Yet a later chapter, “The Last Return,” indeed describes a postwar visit to Sighet, in the mid-1960s. He dreaded the return because “that town they were talking about no longer existed. It had followed the Jews into deportation” (112). Their very memory had been erased: “The Jews have been driven not only out of the town but out of time as well” (127).

The visit is accompanied by pain, disappointment, even elements of farce. A dog barks, startles him, and chases him out of his own backyard. In One Generation After,29 where he picks up this narrative, Wiesel describes going to the garden to dig up the gold watch he received as a bar mitzvah gift. He finds the watch and takes it, then feels compelled to go back and rebury it because taking it made him feel like a thief.30

The longing to return to the town of his youth motivates many passages in Wiesel's writing, and remains present in his life.31 The very last page of the second volume of memoirs, And the Sea Is Never Full, published in 1999, contains the sentence, “And yet I want to go back to Sighet one last time.”32

There is a deep connection between the futile search for a hometown erased from history, on the one hand, and the recognition of the role of zaddikim in Hasidism's postwar rebirth, on the other hand. Childhood memories are intimately intertwined with the sense of self, one's feeling of place in the world.33 It is true that every return to a childhood home is fraught with disappointment brought about by the inevitability of change. But typically change is incremental, accretive, usually most visible at the margins. In Sighet and hundreds of other towns of Jewish Europe, however, the rupture was sudden, total, irreversible. Everything ended in the course of a day. Others inhabited the place where Jews had lived and worked for hundreds of years; traces of the earlier residents disappeared. There was almost no “back” to go to; the erasure was nearly complete. If there was to be a future, it had to be constructed somewhere else, yet it could be done only by telling the tale of what had once been.

So it was that surviving hasidic masters in their way, and Wiesel in his way, were engaged in parallel projects during the postwar years. This connection is brought home in Wiesel's account of a return to Sighet in the early 1970s. The most intense moment was entering his childhood house. He recounts:

What made me realize that I was not at home? A spot on the wall. When the Wizsnitzer Rebbe died in 1936, we received his photo. He was a beautiful man. I remember putting the nail in the wall and hanging the rebbe's picture on the wall. The nail was still in the same spot—with a crucifix on it. And when I saw it, I realized if there is no room for the Wizsnitzer Rebbe in my home, there is no room for me either. And I ran out of the room, out of my home, out of my childhood.34

The “Wizsnitzer Rebbe” of whom Wiesel speaks here (the town's spelling varies) was Rabbi Israel Hager, born in 1860; the Viznitzer of the Bnei Brak visit recounted in Legends of Our Time was Israel's son, Rabbi Hayyim Meir Hager (1888–1972). It was the latter Hager who survived the war, emigrated to the land of Israel, and founded Kiryat Wizhnitz in Bnei Brak, said to be the first hasidic neighborhood since the establishment of the State of Israel.35 The dismay of Wiesel's aborted return to his home is capped by the realization that his beloved rebbe's picture has been replaced by a crucifix. And yet, the rebbe had a son who revived Viznitz as a thriving community, Viznitz-in-Israel. And the child who nailed the photo on his wall was now a celebrated writer and lecturer, teaching and engaging new communities of learners, translating and transporting Hasidism.

If the child of Sighet was able to find so clear and compelling a voice despite the erasure of Jewish Sighet, this was due in part to the ongoing relationship with rebbes—the rebbe of Lubavitch, elsewhere than in Lubavitch; and the rebbe of Viznitz, but not in geographic Viznitz. And Wiesel, by the power of his pen and voice, has been able, in some way, to bring Sighet and all of Jewish Europe back to life, but not in Sighet.

We thus return to the story with which we began, the story of Eizik son of Yekel told by Rabbi Simha-Bunam of Pshiskhe. Eizik's treasure was not to be found away from home, not even in Pshiskhe, but it was the zaddik of Pshiskhe who transmitted this wisdom and told the story to each new disciple. The school of Pshiskhe showed how the teacher-storyteller—that is, the zaddik—and the story itself dovetail; their mutual illumination absorbed and encapsulated the meaning of Pshiskhe as a hasidic destination. What started out as a geographic center became a climate of the spirit that could be transported and reconstructed anywhere. Perhaps that is why, as modernity encroached upon and challenged Hasidism ever more aggressively and violently, offshoots of the school of Pshiskhe—Kotsk, Ger, Izbica, Sochachov, Amshinov, and others—have proved resilient, vibrant, able to renew their voice and their vision in new circumstances and geographic locations, speaking powerfully in a fresh idiom. In truth, any hasidic dynasty that was able to rebuild after nearly complete destruction has absorbed and lived this lesson.

There is no comprehensive study, so far as I know, of the miraculous rebirth of hasidic dynasties and communities after the Holocaust.36 But the writings and the life of Wiesel show the way such a study must be undertaken—by focusing on the personalities of the rebbes, who were able to sing the old-country songs in new lands, who not only told stories but became stories themselves.

Souls on Fire has a deeply moving chapter on Rabbi Israel of Ruzhin. One memorable story does not appear there but was told by Wiesel in a Boston University class; it might be called the Story of the Pipe. I present the story here, as closely as I can recall it, in tribute to Wiesel as a great teacher, uniquely gifted to bring Hasidism alive in the classroom:

A hasid of the Ryzhiner, in order to expand what was already a moderately successful enterprise, needed to make a business trip to Paris. A hasid never leaves without first getting his Rebbe's blessing, but in this case the hasid was hesitant to go to the Ryzhiner, mindful of Paris's reputation as a center of impious behaviour. He did finally approach his master. To his surprise, the Ryzhiner blessed him enthusiastically, telling him that his trip would be crowned with success, and that in addition he would suffer no spiritual ill effects or adverse influences in Paris. As the audience was ending, the Rebbe grasped the hasid's hand warmly and said, “By the way, when in Paris would you mind picking up a nice pipe for me? I'll be happy to pay you.” The hasid responded, “No, of course it will be my gift to the Rebbe!”

Apparently the Rebbe's blessing was effective: the hasid was busy every minute in Paris, contacting suppliers and meeting customers. He even found a synagogue that conducted services according to his custom. He returned to Ryzhin laden with merchandise and new business ideas. Just outside the town, tired but happy, he remembered the Rebbe's request—the pipe! He insisted that the carriage turn back and go to the nearest large town with a smoke shop, where he purchased the best pipe in the store. Entering Ryzhin once again, he went to greet the Rebbe even before going to his own home. He reported to the Rebbe on the success of his visit and that thank God he did not succumb to any of the temptations of the big city. And then, without making any claims about its origin, he presented the Rebbe with the pipe. The Rebbe smiled and said, “Yankel, please be seated. I have two questions to ask you. Number one, don't you think I know where you got the pipe? And number two, do you think I really wanted a new pipe? What I wanted was that when you would be in Paris that you would remember that you have a Rebbe in Ryzhin.”

This Ruzhin story highlights the centrality of hiskashrus, of bonding with one's master over space and time. The story is self-referential, suggesting that the story itself can foster and maintain hiskashrus. One can be in Paris but can live in Ruzhin. One can live in Boston or New York and live in Lubavitch and Viznitz.

The world has shifted violently and irrevocably. But in the face of disruption, displacement, and erasure, Hasidism has survived and even flourished by reconstituting itself around the triad of zaddik-story-place. Wiesel has described this process in a compelling, persuasive manner; he has lived it. His sensitivity to the power of person, place, and narrative may be behind his unforgettable prophetic assertion, the moment of speaking of truth to power, when he said to a U.S. president, “That place is not your place.”37

In contrast, the place of learning and teaching of human dignity, of quest and sharing: this place is Wiesel's place.
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THE HASIDIC SPARK AND THE HOLOCAUST

GERSHON GREENBERG

ELIE WIESEL HAS identified himself with hasidic Judaism: “When asked about my Jewish affiliation, I define myself as a Hasid. Hasid I was, Hasid I remain…. Hasidism brings me back to the world of my childhood. In that time the Jewish heart was not broken. Its song was raised and raised me as a rampart against the melancholy and the anguish that, in exile, seeks to hold it back, if not to put it in chains. What would I be without it?”1 The particular form of Hasidism? As a youth Wiesel frequented many rebbes,2 “ready to catch fire wherever the spark may be found.”3 Although especially devoted to the Viznitzer rebbe, he considered himself a disciple of Menahem Mendl of Kotsk.4 In the end, the form of Wiesel's Hasidism was his own. Deeply knowledgeable of the sources, drawing from the classical texts of Hasidism and his own memories, infusing all with literary imagination, he created his own universe of hasidic life and thought. I will remain within his unique parameters in my attempt to understand the connection between his Hasidism and his response to the Holocaust.

Paradox—Silence—Spark

Wiesel identified the acceptance of paradox and contradiction as part of the human condition, as a characteristic of Hasidism. Thought and language were filled with mutually opposed interpretations of reality: “Hasidism never claimed to resolve contradictions— rather, it assumed they were there.”5 The Baal Shem Tov, founder of Hasidism, valued the coexistence and reconciliation of contradictory forms of behavior. He admonished his followers, for example, to discover humility within pride, simplicity within generosity, and charity within justice.6 Levi-Yitzhak of Berditchev's faith was torn between belief in God and protest against Him: he threatened God with refusing to pray to Him, unless He answered Israel's prayers—while God remained ever-present to receive the threat. He told God that because of all the suffering endured by the people of Israel, he would break off I-Thou relations with Him—trusting that God was listening. In Wiesel's phrasing, Levi Yitshak was against God but not without God.7 Mendl of Kotsk, Wiesel related, once walked through the forest and he began to imagine that a castle was burning. It burned the Holy Word of God itself. Nevertheless, the owner of the castle (God) remained present, unseen but heard.8

The hasidic recognition and acceptance of paradox, Wiesel thought, would have been able to adjust to the cataclysmic conditions of the Holocaust. Mendl of Kotsk's imagined divine absence (the castle burning) and divine presence (the voice), for Wiesel, was a premonition of the relation of God to catastrophe some one hundred years after Mendl's death. Then, Jews were abandoned by God and all mankind, and destroyed by an evil, profane fire of annihilation that undermined the comfort of faith and hope in God. Nevertheless, they heard the voice of someone calling them. Wiesel wrote that the story of Mendl of Kotsk “burns as burns the castle, as burns the forest. But thanks to Kotsk we hear a voice and we know that the castle is not empty, that history is not deserted; somebody is there and He is calling us.”9 The Gates of the Forest presents the figure of Gregor, a Holocaust survivor (although not of the camps). Of strong Jewish background, Gregor removed himself from Hasidism but later returned to it. When he challenged a certain hasidic rebbe, “Given what happened at Auschwitz, how could Jews still believe in God?” the rebbe responded, “After what happened, how could one not believe in God?” After the Holocaust, God's existence could be positively neither affirmed nor denied, only not-affirmed and not-denied together. At another point, Gregor told the rebbe that God had been put on trial in a concentration camp, and judged guilty for the tragedy—confirming that the fall of man constituted an accusation of God his creator. The rebbe objected: “What do you expect of me? Confirmation of your victory? But what victory? Confession of my defeat? For those who battle at the highest, these words have no meaning, for there is no victor.” That is, there was neither victory nor defeat when it came to such matters. Not-victory and not-defeat were left to coexist.10

For the Hasidim, contradiction (or paradox) and silence implied one another. Wiesel wrote in Somewhere a Master, “Somehow we do not imagine Hasidim silent; silence is not usually one of their virtues. But then, Hasidism never claimed to resolve contradiction—rather, it assumed they were there.”11 When a Bratslaver Hasid in the death camp was asked, “What would your Rebbe Nahman say to the thousands of men, women and children who live and die here, in one place, in one night?” the first response was silence. Then, with a whispered sigh escaping from his painfully twisted mouth, the Hasid moved from silence to words of paradox: “Who says that we are the question? And what if our death were the answer?” He joined loneliness with not-being-alone, and silence with crying: Rebbe Nahman was really alone, when he was not alone. He was able to scream silently in the midst of a crowd—and the cry would be heard in the far corners of the earth. And Auschwitz? “We are never alone. And yet, we have never been so alone. Nor so silent. Only our cry has not been heard.”12

Silence occupied a central place in the lives and thoughts of the hasidic masters. Mendl of Worke projected it onto God's creation. Silence existed before God spoke the words of creation, Mendl believed, and gave birth to God's words. God waited for silence to be shattered as the word came into being. The silence belonged to God, where it harmonized with speech—while for man, silence and speech were in conflict.13 The early founders of Hasidism looked upon silence as an alternative to expressing reality in thought and language, one that communicated a deeper level of truth. Nor was silence some sort of retreat from reality, but rather a deeper path of truth, one not beset (as were thought and language) by contradiction.

For example, the pronouncements of the maggid of Mezritch were as unexpected as his silence. He used to listen to his disciples without replying.14 Elimelekh of Lizensk withdrew for days into a state of muteness. Levi Yitshak of Berditchev predicted that when the messiah came, not only the words of Torah but the empty spaces between the words would be understood.15 He and Aharon of Karlin would sit together for hours, communicating in silence. Then they would depart, without saying a word.16 As to Wiesel's mentor Mendl of Kotsk, he held that certain truths could be transmitted only in silence, and he recited his prayers in silence. Nahman of Bratslav demanded that his disciples remain silent for one hour a day.17

Beneath the silence there was a sacred spark. Wiesel wrote that each Jew, according to Hasidism, possessed an illumined point, an inner spark of God within. It reflected God, and was the source of the individual's faith. It was also a spiritual refuge, which enabled the Jew to separate himself from bitter time-space realities of the outer world.18 It was the center of the hasidic masters’ being, and Aharon of Karlin, for example, yearned for his inner spark to draw ever more from its divine source, and become enflamed. He traveled in Poland, using his hasidic message to ignite the inner spark of others.19 The Tsadik personified the ideal life as drawn from the inner spark. He could shatter the borders of time and space, touch the point where God was infinite for man and man was infinite for God, even touch the moment before creation where God and man were more parable and the human spark inflamed continually with godliness.20

What would have happened with the inner spark in the Holocaust? The rebbe in The Gates of the Forest touched the point where finite and infinite flowed into one another as he shared God's guilt of the Holocaust to the point of aging a thousand years as the catastrophe and God's plight became real for him.21 Perhaps the spark would still have glowed beneath the ashes. For a Moshe Leib of Sassov, it would have. In Somewhere a Master, Wiesel asked, “Was Reb Mosheh Leib the forerunner of all those helpless men and women who, generations later, eternities later, continued to sing and rejoice even in the ghettos? Even in the kingdom of night? Even as they went into the darkness? Was faith possible when death was sovereign? [Reb Mosheh Leib would say], ‘You who wish to find the fire, look for it in the ashes.’”22 For Elimelekh of Lizensk and his brother Zusia of Onipol, perhaps not. Like Aharon of Karlin, they traveled around Poland, raising the sparks of their followers. Near the city of Kraków, they came upon the town of Auschwitz. They planned to stay the night, but became restless—as if anticipating that the inner spark could not withstand the ashes of the death camp.23 Wiesel concluded that the spark not only endured, but flourished.

There is the spark lit in the Carpathian Mountains which has refused to go out. On the contrary, it rekindles our own wavering flame. Consolidated in Jerusalem, Hasidism reappears in the Diaspora everywhere. It would be difficult to imagine a more curious phenomenon; with almost the totality of its followers lost in the Holocaust, Hasidism today is throbbing with newly found vigor. At the Lubavitcher court in Brooklyn, you can see hundreds of youths from every corner of the land. I met Hasidim in Leningrad, Kiev and Moscow, and I was deeply moved by their hidden faith.24

Wiesel's Hasidic Path through the Holocaust

In my reading of Wiesel's work, I find that he went beyond the hasidic masters’ sense of contradiction and paradox, to speak of a radically alienated and alienating God. But this was followed by silence, and the silence eventually yielded to prayer. When Wiesel returned to Auschwitz in 1987, the dark cloud of the death camp loomed over him from the past, and the powerful stillness of the present loomed before him. Enveloped by silence, perhaps smothered by it, Wiesel and his companions erupted with a declaration of God's oneness, and the silence burst. Wiesel recalled in Night that his hasidic inner spark had been consumed by a dark flame, his first night in Auschwitz. Did not even an ember remain? Even if lost and unknown to Wiesel, would God not have kept it alive? Perhaps the silence shielded the spark from destruction? To my understanding, the eruption of prayer at Auschwitz testified to the presence of the ember, preserved for and by God and preserved by God within man, of man. Was there any other source for the Shema?

There were four levels of deliberation in Wiesel's thoughts about God and the Holocaust: contradiction, death, murder, and silence; as presented in his various works, they were interwoven and the sequence often changed—such that his relationship with God was an ongoing struggle.25 But the dominant order moved from God who was surely absent and undeniably present, to a deadened God, to one reconfigured into a murderer. Silence followed.

Contradiction (Paradox) and Protest

Different barriers separated the Jew of the Holocaust (and Wiesel) from God, leaving the relationship to contradiction. Man did not know of God's presence, and he denied it. Suffering unto death eclipsed any presence that still exists. But God was there on the outer borderline of these barriers—despite them, along with them, and even because of them. Absence and presence defined one another: “Despite Treblinka…Because of Belsen…Because of and in spite of Majdanek.”26

According to the Midrash, Wiesel related, God shed two tears whenever a person died. The tears fell into the ocean, making a sound that could be heard from one end of the horizon to the other. Surely God shed many tears over Auschwitz. Why were they never heard? Perhaps, Wiesel thought, because man's weeping had not been enough. That is, God's weeping was infinite; the weeping of mankind was not, and could never be. Man's unknowing about God's tears did not deny them. It rather affirmed the infinitude of God, a God who, the Midrash assured, did cry over human death.27 In Ani Ma'amin: A Song Lost and Found Again, Wiesel described how a line of unknowing separated the patriarchs from God, such that God's crying escaped them. The patriarchs of Israel who interceded for the people before God, who were timeless, turned to God during the Holocaust. The tears shed by God when a little girl still believed in Him remained unknown to Abraham. Isaac did not see the tears that God shed, when a certain dayan (judge) continued to believe in Him and in His messiah. Nor did Jacob see how God wept, when a camp inmate invoked Him as a defender of the oppressed.28

Wiesel also gave expression to the denial of God—a God who remained there to be denied. The youthful character of Michael in The Town beyond the Wall, who was so buried in his books he was oblivious to the war in which ten thousand Jews were being burned to death every day, once heard a worshiper pleading in this way to God: “Be with me, when I have need of You. But above all do not leave me, when I deny You.” For Kalman, Michael's teacher, this was also Michael's prayer—one where he was inspired by God to pray to Him, and not leave him as Michael denied him. That is, the denial was surrounded and broken by the presence of God.29 Pedro, whom Michael came to know after liberation, sharpened the dialectic between rejection and affirmation: “Oh God, give me the strength to sin against You, to oppose Your will! Give me the strength to deny You, reject You, imprison You, ridicule You.” Here, God's presence enveloped even the sinner.30

The suffering that eclipsed or even annulled God's presence was also circumscribed by God's presence (while the presence delineated the absence). In The Forgotten, the distinguished psychotherapist and Holocaust survivor Elhanan Rosenbaum felt the need to make God realize that Auschwitz had to be remembered and to remind God of it; as well as to bring God to tremble and weep over the death camps: “God of Auschwitz, know that I must remember Auschwitz, and that I must remind You of it. God of Treblinka, let the sound of that name make me, and You, tremble now and always. God of Belzec, let me, and You, weep for the victims of Belzec.” But God was there, and could be reminded and admonished. Rosenbaum was certain that God shared the suffering, and waited for men to invite God into their hearts.31 While the suffering of the Holocaust remained and could not be justified even by God's suffering over it, Wiesel could “concede that His infinite compassion encloses our misery as well, and therefore extends a dimension to it, which only He can provide.”32 The destruction of the Holocaust included the fall of man. In Six Days of Destruction: Meditations toward Hope, Wiesel spoke of God's blessing man with dominion over the earth and with the ability to ascend to the high places of the world and to explore its depths. With the destruction, man fell: “In the night of Sobitor, Treblinka, Birkenau, we have forgotten Your blessing.” But God was there, beyond the destruction, for man to ask: What will happen to mankind and the world, when the days of destruction are over? Will the world end? A new world begin? This did not mean that answers were demanded of God, only that God gave assurance that man had the right to ask.33 And finally, when the inmates of Auschwitz were struck by a terrible snowstorm as they were transported by open train to Buchenwald in January 1945, with their last vestiges of strength they recited the Shema—if only to let the world know of their belief in God, in the face of slaughter.34

God's Absolute Absence

Wiesel, however, also spoke of God's infinite absence, even of God's death, removing His presence altogether. In Night, there was a Polish rabbi who prayed all the time and recited pages of Talmud. One day he admitted to Wiesel that God, as the God of mercy, was no longer believable for him, and that God was no longer with His people Israel.35 In The Gates of the Forest, Gregor coupled the removal of Jews from the world with the removal of God, leaving him totally alone: “Jews resemble their God. They're always in hiding. The world's not only Judenrein, it is Gottrein as well. Soon there will be no more Jews and no more God. Nobody will hide any longer. That will be hell. We shall be alone.”36 God's categorical absence finally took the form of death: in Night, Wiesel related that God hung from the gallows.37 In Dawn, Elisha reported that when he was in Auschwitz and Buchenwald, he saw God die “any number of times.”38

The categorical absence of God extended to the destruction of the world, for it was His creation and contained His presence. As Wiesel chronicled in The Six Days of Destruction,

Vayehi erev, vayehi voker: The day is ending. As it fades, it makes such a great and shocking noise that it scatters the madness from one corner of the world to the other. And it goes beyond, far beyond. / Vayehi erev, vayehi voker: In those days the Lord covered His face so as not to see His creation soiled, drowned in blood, and buried in ashes…. In those days, God saw the annihilation of all that is human in man…./ Va[image: images]yechulu ha'shamayim: And the heavens collapsed, and the earth as well. For God, for reasons His people do not understand, had finished His work too soon, before depriving Evil of its own power.39

The kabbalah, Wiesel related, spoke about “broken vessels” of creation—referring to the shattering of vessels that contained God's light, enabling the creation of the world to begin. The destruction of the Holocaust was an equally powerful break, and when it happened the world that God created separated off from Him—leaving it destroyed and godless. The universe was emptied of all sanctity.40 As related in The Oath, for example, after the pogrom of Kolvillag, “The lamps and candles had been extinguished, then in the Shtibels, even in the mortuary. Even the eternal light in the sanctuary had been snuffed out.”41

Wiesel's considerations of the God of paradox, absent and present simultaneously, the one pointing to the other, were framed by the covenant of Sinai. Namely, by God's attentiveness to Israel, as the nation passed through history and remained attentive to Him, in terms of obedience to His law. This structure also died, and with it, the presence of God as covenantally related to Israel. Sinai was swallowed by the darkness of Auschwitz, by the other side of Sinai, the dark face of Auschwitz.42 With Auschwitz the covenantal agreement, according to which Israel was to protect God's Torah while God assumed responsibility for Israel's presence in the world, was broken forever. Just as all Jews from all times (past, present, future) stood at Sinai and heard “I am the Lord,” Jews born before, during, and after the Holocaust had to reenter the Holocaust and take it upon themselves again. Timeless Auschwitz eclipsed timeless Sinai—and the covenant was now gone forever.43

Further, Israel's existence in time, a dimension that also assumed God's presence, was lost with the Holocaust. Time defined and determined the nation's identity, insofar as it determined when to pray and when to celebrate the Sabbath and the holy days.44 With the catastrophe, the world cast the people out of time. Wiesel related how, after the war, the people of his hometown of Sighet were seemingly unaware that Jews had ever lived there, and if they ever knew what happened to the Jews during the war, they forgot: “Thus, the Jews have been driven not only out of the town but out of time as well.”45 Similarly, in The Town beyond the Wall, Michael related how the people of his hometown of Szerencsevaros regarded him as if he never existed when he returned there.46

Finally, for Wiesel, God's presence within the Jew also ended. God was present in, and as, the sacred spark found originally in the soul—both individually per se and in the individual as belonging to the nation. “In the beginning there is faith—which is child-like; trust—which is vain; and illusion—which is dangerous. / We believed in God, trusted in man, and lived with the illusion that every one of us has been entrusted with a sacred spark of the Shekhinah flame; every one of us carries in his eyes and in his soul a reflection of God's image.”47 As a youth, Wiesel's faith was all-consuming. When the time came for him to leave everything and walk through the gate of the death camp, all he had in his pack were his tallit, tefillin, and religious books.48 In the course of the first night, everything changed: “The student of Talmud, the child I was, had been consumed by the flames. All that was left was a shape that resembled me. My soul had been invaded—and devoured—by a black flame.”49 Before the death camp, the center of his being was filled with a sparkling image of divine reality. Now this center opened into a deep, inner void.50 God moved into the endless distance and became something strange: “He became strange to me, and sometimes I even considered Him my enemy.”51 The vital point of God-in-man disappeared, and Wiesel became lifeless. He expressed this through his observations of the Hasidim in the camp he knew as a youth. They had “stepped over the borders of anxiety and loneliness, and simultaneously of the struggle against both. The anxiety beyond anxiety, the naked despair, the raw sadness, devoid of any externality, for which language had no words.”52

One consequence of the void that opened within was the new centering of the self. With God no longer accessible, Wiesel could no longer plead to Him for anything, or lament over anything for Him to hear. Instead, Wiesel became emboldened as an autonomous self. The next step followed, and Wiesel became the accuser of God: “My eyes had opened and I was alone, terribly alone in a world without God, without man. Without love or mercy, I was nothing but ashes now, but I felt myself stronger than this Almighty to whom my life had been bound for so long.”53 The autonomy born of the tragic loss of God's presence is also to be found in The Town beyond the Wall. After three years of isolated study and prayer, Michael rose to address his congregation. With a face that had become inflamed, he declared that man was so strong that he could bring the Messiah himself to obedience. Man, not the creator, would signal the point of liberation from time, for redemption. Indeed, any congregant had the power to control God (“Each of you, the men and women who hear me, has God in his power”) and was capable of achieving things that God could not. Michael concluded: “Man is more important than God.”54 The next step was taken by Elisha's teacher in Dawn. Elisha was a former concentration camp inmate, assigned now to execute the British soldier whose life was to be taken in retaliation for the execution of a young Jewish terrorist. The teacher explained that murder was prohibited by the sixth commandment—lest man assume the function of God. But if to defend against murder man had to become God, he would.55

God's absolute absence, coupled with the assertion of the autonomous self, left the universe vulnerable. As the God of Israel disappeared into oblivion, a different sacred power, one of evil character, manifested itself. An alien deity, one who brought slaughter to the Jews, appeared upon the stage. This was not a deity of absence-presence, but an entity alien to both absence and presence. Its identity consisted of its acts of alienation.

This deity violated Jewish law. At a certain death pit, depicted in A Beggar in Jerusalem, a group of men, women, and children about to be shot were given a choice. They could either offer no resistance, and descend into the pit as individual families, and be killed there; or they could resist, in which case they would be killed en masse. A hasidic rabbi who was present observed that God (who was behind all) was violating His own Torah law, His own wisdom. For Torah law prohibited killing the cow and its calf on the same day, and here God let entire families be killed at once. The God of Torah was being replaced by an anti-Torah deity.56 In a scene in The Six Days of Destruction, graves were dug for the bodies of children about to be killed. When a certain porter invoked the covenantal framework and rebuked a rabbi for reciting the Viddui (the confession of faith before death), saying, “Do not tell lies, Rabbi. Do not say we have sinned. You know that we have not sinned. Do not say we have acted falsely. We have not been false to God or to His law,” the rabbi could only continue in a low and painful voice. In the same work, God was absorbed into the reality of Death: “Soon it will be Death who supplies all the responses. It is Death who will issue all the orders. And it will all seem natural. As if it were part of a design as old as the world. What good would it do to rebel? One does not rebel against the laws of creation. What good would it do to weep? The world is not worth it. And heaven? Heaven is far away.”57 The alien deity in the wake of the God of Israel's disappearance into oblivion, an alien being who let evil happen and who was absorbed into death, reappeared in Wiesel's Paroles d'étranger— Signes d'exodes:

In the face of the unprecedented amount of suffering, God had to act. Or at least express Himself…On which side does He stand? Only on that of the victim? Did He not see Himself as the father of all human beings? In this capacity He wounds us, gnaws at our innermost being. For how can one not deplore a father who sees His children being slaughtered by murderers who are also His children? Is there any more miserable agony? Any crisis of conscience more bitter?58

Up to this point the alien deity was passive. It let the Torah be violated, the covenant be undermined. It blended with death, and watched its children murder its other children. The alien deity, however, was also active. In Le Chant des Morts it became the executioner. According to the liturgy of Rosh Hashanah, on this day the God of Israel determined “who shall live and who shall die.” In Auschwitz, the Nazi executioner assumed that role.59 In Night, the alien deity kept the mass graves burning and the crematoria working: “Blessed be God's name? Why, but why would I bless Him? Every fiber in me rebelled. Because He caused thousands of children to burn in His mass graves? Because He kept six crematoria working day and night, including Sabbath and the Holy Days? Because in His great might, He had created Auschwitz, Birkenau, Buna, and so many other factories of death?”60 In Dawn, deity also assumed the role of executioner. Elisha, recalling how SS guards had slaughtered Jews day after day, night after night, in Polish ghettos, was about to play the role of executioner himself, which was to play the part of God—not an easy role, he added, since it meant putting on the gray field uniform of the SS.61 In Ani Ma[image: images]amin, the God of paradox, source of torment and the victim's faith at the same time, passed into the source of murder alone:

Warsaw, Bialystok, Theresienstadt: stained stars, stained with blood, stained with soot. Lodz, Kiev, Satmar, Minsk, Lublin, Transnistria, mass graves, rivers of life, rivers of death. Winds of rage, peaks of hate. How many victims? A thousand times a thousand—and more. A thousand times a thousand innocent children in a guilty world. A thousand times a thousand mothers—and more—in a barren universe. Creator of the Universe, that is Your creation.62

The alien position of the malicious deity, passive and active, was clarified definitively when it was put on trial. The February 25, 1649, trial in Shamgorod for the Chmielnicki pogroms was also the trial of the death camp. Wiesel set the scene:

Somewhere in a lost village, buried in dust and darkness. The time: 1649, after a pogrom. Hate has won; death has triumphed. The rare survivors know that they are alone and abandoned…./ Its genesis: inside the kingdom of night, I witnessed a strange trial. Three rabbis—all erudite and pious men—decided one winter evening to indict God for allowing His children to be massacred. I remember: I was there, and I felt like crying. But there, nobody cried.63

As the bloodiest link in the unbroken chain of massacres in Israel's history since the destruction of the Temple, the Chmielnicki pogroms of 1648 called for great theological concern; the Holocaust for an even greater one. The concern, Wiesel wrote, centered on God. He was accused of being guilty of cruelty toward His people, and indifference toward their suffering. The whole world was Israel's enemy, and God took the side of the enemy. He could have used His might to save the victims. Instead, He became complicit with the killer.64

God's Alienation: Akedah and Messiah

The removal of the defining line between divine absence and presence, yielding to the disappearance of God into oblivion and the appearance of the alien (passive) and alienating (active) deity tried for murder, had further ramifications. Both the Akedah and the Messiah, the one involving divine intervention, the other God's emissary, were displaced by their respective alien other.

The Jewish philosopher André Neher wrote that the Auschwitz depicted by Wiesel replaced hieratic scripture with sweat and blood. It was the Akedah in reverse: the Akedah of Isaac deepened the relationship between man and God, while the sacrifice of Auschwitz ended it. In the Genesis account, the father led the son to sacrifice. In Auschwitz, the son carried the old father to sacrifice. In the former, the victim descended from the altar and survived, along with Abraham and God; in the latter, the victim was actually sacrificed. Indeed God, father, and son all died. On Mt. Moriah, Isaac asked, “Where is the ram?” (Gn 22:7). The death camp left the question, “Where is God?”65

Wiesel's death camp was more than the reverse of the Akedah of Mt. Moriah; it was its “other.” The death camp belonged to a different dimension, one beyond mere opposition (which could imply some line of commonality). Over the centuries, Wiesel wrote in Célébration Bibliques: Portraits et Legendes, the release and descent of Isaac from the altar were set aside by Israel's collective subconsciousness. Instead, God came too late to intervene on Mt. Moriah, or did not come at all, and Abraham had no living Isaac to take home. Thus Isaac became a timeless reality of history, transfigured at times into the victim of pogroms, or crusades, or massacres, or catastrophes. Then came the Holocaust. There were fathers like Abraham, but they saw their sons sink into oblivion; there were children like Isaac, but they suffered the sacrifice of the body, and went insane as their fathers disappeared with the altar into a cloud of fire that reached the heavens. And there were also Jews who only wanted to become blind, because they saw God and man working against each other in the illumined sanctuary of the monstrous flames of the Holocaust.66 Were Isaac to call out from the death camp, he would protest to God:

You made me climb, then descend
Mount Moriah—
Crushed and silent.
I did not know, my Lord, I did not know
I was to see my children.
Old and young arrive in Majdanek.
You brought my descendants home—
I did not know, my Lord, I did not know then,
That every road
At dusk
Would lead to Auschwitz.67

Wiesel concluded: “Isaac was not sacrificed, but a million children died in the camps.”68

The Messiah also became an alien other. As a youth, Wiesel declared his belief in the coming of the Messiah daily—and waited, day after day.69 To be ready when the Messiah arrived, he studied the kabbalah, and entered the ritual bath to purify the self. He silenced language so as to deaden thought, and fasted to deaden the body. He dedicated himself, that is, to enriching his mystical understanding to reach messianic reality; and he impoverished his body and thought, and purified his person, so he could be overwhelmed by the experience. The expectation was of such intensity that he experienced Elijah's revelation of his coming and was poised to hear his sounding of the ram's horn.70

Wiesel's longing, expectation, and anticipation were shattered with Auschwitz.71 He no longer waited for the redeemer (unlike some, such as Old Itsikl in a Polish ghetto, who was certain that God alone shaped the end of history), and the Messiah no longer existed for him.72 As Reinhold Boschki put it, the Endlösung preceded the Erlösung. The catastrophe intervened between expectation and fulfillment so deeply as to leave the Messiah to disappear into the infinite beyond.73 The smoke of the crematoria, Wiesel wrote, clouded the path for entry into history, and the Messiah lost his way.74 With so many Jews murdered, none left to save, were the messiah ever to come he could not come as a savior.75 Further, as with God Himself, the disappearance of the Messiah into the endless distance meant his death. The Messiah's heartbeat was drowned out by the cries of the victims.76 According to Gregor's account in The Gates of the Forest, the Messiah was “killed anew every day by men and by God.”77 Even Elijah, his herald, was ever-dying: in The Gates of the Forest Elijah saw time becoming a river of blood, death running into a sea of death, and could only lament: “I walk across this land; at every step I sink to my knees and pray God to kill me. I get up and walk and fall again and again ask for death. But death evades me. I am condemned to live, to watch, to observe, and to witness the unfolding of the Holocaust.”78 Eventually, as with God, the Messiah became absorbed by death. Wiesel's mother told him about how Rabbi Mosheh of Ujhely never went to bed without laying out his holiday clothes on a chair. Should he be awakened at night to greet the Messiah, he would lose no time dressing. The Messiah never came, but he—and Wiesel's mother—were now dead.79 In Auschwitz, exiled Jews from everywhere, of all languages, gathered in the shadow of the flames. It was a messianic sight, but one of fear, death, and the end of the Jewish people—not of relief, new life, or the beginning of redemption.80 Finally, as with God, the active, alienating “other” appeared. Abraham asked:

You showed me messianic times—
But what kind of messiah
Is a messiah
Who demands
Six million dead
Before he reveals himself?81

In The Six Days of Destruction, the figure Romtche declared that redemption was implied by the suffering: “I have faith in God. If God wants to see us suffer, it is because we deserve it. It is for our good. Every time someone suffers, it brings the coming of the messiah nearer.” When the Germans set out to liquidate the ghetto, he and others played dead for five days and nights in a bunker—and the messiah appeared as a deadly explosion: “‘Jews out.’ No one moved. Shots. Violent explosions. ‘I am wounded,’ someone cried. ‘I am blind,’ answered someone else. ‘It is the messiah!’ shouted Milou the Fool. The bunker was shaken by a new explosion, and Sarah felt herself penetrated by a shattering light which made her lose consciousness.”82 The madman depicted in Le Crepuscule, au loin described different messiahs. The madman was the one for the transgressors, who offered salvation to the evil ones, to the godless, to thieves and murderers.83 In The Gates of the Forest, the Messiah gave each moment its taste of drunkenness, desolation, and ashes, to which he linked God.84

Silence

The paradoxical God of absence-presence was radicalized by Wiesel to the point of replacement by the actively alienating deity. With this, thinking about God reached a paralysis:

Ani ma'amin, Ani ma'amin
God possible—and impossible.
God present? How can you?
God absent? How can you?
How can man commit such evil
Without you?
Or with you?
Ani ma[image: images]amin?
How is one to believe?
How is one not to believe?85

The paralysis would be eased by silence.

According to the Hasidim of Worke, God's words for the creation of the world were drawn from silence.86 Revelation was of silence. In A Beggar in Jerusalem, Katriel declared:

I love silence. But beware, not all silences are pure or creative. Some are sterile, malignant. My father can distinguish them with ease; I only with difficulty. There is the silence which preceded creation; and the one which accompanied the revelation on Mt. Sinai. The first contains chaos and solitude, the second suggests presence, fervor, plenitude. I like the second. I like silence to have a history and be transmitted by it.87

Silence was of redemption. As a child, Wiesel yearned for silence. It evoked faraway secrets and forbidden truths. He learned from his teachers that the cessation of language and thought would hasten the coming of the Messiah, and concluded that if all men would be silent there would be salvation.88

The Holocaust was of silence. Entire communities went up in flames upon a planet of ashes, in silence. As they marched into death, rabbis, students, worshipers, dreamers, workers, and children all left silence behind them.89 Jews were silent when military police, mad with rage, bellowed out and rampaged against women and children. There was absolute silence as death permeated Auschwitz, and silence after the Jews were no longer there.90 In Somewhere a Master, Wiesel wrote of silent prayer in the death camp: “During the eternity of one night, endless nocturnal processions of men and women and children, crossing a continent in flames, went to meet their executioners and death—and God—silently whispering age-old prayers, the Kaddish, the Viddui, the Shema Yisrael, and nothing else, as though they too had despaired of language.”91 There was silence in the wake of the Holocaust. In The Gates of the Forest, Gavriel told Gregor, “Men talk because they are afraid, they are trying to convince themselves that they are still alive. It is in the silence after the storm that God reveals Himself to man. God is silence.”92 The successors of the Holocaust should be silent. In his essay dedicated to Albert Friedlander, Wiesel asked: God rescued Isaac from the fire of Mt. Moriah. Why weren't Nadav and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, rescued when they were inexplicably devoured by a fire that came forth from God, after they took their censers and put fire to the sacrificial altar? (Lv 10:1-3) Why did God, who was good, not rescue all those successors of Moses and Aaron, from the much more powerful and destructive fire of the Holocaust? Why did God bring them near to Him (“Through them that are nigh unto Me I will be sanctified”; Lv 10:3)—only to tear them away from us? The scripture reports, “And Aaron was quiet.” Of which Wiesel said, “All that we successors can do is be silent, together with Aaron.”93

But the silence opened a way for the God and man torn asunder by the catastrophe to come together once again. God was of silence. Indeed, according to the Jewish poet and philosopher Eliezer Kalir, “God is not silent. God is silence.”94 In Ani Ma[image: images]amin, God remained silent, while Abraham spoke, Isaac remembered, and Jacob questioned.95 Silence provided man with deeper truths. According to Mendl of Kotsk, “Certain experiences may be transmitted by language. Others, more profound—by silence.”96 Wiesel sought to return to the silence of Worke, lest he go mad with pain, with anguish and yearning. It was also “an oratory to God on behalf of His desperate people and also on His behalf…and an offering to night, to heaven…to mark the outer limits of creation—a burning secret buried in silence.” When silence existed for God and man, the two silences could merge and grow through one another.97

Prayer

With God and man drawn together in silence after the Holocaust, it became possible for Wiesel to pray. When he returned to Auschwitz in 1987, he found a “stillness which carried the cries of horror, the stifled prayers of thousands sentenced to be swallowed in the darkness; a human silence frozen in the heart of humanity, the stillness of death in the heart of death.”98 He kept silent “during an endless span of time.”

Then, very quietly at first, finally crying ever louder, we began like madmen to recite the eternal prayer of Jews: Shema Yisrael—Hear O Israel, God is our God, God is one—once, twice, five times.99

The Hasidic Inner Spark

Wiesel's thinking about God reached a paralysis, and he took refuge in silence. Silence, all encompassing, provided a means for him to return to God. Prayer erupted out of silence, when Wiesel, enveloped by it, returned to Auschwitz. Enveloped by silence (of creation, revelation, redemption; of the death camp and in its wake), in confrontation anew with Auschwitz, the silence broke—and prayer erupted. But what source could have inspired it—other than the inner spark?

In Auschwitz, the inner spark of his youth turned into a dark flame.100 The inner spark was of God and man together, but together they were within God. Wiesel's perceptions of God's absence-presence, absolute absence, death, and reconfiguration as malign did not compromise God beyond the perceptions. God's ember remained. Before the cataclysm, Wiesel's teacher of kabbalah, Moishe the Beadle, once asked him why he prayed. “Why do I pray? Strange question. Why did I live? Why did I breathe?”101 While Wiesel's God disappeared into oblivion, Wiesel did not die for God—God did not let him. With the Holocaust, Wiesel held his breath—but God never let him stop breathing.
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LOT'S WIFE AND “A PLEA FOR THE DEAD”

COMMEMORATION, MEMORY, AND SHAME

NANCY HARROWITZ

THE BIBLICAL CHARACTER of Lot's wife, paralyzed into a pillar of salt, has fascinated readers, theologians, artists and critics alike for millennia. Her story has had very long legs indeed, as her fate has repeatedly been used as a cautionary tale, especially in Christian literature, to warn women against defiance and to promote the idea of obedience and compliance. The reason for her forbidden glance back at the destruction of Sodom has been attributed, often with strange and entirely unwarranted certitude, to various conflicting motives, such as a need to look back to where her sons in law were perishing, nostalgia for her happy family life in Sodom, disobedience for its own sake, and so on.1 As Martin Harries has remarked:

Her punishment suggests the potentially self-destructive nature of retrospection, as if looking backward posed dangers to the self, as if to look backward were in itself a form of masochism. This opaque narrative simply passes over the question of motive, and that very opacity, it seems has inspired speculations about her motives. Some of this speculation, in its dogmatic certainty, does not even recognize that it is speculation.2

In modern times, the “name” of Lot's wife still appears as an organizing metaphor: in Harries's Forgetting Lot's Wife: On Destructive Spectatorship, he looks at the employment of the figure of Lot's wife in literature and the visual arts as a contemporary response to devastation. Harries describes the vast repetition and rewriting of her story and the story of her family's destiny that has occurred across the arts: for example, an early modern painting by Lucas Van Leyden that portrays overt lasciviousness on the part of Lot toward his daughters (the biblical text indicates no such attitude, as he is described as cognitively incapacitated, but evidently not impotent, from inebriation).3

The fascination with looking back as transgressive behavior appears in other well-known stories as well: most famously, in the Orpheus episode where looking back also has significant and disastrous consequences, in that case a question of boundaries that are crossed through looking. In this essay, I will examine Lot's wife's transgressive look within the framework of Elie Wiesel's reading of that glance as a moral decision on her part to involve herself in history. I will discuss as well the implications of that decision as regards our subject position as post-Holocaust readers and critics.

Lot's wife is always identified through her relationship to Lot, and her lack of name becomes part of the drama of her story, which goes as follows: Two angels are sent to the house of Lot in Sodom to warn him of the impeding destruction of the city and others around it because of the sinful behavior of its inhabitants. The angels arrive disguised as guests, and are immediately threatened by the men of Sodom, who habitually invert the tradition of hospitality and thus have the custom of raping, torturing, or killing outsiders. As Removed Henry Knight comments on the story from the viewpoint of the meaning of hospitality: “Just as hospitality can act as transformative leaven in the empowerment of covenantal responsibility, so too can its absence. Hostility acts in equally powerful ways as cancerous leaven to do its destructive work…. Sodom's destruction may not be the direct result of God's actions as much as it might be the destructive consequences of a society consumed by its own hostility and absence of hospitality.”4

In his own act of brutal and misguided “hospitality,” Lot offers his two virgin but betrothed daughters to the large crowd to be raped rather than allowing his guests to suffer this fate. Preferring the male strangers, however, the men of Sodom refuse Lot's offer. They attempt to break down the door, but the angels render them blind so that they cannot see it. The angels tell Lot and his family to flee for their lives, and not to look back. Lot protests and hesitates but is ultimately led out, resisting and demanding, with his wife and their daughters. His wife looks back, and turns to salt; the others continue on, and go to the small town of Zoar that Lot has requested as their new domicile. Nonetheless Lot decides he doesn't feel safe there, and so the three take refuge in a cave in the mountains. There the daughters reason that since they have lost their betrothed, and their father is the only man around, they will inebriate him and seduce him so as to continue the line. They do so, and two new tribes are founded through their incestuous progeny; but, as Robert Alter puts it, “taboo copulation produces ambiguous offspring,” as these new tribes begin a complicated and problematic history of their own.5 Oddly enough, the majority of the reaction to this entire episode has been to the fate of Lot's wife, rather than to the other, seemingly more inflammatory aspects to the story.

There has been, however, a change in the tide of opinion toward Lot's wife. Rather than always seeing her as disobedience personified, she can be regarded in an entirely different way: namely, as a positive role model, and as an inspirational response to destruction. This allows us a much richer understanding of her place in history and her seeming unforgettable character.

In Wiesel's texts, the topic of Lot's wife is a recurring theme found in essays and fiction both, and is used to examine the ramifications of looking at the past. As Ellen Fine points out, “the retrospective glance is a fundamental aspect of Wiesel's own thinking and writing.”6 In a chapter of Wise Men and Their Tales, titled “Lot's Wife,” Wiesel focuses on her decision to look back at the destruction of Sodom and the four other doomed cities, and pay for this decision with her life. He says, in this text and elsewhere, that she was right to look back, to view the destruction. But he places her decision within a very different context, using her as a model for ethical response.

Raising questions that are essential to our contemporary task of looking back at the Holocaust, he comments:

Sodom is not only a place of long ago; its flames rushed through our recent past and tore its buildings apart.

Our history is reflected in Lot's story. Questions about him apply to us as well…. Why did my contemporaries in Europe refuse to believe that death was near? Why did so many children fall victim to murderers? Where was divine justice? Why did one survive while so many others did not? Why did my generation lack intercessors, while even Sodom did not?7

In a comparison of the burning of Sodom to the Shoah, what could be the role of Lot's wife in that comparison and how far can we take her example? In an essay on teaching Night, Alan Berger uses the term “protest theology” to describe Wiesel's relation to God during the Holocaust that comes out in some of his writings.8 Is Lot's wife also engaging in a protest theology in her refusal to obey? What could a protest theology mean in the context of Holocaust representation if we examine Lot's wife as a model for looking back at the Shoah and bearing the weight of that looking?

Wiesel notes in his chapter that Lot is not punished for his slowness to follow the order to flee; in fact, he even negotiates the terms with the angels. Lot's wife, however, disobeys in a way that was clearly more significant. She turns back to look, and is punished immediately, transformed into a pillar of salt. Not only does she look, she looks “intently,” as Rabbi Michael Paley points out. According to Paley, the verb “to look intently” occurs only five times in the Torah, and always at moments of great import, as he cites other instances of the use of this word:

The word “mabeet,” “to look intently,” is rarely found in the Torah. It is used only five times, each at a pivotal moment. The first time is in Chapter 15 when God tells Abraham to go outside and look intently at the heaven in order to “count the stars and know that you will be as many.” (Genesis 15:5) This is the scene of Abraham's first covenant with God…. The next time the word “mabeet,” “to look intently,” is used is at the burning bush. “Vayaster Moshe panav, ki yareh maihabeet el Hashem.” (Exodus 3:6) “And Moses hid his face for he was afraid to look at God.”9

The choice of language tells us that this was not just any looking, but a very serious one, and one carried out with purpose: not random, not a whim. As I've discussed, Lot's wife is usually pointed out as an infamous example of disobedience, left unnamed, unsung, and as objectified as that pillar of salt she became. In her defiguration into salt, she has become a figure for dehumanization, a lesson to those who would disobey, especially women. Her very desiccation, however, as Elisabeth Jay points out, should be only temporary: “One of the cruelest ironies of the fate of Lot's wife has gone largely unremarked: a monument of salt is surely a byword for transitoriness. Her memorial was thus at its very inception an emblem of dissolution, liable to swift erosion and thence becoming part of the Dead Sea, a lake without outlet and incapable of sustaining life.”10

Yet she has been anything but transitory, as her story seems to fascinate and repel at the same time. A poem by the Russian poet Anna Akhmatova lets us see her in a different light, bringing her to life and challenging us to commemorate her:

And the just man trailed God's shining agent,
over a black mountain, in his giant track,
while a restless voice kept harrying his woman:
“It's not too late, you can still look back

at the red towers of your native Sodom,
the square where once you sang, the spinning-shed,
at the empty windows set in the tall house
where sons and daughters blessed your marriage-bed.”

A single glance: a sudden dart of pain
stitching her eyes before she made a sound…
Her body flaked into transparent salt,
and her swift legs rooted to the ground.

Who will grieve for this woman? Does she not seem
too insignificant for our concern?
Yet in my heart I never will deny her,
    who suffered death because she chose to turn.11

Akhmatova suggests that the reason for Lot's wife looking back is the precious family life that she has made, and that she has looked for the sake of memory, for an act of attempted commemoration and to pay a last homage to a life that was positive for her. The choice of choosing memory over surviving on her part deserves respect from us, and demands a grieving as well for a lost individual, for the soul behind that decision. There are two important moments that the poet has underlined: the notion of an active choice, as opposed to the blind disobedience, disobedience for its own sake, or even the meaningless whim that Lot's wife is typically associated with. The second is the significance of that choice in the realm of our concerns regarding commemoration.

In Wiesel's landmark 1964 essay “A Plea for the Dead,” he engages the post-Holocaust period of the 1960s. The essay is in part a reaction to Hannah Arendt's book on the Eichmann trial, a study that was criticized for its distant tone and implied lack of sympathy for the victims. Wiesel raises troubling questions as he asks what it means to look at the Holocaust as an intellectual diversion, a topic that can be studied coldly and dispassionately, and spoken about in the same way. He vehemently rejects this approach as neither commemorative nor respectful of those that died, and he makes the following statement within the context of these issues: “The future frightens us, the past fills us with shame…. And Lot's apprehensive wife, she was right to want to look back and not be afraid to carry the burning of doomed hope.”12

The stakes in her glance back are now much higher, as Wiesel reads Lot's wife's decision as a significant prophetic and prescriptive moment. Within the hermeneutic framework that Wiesel sets up for understanding its importance, the action of Lot's wife speaks to the necessity of looking back in order to move forward, of understanding the ethical imperative of looking at destruction as part of a moral worldview that insists on reflections on the past. She is now a different kind of figure: a figure that represents ethical choice and its consequences.

If we look at Lot's wife from the post-Holocaust viewpoint that Wiesel proposes, her role takes on new meaning and suggests some potent directions for thought, not so much about the “then,” but about the “now.” In her only moment of agency in the story, she wants to see the past perhaps in order to understand it, but this knowledge is either denied her or dies with her. From this point of view, an absolute commandment is not only impossible for her, but also wrong. She follows the imperative of an ethical looking, but there is a steep price to pay. By the very looking, she is then dramatically deprived of the possibility of witnessing and testifying.

Lot's wife's act of radical disobedience survives as a model for us, as Wiesel asserts, but she herself is not a survivor, and this furnishes an important component to the biblical story and to our modern day one as well. The word “survivor” itself has an suggestive valence: to survive is from the Latin supervivere from super “over, above, beyond” + vivere “to live.” The survivor thus lives both above and beyond, giving us a topographical and generational sense of the word: the survivor lives above the tragedy, and beyond it as well, into the future. The legacy of the survivor also continues into the future, often through stories and writings that are passed down. In fact, “survival” was originally used in English in the sense of a legal inheritance (1473), which also gives us this generational sense.

A survivor, however, is not always a witness; in fact, the rest of Lot's family survived but did not witness the destruction. Furthermore, a witness does not always bear testimony. It is this last point that has particular relevance to Wiesel's challenge of understanding Lot's wife as an allegory for looking back at the Holocaust. Like a wax figure in Madame Tussaud's museum, she is frozen in a moment of time that must remain, for her, without meaning. Why are Lot and his family commanded not to look back? Is it because the knowledge, viewed from the outside, of the sin and subsequent destruction would be too heavy to bear? Is the bearing of that knowledge worse than the punishment of death?

Looking at her agency in the story, we must ask if Lot's wife is yet another nameless victim of Sodom among many. Or is she instead a victim, hero perhaps, of her own refusal to deny witnessing, with all the moral and mortal weight that that decision would bear? Is her death a punishment for wanting to see and remember, or is it instead the elimination of a witness, mob-style?

In this last scenario, the murder of a witness is not actually punishment for what the witness has done. It is instead prevention for what the witness could do, namely testify, speak to the reality of a horror that, for the sake of protecting the perpetrators, needs to remain mute, undiscovered, unexplored: the murder of memory. Was Lot's wife wiped out to prevent her from bearing testimony? Lot's wife is not allowed agency except for that one intent look; instead she is figured as a reagent, used to test the waters of witnessing and its consequences.13 When the looking back occurs, Lot's family is positioned in a liminal, a suspended, space between sin and salvation. But they are also positioned between involvement and its consequences.

That liminal space is an intriguing one. It is not the locus amoenus, the pleasant space, of Boccaccio's tales, instructional and entertaining stories told during a time of plague in an isolated and lovely garden. The location of Lot's family is closer perhaps to the liminality of Dante's hell, where Dante's life stops temporarily and he goes off on an edifying adventure of learning about sin and salvation. Virgil, however, is there as an intercessor: to protect and to guide him, to give him the necessary wisdom to understand what he was seeing and hearing from those figures condemned to hell.

In the liminal space, however, in which we find Lot's family, this in-between space of the flight from destruction to a safe haven, there is no Virgil, no source of wisdom or understanding, only the injunction to flee and not turn back, no explanation provided. Knight discusses what it means to look at the story of Lot's wife from a post-Shoah perspective, framing the questions regarding her punishment for looking back in terms of our own responsibility to have to look back at the Shoah, to face the abyss: “As Elie Wiesel has said on more than one occasion, it is dangerous to study the Shoah. Through depression, loss of hope, suicide; through loss of faith, or world; or all of these combined, Auschwitz can transform those who gaze at its pillars of fire into pillars of salt.”14

Knight argues that in comparing the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah to the destruction at Auschwitz, the crisis of God's place in history is unavoidable. He offers the potential of Midrash, of discussion and interpretation, as a way of helping to negotiate the danger of looking back at the Holocaust, and he asserts the following:

Our context is different. While looking back may be dangerous, the call to look back is now a moral imperative and even linkable with survival. Our looking back is from a distance and therefore removed from the immediate destruction which once was present. Our gaze can linger without the threat of being overtaken by the destruction at hand. We are free to ponder critical moments in what happened, both in the biblical story of the two cities and in the long, historic night of Shoah, learning from each and distinguishing one from the other.15

Lot's wife, however, is denied the possibility of midrashic dialogue. She is alone in her decision: she has no interlocutors. How can she look back responsibly if she has no support for that decision and no framework in which to place what she sees? Is it better then to suppress the horror, to eliminate the witness if the trauma cannot be reasonably and ethically discussed? As Knight comments, “We should not fail to recognize that looking back midrashically can be a way of looking and moving forward for the sake of others and for the sake of the hospitality and respect not present in the past. And perhaps in this fashion we can heed the angels’ warning about looking at destruction at the same time we search for a way of looking back at it responsibly.”16

In Wise Men and Their Tales, Wiesel states, “at times one must look backward—lest one run the risk of turning into a statue. Of stone? No: of ice.”17 In A Plea for the Dead, he writes, “‘Know where you come from,’ the sages of Israel said. But everything depends on the inner attitude of whoever looks back to the beginning: if he does so purely out of intellectual curiosity, his vision will make of him a statue in some salon.”18

The difference between Knight's argument and Wiesel's lies in the meaning of the danger associated with looking back at the Shoah. Knight sees a contemplative space for us that allows us to look for meaning in the face of tragedy and with the ensuing possibility of midrashic dialogue that demonstrates a responsible interest in the past. Wiesel is more cautionary about the dangers of looking back, but these dangers are also closely associated with the threat of a voyeuristic looking that is without spirit. Avoiding looking at the tragedy can turn one into a statue of ice, with a closed heart; looking back irresponsibly, out of a heartless curiosity, can turn one into a statue as well.

In our post-Holocaust generation, we also exist in that same liminal space with Lot's family. We are poised to either look back or flee. But we don't have the same choices they do. We don't have the possibility of the “happy ending” of the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. Lot's wife has been left behind—she, after all, in the family romance is the dispensable one. She has already had her children, she is presumably infertile because of her age, and she has turned into a salt that reflects this condition. So the rest of the family steps into the future without her.

Her young and remarkably fertile daughters have not yet had their chance in the reproductive lottery, and Lot is a necessary element in order for them to fulfill their text-declared biological destiny. Lot's apparent indecision that runs all through the story is not problematized as an element in the eventual outcome. It is as if he is a floating signifier for their itinerary, and it is his whim that will take them to where they all temporarily settle, which becomes another tense liminal space. Lot then changes from a protesting participant in the story to a passive one, as reproduction apparently trumps disaster.

In the end, the daughters both bear sons who begin new tribes, a pretty good ending for a forward-looking text that depends heavily on positive genealogical outcomes. But today we have no opportunity for going forward blindly, not without serious consequences. We cannot refuse to look back. We cannot travel ahead, make new tribes and then use the lesson of the Holocaust as a moral injunction, an example of evil, without the intent looking that Lot's wife attempts. In order for the future to be an informed one, we need to face the destruction and the questions that the story of Lot's wife engenders.

And what about the negation of hope that Wiesel asserts in his analysis of Lot's wife, saying that she was right to carry the “burning of doomed hope”? What does this mean to all of us as readers, as teachers, as scholars of the Shoah? Does the burning refer to the physical event that destroyed Sodom, or does it refer to the psychological price of that carrying, of that burden, of the memory of destruction? And what does “doomed hope” mean in our context? Is our hope doomed as well? Does looking at the Shoah inevitably carry doom with it? How do we deal with this doom? And lastly how do we deal with the fear of looking back? As Knight puts it, “We should be asking how we face suffering and death: Is it for the sake of life? Dare we face such destruction without any thought for the life-giving energy and strength we need to face the struggle before us?”19

One way to think more deeply about these questions is to look at the representation of the Holocaust through literature in relation to Lot's wife, considering her role as a figure for both facing the past responsibly and commemorating it. Her act of facing the destruction is the first step in our being able to represent it. She is the first, and only, reader of the destruction. And the liminality of two of the parts of the story can be seen as a hint toward their future meaning for us, post-Holocaust readers of this episode.

I have used the following passage from Wiesel many times in my own teaching, as a way to introduce the notion of writing as commemoration, as a way of reanimating what has been lost. In chapter 2 of Legends of Our Times, he writes that “writing is a matzevah, an invisible tombstone, erected to the memory of the dead unburied. Each word corresponds to a face, a prayer, the one needing the other so as not to sink into oblivion.”20

Writing as a matzevah: in other words, a tombstone that is only there in memory, a willed historical space that creates a site of commemoration, that represents both the absent graveyards and the absent figures of Holocaust victims. Particularly fascinating in this passage are the reciprocal demands: as Wiesel says, the face needs the word so as not to be forgotten, but the word also needs the face to exist. Words thus run the risk of sinking into oblivion if they don't serve the function of calling up those missing faces, of commemoration.

In his writing about Holocaust representation, Berel Lang states that “the moral strain within the literary project, and between it and the historical subject, will disclose itself in the process of representation.”21 Looking at Lot's wife as a paradigm not only for witnessing but also for representation, we see clearly that the issue of moral strain lies at the heart of her decision, and affects the potential testimonial and representational consequences of that decision. Representation is altered and shaped by this strain; as Lang continues, he looks at writing “as an occasion of moral judgement. Once writing is viewed as an act, to be judged for what it ‘does’ to its subject and to its readers, then the enormity of the Nazi genocide in its historical character or nonliterary character necessarily affects—enlarges—the risks incurred in its literary representation.”22

This last sentence reflects the situation of Lot's wife as well as a precursor and precondition to representation. The risks of looking back and the risks of representation are inseparable. The commandment forbidding Lot's family to look back indicates that knowledge can be dangerous, and it seems as if the vilification of Lot's wife through time reflects a strong fear of this danger. But as Wiesel has stated, she was right to look back, to engage herself with the past. There remains, however, the representational, moral, and ethical question of what we do with that knowledge once the obstacles of fear and will have been removed and we, like Lot's wife, are gazing intently.

And this is where Wiesel's use of the word “shame” comes in. His words once more from “A Plea for the Dead”: “The future frightens us, the past fills us with shame…And Lot's apprehensive wife, she was right to want to look back and not to be afraid to carry the burning of doomed hope.” Does the word “shame” refer to the condition of the victims, the fact that the Shoah was allowed to take place, the potential of turning one's back or, alternatively, being turned to salt for looking? Does shame come from the risks of representation, or the risk of not representing at all?

Etymologically the word “shame” comes from the idea of covering up: the desire to hide, to cover yourself out of embarrassment for having done the wrong thing in either a public or private sense, for bringing dishonor, or for being shamed by someone else's treatment of you; for example, Primo Levi's heart-wrenching description at the beginning of The Reawakening of the prisoners’ shame at being found in such a reduced condition when Auschwitz is abandoned by the Nazis and then discovered by the Russians.23

The looking of Lot's wife is an act of reversed shame: refusing to cover up by running and not looking, she provides an ethical female role model even though she was made to pay the price for attempting to carry that doomed hope. Lot's wife, in her rebellion, in her need to know, in her risk-taking, exemplifies our challenge for the years to come, in the task of representing the Holocaust through literature and its teaching, and understanding the risks of this enterprise.
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THE STORYTELLER IN HISTORY

SHOAH MEMORY AND THE IDEA OF THE NOVEL

SARA R. HOROWITZ

IN HIS MEMOIR And the Sea Is Never Full, reflecting on the unlikely circumstances that led to a long and complicated friendship with French president François Mitterrand, Elie Wiesel reflected that “what we imagine in fairytales comes to pass.”1 If we think of fairy tales not as the sweet children's stories of recent vintage, but as part of an older, more serious tradition of storytelling, this quotation can serve as an epigram for the place of the storyteller in mediating the memory of the Shoah for those who come later. Storytelling, the telling and retelling of wondrous, but also terrible and terrifying, stories, has evolved over time to negotiate profound issues, such as hardship and radical loss, homecoming and exile, spiritual ecstasy and spiritual despair. Mother to the contemporary novel, storytelling also has a deep place in shaping the memory of a people. For this reason, storytelling offers a fruitful place to being to explore the idea of the novel in Holocaust memory.

It would be through art—and specifically, through literature—and not through the study of history, political science, theology, or philosophy, that Western culture would come to terms with the legacy of the Holocaust, the Israeli novelist A. B. Yehoshua predicted over three decades ago. The continuing academic debate about aesthetics and atrocity notwithstanding, it would be a writer, a novelist, a storyteller—he anticipated— who would fix the place of the Holocaust in cultural memory and would chart the continuing struggle with its meanings and its meaninglessness. As the Russian novelist had done for the impact, memory, and historiography of the Napoleonic Wars, he explained, it would fall to a “Tolstoy of Auschwitz” to transpose unruly memory and unbearable facts into art. Only a novelist could tell stories of the unspeakable in ways that would stimulate ongoing engagement with the memories and implications of atrocity long after the events of the Nazi genocide cease to be in living personal recollection. It would take a storyteller's words, a novelist's pen, to bear the weight of this past and negotiate its role in shaping future lives.2

The historian Yosef Yerushalmi would soon concur. In Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, Yerushalmi observes, “The Holocaust has already engendered more historical research than any single event in Jewish history, but I have no doubt whatever that its image is being shaped, not at the historian's anvil, but in the novelist's crucible.”3 Of course, the place of the novel in mediating the Shoah has been an uneasy one. Without rehearsing longstanding critical debates here, it suffices to say that literary critics and historians alike still express concern about the unseemly aestheticization of representation of death camps, and about mixing fiction with history, metaphors with memory, transcendence with terror. Moreover, in the age of postmodernism, one no longer speaks easily of “great novels”—of works that transcend their time and culture while giving them voice, works that claim a universal truth or wisdom. Indeed, many literary scholars point to the Nazi genocide as triggering a crisis of representation, and a concomitant loss of stature for literary forms. The cohesion of the classical novel suggests a wholeness that is at odds with the meaninglessness of a world shattered by the events of the Nazi genocide, by immeasurable loss, by unspeakable actions.

Shoah memory challenges the idea of the novelist and the novel in history. At the same time, the enduring presence of novels about the Shoah affirms the ability of strong writers to unsettle us, to disturb us, to devastate us, to make us feel and to make us think. In discussing the idea of the novelist and the novel in history, I have chosen deliberately to use the words “storyteller” and “story,” rather than the more theoretically laden and professionalized terms “narrator” and “narrative.” By “idea of a novel,” I am thinking less about the specificity of genre, and more about a type of telling that is positioned in a particular way with regard to the past that it relates and the present to which it relates. It is particularly fitting to invoke the storyteller in the context of a consideration of Wiesel's writing. It is not simply a matter of his storytelling capacity, whether in his novels or in his oral and written meditations on classical Jewish figures. Wiesel's books are populated with itinerant storytellers. Enigmatic and mysterious, they spin tales whose layers of language and silence give shape to truths that cannot be spoken outright. Their preponderance points to the debt that the contemporary novelist owes the tradition of the storyteller. It recollects the link between the novel and the practice of storytelling, reminding us that the novel is a form of this older practice, rooted deeply in the ways that Jewish culture comes to know its past and itself.

In making that link explicit, I wish to reclaim for the novel certain attributes inherent in the tradition of storytelling. In so doing, I invoke, use, and extend, but also in some measure revise, the opposition between these two modes of narration developed by cultural critic Walter Benjamin. In his 1936 essay “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov,”4 Benjamin draws a sharp distinction between the storyteller and the novelist. For Benjamin, the rise of modernity precipitated the decline of the story: “the art of storytelling is coming to an end,” he declares (83). Particularly the technologies and trauma of World War I marked the diminution of storytelling and the preeminence of the novel. Benjamin uses the occasion of his exploration of the work of the Russian writer Leskov to set up an opposition between the two related modes of narrative, and to flesh out the attributes of each. Benjamin casts storytelling as an oral tradition (even when recapitulated in the writing of such master storytellers as Leskov or Edgar Allan Poe). Born of “experience which is passed on from mouth to mouth” (84), storytelling, in Benjamin's assessment, is the mark of a stable society grounded in a place called home.5 Stories emerge in the yarns spun out by “the resident tiller of the soil” who defines the locus of home, and by the “trading seaman” (84–85) who brings home tales from afar, by and for a “community of listeners” (91) who take in the “wisdom” that is “woven into the fabric of real life” (86–87) through the vehicle of the story. By contrast, for Benjamin the novel is a quintessentially modern genre and, moreover, one that is part of “a process whose end is the decline of storytelling” (87). While stories are produced by, for, and within community, the novelist writes—just as the reader reads—in isolation. The novel attests, thus, not to community, but to individualism, its focus on “one hero, one odyssey, one battle” (98).

At its core, Benjamin's essay on the nineteenth-century Leskov as one of the last storytellers is a Marxist analysis that sees the modern novel as the exemplary expression of bourgeois values, a product of “fully developed capitalism” that makes the community-based wisdom of storytelling “archaic” and increasingly impossible to develop, nurture, preserve, and disseminate (88). In the present discussion, I wish to take the relationship between the story and the novel in a different direction from Benjamin's, making use of many of his insights into the character and function of storytelling, but rethinking others, in the contexts of Jewish storytelling traditions and post-Shoah witnessing. As Benjamin notes, what the storyteller relates is rooted in the past of a community or a people, and speaks to its present. Stories are carriers of cultural memory and values, of a life-wisdom born of experience and the memory of experience. Key to the nature of “true storytelling” is that, rather than merely transmitting information in a transparent fashion, a story “does not expend itself. It preserves and concentrates its strength and is capable of releasing it even after a long time” (90).

However, Benjamin's insistence on the place of “peasants and seamen” in storytelling, and the cultural and geographic stability of the community in which stories are told, heard, and retold, presumes a home that is fixed geographically. But in many respects, one might say that, as a product of a diasporic and dispersed people and a minority culture, the idea of Jewish home and cultural stability has relied not so much on place as on text and language, with the portability rather than the fixity of home a central component. Moreover, instead of the distinction that Benjamin maintains between the two modes of narrative, the orality at the core of the storytelling, and the writing and printing at the core of the novel, assume a different relationship within Jewish traditions of transmission. In Judaism, the very idea of written and oral takes on a more tenuous definition; the boundaries between the two are porous as the very concepts of a “written” and an “oral” Torah, each with a relationship to revelation and to text, shift the notion of “written” and “oral” from their ordinary meanings. Indeed, because stories are portable and not dependent upon geographic borders or political power, but upon language, speakers, and listeners, they negotiate rupture and instability, bearing the traces of lost communities, bringing them into the present of the listener. The storyteller carries an obligation to the past he has inherited (and perhaps lost), and also a commitment to the present, combining fidelity and passion. The storyteller speaks to his own (sometimes decimated) community, and the act of listening to the story recreates community. Part chronicler, part artist, he or she marries distance and intimacy, standing—impossibly—both inside and outside of the story told.

Offering a different way to conceptualize the place of the storyteller in modernity, in his 1954 short story “Forevermore” ([image: images]Ad [image: images]Olam)6 the Hebrew writer S. Y. Agnon grapples with what it might mean to be a “true writer” after catastrophe, suggesting a conception that both shares with and radically differs from Benjamin's idea of what it means to read, write, and tell stories about the past. For Agnon, the “true writer” figures as the belated witness to destruction. Called upon to keep in memory events that happened to others at another time, the writer is not simply a third party standing outside the actions he describes. In “Forevermore,” Agnon imaginatively conflates the distance separating the later researcher, the contemporaneous chronicler, and the dead, all the while remembering that what separates them experientially cannot be bridged, but can be imaginatively approached, if not recovered.7

The Agnon story opens on a fastidious and pedantic historian, Adiel Amzeh, who has dedicated his life to writing the definitive history of the ancient city Gumlidata, destroyed centuries earlier by the Goths.8 Amzeh is about to publish his first book, the product of a twenty-year labor that has left no room for other interests or relationships in his life. Just before he is to meet with his publisher, Amzeh suddenly learns that the original book of chronicles for the ancient city of Gumlidata still exists. Much to his amazement, it has been preserved over the centuries. More surprising still, this ancient book of chronicles is close at hand, kept in the library of a nearby leper hospital. Although his own book is ready to go to press, and although he has an appointment with a wealthy benefactor whose subvention will underwrite the costs of production, Amzeh cannot resist the prospect of seeing the ancient book, an actual relic of Gumlidata, handwritten by successive generations of town chroniclers. He makes his way to the leper hospital immediately, and discovers that the book of chronicles of Gumlidata contains a final entry by the final chronicler, the sole survivor of the fatal siege of the city.

This entry contains a piece of crucial information that has eluded present-day historians of Gumlidata: exactly how the Goths broke through the walled city's fortifications to raze Gumlidata and annihilate its inhabitants. Indeed, one might say that the book of Gumlidata thwarts Amzeh's desire for the crucial missing bit of information, if by information, one means, following Benjamin, events “subject to verification,” something “plausible” (89). On the contrary; the ancient book reveals a convoluted and improbable story of kidnapped children, animals suckled by human mothers, a donkey sent abroad by a lonely girl. But the power of the book resides not so much in the information it conveys (information, for Benjamin, is “menacing” [88] to the value of storytelling) as in the power of its telling. The book describes the death throes of a people. Amzeh's reading of the book of chronicles and his interaction with the lepers who possess it lead him to reassess the function of the writer of human history—lead him, in fact, to a renewed understanding of his life's work.

In the book of chronicles, the only existing eyewitness account, the sole survivor describes the destruction of Gumlidata at the hands of the Goths: “They set the city on fire killing everyone in their path: old and young, infant and aged, male and female. Not man or woman was left alive” (123). Based upon the date of publication of the story “[image: images]Ad [image: images]Olam,” and Agnon's roots in, and ongoing connection with, European Jewish culture, one may read “Forevermore” as a mapping of Agnon's struggle to witness the Holocaust from afar, through the imagination, and in his capacity as a writer of stories. Like the Holocaust, the sacking of Gumlidata is radically devastating—“all were erased from the land of the living,” the story emphasizes (translation mine). Although Gumlidata, with its debauched ruler and perverse customs, seems an improbable double for Agnon's pained memorial to the lost Jewish communities of Europe, the odd details of his invented history resonate unexpectedly and uncannily with the Jewish experience and with tropes of Jewish memory.

The Goth siege of Gumlidata evokes the siege of Jerusalem and destruction of the Temple, the hurban, which becomes the prototype in Judaism for Jewish catastrophe that includes the hurbn, the Yiddish term for the twentieth-century genocide of the Jews of Europe. Like Jerusalem, Gumlidata is a fortified city whose “solid wall of stones” (121) give its inhabitants a feeling of security that proves false. Eldag, the young Hun girl who was kidnapped and presented to the old and repugnant ruler of Gumlidata as a concubine or sex slave, at first resists, but then settles into her gilded captivity. Eventually rebelling against her forced exile, she uncovers a breach in the city's fortifications and sends a signs to the Goth troops massing outside of Gumlidata. In this, she evokes a cluster of ambivalent images associated with Israelite destruction and salvation—for example, the trope of the seductress/betrayer that includes Delilah (Jgs 16), Yael (Jgs 4–5), and Rahab (Jo 2). Her complacency and belated rebellion against captivity resonate with the bitter alienation and yet sweet creativity that characterized the Jewish diaspora from the waters of Babylon—beside which the exiles forswear song and yet compose a Psalm (Ps 137)—to the Jews of the Pale, who suffered from anti-Judaic violence and yet acknowledge an existence so productive that the sixteenth-century Kraków scholar R. Moshe Isserles is said to have famously punned on the Hebrew name for Poland, Polin, suggesting that God led the Jews to the region and commanded, poh lin, “Rest here.”

Moveover, the smell of Gumlidata and its sacrificial altars that so repel Eldag similarly suggest, at one and the same time, the strangeness of Israelite (and Jewish) worship in the eyes of others, the idolatry of the backsliding Israelites against whom Jeremiah and other prophets rail, and the Foetor Judaicus, or Jewish stench, that European Christendom associated with the Jewish rejection of Jesus. The lasciviousness of the ruler of Gumlidata, his repellant “drooling,” aging, “groaning” body and strange ways, contrasts with the freshness of the Hun girl captured for his pleasure; the pairing evokes the European stereotype of the sexual licentiousness of the Jew, the despoiler of Christian maidens.

Perhaps the most puzzling image in Agnon's story is the gratuitous strangeness of the animals in the royal garden. Each animal had been suckled at the breast of a human woman who had given birth out of wedlock. In what amounts to a cross-species wet-nurse exchange, the woman's fatherless infant was taken from her to be suckled by an animal in the garden. The image of humans nursing at the teat of an animal is suggestive of the Judensau (or “Jew-sow”), an antisemitic motif that first emerged in thirteenth-century Germany. The Judensau depicts Jews sucking at the teats of a pig, sometimes also engaging with it in lewd, scatological acts. In his groundbreaking study of the Judensau, Isaiah Shachar notes that the image proliferated as an “exclusively German phenomenon” (2) whose concrete manifestations (mostly on houses of worship) sometimes also include depictions of blood libel as a “secondary scene.”9 One of the implications of the Judensau, Shachar notes, is that both Jews and pigs constitute “an abominable category of beings” (3). The Jews, as Shachar puts it, “are the sow's offspring and turn to their mother for their proper nourishment,” similar to the symbolism suggested by the human-animal exchange in the royal garden of Agnon's story. One of the best-known examples of the Judensau bears a reference to Martin Luther's 1543 antisemitic tract Von Schem Hamphoras. In that work, Luther interprets the symbolism of a particularly lewd and graphic representation of the Judensau, associating the Talmud with pig excrement.10 Over the course of several centuries, no doubt fueled by Luther's interpretation, images of the Judensau, proliferated throughout Germany, spreading from religious sites to broadsheets.11 Although by the twentieth century the Judensau had faded away as a visual icon, its imprint on the German language was highlighted during the Nazi era, when Saujud and Judensau were used as generic insults as well as derogatory terms for Jews.

“Forevermore” does not present a neat allegory, offering, instead, a constellation of suggestive but ambiguous images whose resonances point toward an association between Agnon's story of Gumlidata and the fate of the Jews of Europe. Ultimately, both end in catastrophe, with massive loss of human life and the destruction of culture and community. As Amzeh surely knows, the suffering of the victims remains invisible in the official histories of the victimizing cultures. From the viewpoint of the victorious Goths looking back at a glorious past, the battle at Gumlidata would represent a brief moment of triumph, the destruction of a culture that vanished, rendered insignificant in retrospect, much like the “page of glory” in German history that, as Himmler notes in a 1943 address to members of the SS, is “never to be written.”12 Thus, in its destruction, Gumlidata becomes Agnon's unlikely emblem of the annihilation of the Jews of Europe.

And yet here, in the chronicles, the voice of the victim cries out, centuries after the last inhabitant of the destroyed city has died. In researching Gumlidata, Amzeh frequently imagined himself walking through the vanished city. But all he knows of it is drawn from secondary and tertiary sources. “He gathered his research, and tested and checked and revised and edited and arranged” (translation mine). This listing of prosaic and pedantic editorial chores, with its pronounced internal rhyme in Hebrew, affirms the historian's thoroughness and objectivity. But it also makes clear that he remains, emotionally and imaginatively, firmly outside the event that constitutes his academic project, his life's work. As the publication of his book draws nearer, he distances himself further from its horrific content, the massacre of the people of Gumlidata. Obsessively, he worries about the paper quality, the print, the charts, the maps—“a different color for each of its gods—Gomesh, Gush, Gutz, Guach, and Guz…another for Gomed the Great, one for Gichur” (115). This listing of colors and names, which goes on extensively and even more alliteratively in Hebrew, undercuts the testimonial purpose of Amzeh's work. His carefully wrought history does not engage meaningfully with the memories and implications of atrocity and genocide, does not take the human measure of suffering and loss.

An objective outsider to the events he described, and untouched emotionally by the catastrophe of Gumlidata, Amzeh writes a book that is different in nature from the testimony of the eyewitness. The original book of chronicles, the ancient book that Amzeh discovers at the leper hospital, provides a different way of telling the story of the ruined city. As both a container for testimony and a physical remnant of destruction, the book of chronicles of Gumlidata reminds us of the water-stained and friable diaries of Ringelblum's Oyneg Shabbes project, retrieved from the ruins of the Warsaw Ghetto. Half-disintegrated and covered with pus, as a physical object the book of chronicles contrasts sharply with the expensive, elaborately designed volume that Amzeh plans to produce. Most importantly, when Amzeh reads the words, written amid the carnage by the last chronicler of Gumlidata—the doomed city's final storyteller—Amzeh's “eyes shed many tears,” because the chronicler, a “true writer,” wrote “with his very blood what his eyes have seen!” (123). Seriously wounded, the chronicler of Gumlidata hovers between life and death and yet pushes himself to write. The contrast between the original book of chronicles and Amzeh's book of history brings to mind Benjamin's distinction between the chronicler, or “historyteller,” and the historian—the latter “bound to explain” through the presentation of “an accurate concatenation of definite events,” and the former determined to tell in ways that expose how events “are embedded in the great inscrutable course of the world” (96).

For Amzeh, the act of reading the book of chronicles turns the reader, to borrow a phrase from the poet Paul Celan, into a witness for the witness. That is, having encountered the final chronicler's story of the annihilation of his people, Amzeh finds himself compelled to recount that story, in turn. After seeing and reading the book of chronicles, he retells its story to the lepers. As Benjamin notes, “In the storyteller the chronicler is preserved in changed form” (96). Amzeh places himself imaginatively inside the chronicler's world, and also literally inside the world of the lepers, sharing the risk of contagion. At the end of Agnon's story, Amzeh chooses to remain in the leper hospital, sharing the destiny of its inhabitants. Deciphering the worn letters of the book of chronicles, he takes on the role of storyteller, transmitting his discoveries to the lepers [image: images]ad [image: images]olam—“forevermore.” The Hebrew title, and the last words of the story, “[image: images]Ad [image: images]Olam”—“Forevermore”—may be read, alternatively, as [image: images]ayd [image: images]olam—eternal witness. The idea of witness is echoed in the name of the protagonist, whose first name, Adiel, may be understood as God-is-my-witness, and whose surname, Amzeh, may be understood as This-People (or This-Nation). In Agnon's story, the historian/artist/storyteller tells stories that testify—about the past and the present—by giving up the posture of scientific objectivity with which he begins, and which places him safely outside the catastrophe that he attempts to historicize.

Through the story told by the chronicles, the razing of Gumlidata and the massacre of its people are conflated with the plight of the lepers. The lepers in the hospital become the emblem of a past catastrophe that proves ongoing as the book of chronicles— both as object and as vehicle—becomes interchangeable with the lepers themselves. Agnon's story describes the ancient book as seeming “almost as if it were not written on parchment, but on the skin of a leper, and not ink but pus had been used to inscribe the words” (121). In the Talmud, as Agnon's narrator reminds the reader, a leper is said to resemble the dead,13 and the book of chronicles are described as “dead letters,” so that talking about the one is also talking about the other. Leprosy is thus a liminal state, figuring lepers as dead while still alive, both mourners and mourned. As a witness for and to the dead, then, Amzeh stands in for those whose testimony he retrieves, and to whom he feels accountable. As Benjamin notes, “Death is the sanction of everything that the storyteller can tell” (94). Through Amzeh's act of reading and telling of the ancient story told by the chronicles, the catastrophe of Gumlidata is conflated with the ongoing death-in-life of leprosy. As French historian Pierre Nora notes, the presence of the past is always “mixed, hybrid, mutant, bound intimately with life and death.”14 The book of chronicles is at once a representation, an artifact, and a piece of the annihilation. Over time, it becomes the embodiment not only of the Gumlidata dead, and of the lepers whose physical appearance it comes to take on, but of all those who mourn the lost city. The book contains, Amzeh is told “the tears that every reader of the book shed on its pages after reading the awful tales it contains” (118). Not only do the readers respond to the book, but their response becomes part of the book itself, part of what is transmitted to subsequent readers. Because it bears the leper's contagion, for Amzeh to touch the book of chronicles is to put his own life at risk. This, finally, the story suggests, is what storytelling entails. The woman who leads Amzeh to the book in the leper hospital notes that although it brings sorrow to its readers by recounting suffering, “a piece of work done by an artist gives joy to the creator as long as it endures” (118), because such a work performs an important function. Storytelling cannot reverse, but can make bearable—that is to say, transmissible—the unbearable story it recounts. The chronicler witnesses for his dead, the lepers for the chronicler, Amzeh for the lepers, the chroniclers, and Gumlidata.

Agnon's story suggests to us, then, that the “true writer” of catastrophe is a storyteller who mediates between catastrophe and a later culture, speaking from both inside and outside the catastrophe. In “[image: images]Ad [image: images]Olam,” Agnon reclaims for the twentieth century the possibility of storytelling that Benjamin sees as lost to European modernity. Such a reclamation is made not only possible but necessary for Agnon because of the changed nature of death that overshadows his writing after the Shoah. For Benjamin, the changing “face of death” that characterizes modernity is “identical” with the end of storytelling. One hallmark of nineteenth-century bourgeois society is that it began the decline “in the general consciousness [of] the thought of death…in omnipresence and vividness,” as dying moved from the deathbed to the “death house,” or hospital, sanitized and hidden from public view. This loss of death, so to speak, constitutes also the loss of “a man's knowledge or wisdom…his real life…the stuff that stories are made of,” and thus, for Benjamin, the end of the possibility of the story and the storyteller (93).

Like his opposition of story to novel, Benjamin's lament for the death of death, as it were, rests on a nostalgia for a stable society with transmissible human yet transcendent values. “[image: images]Ad [image: images]Olam,” however, contemplates a kind of death that is neither “a public process in the life of the individual” nor a sanitized event “stowed away in sanatoria or hospitals” (94). At the heart of Agnon's story is the unspeakable death of genocide—a death that horribly truncates the stories of all its victims, and retroactively erases the storied past. Agnon's reclamation of the role of the storyteller on behalf of a massacred people and against all logic is an ethical stance, a reconstitution of the possibility of witness. In a statement that resonates with the chronicler of Agnon's “[image: images]Ad [image: images]Olam,” Wiesel has observed about the link between his own writing and the murdered Jews of Europe, “I am duty-bound to serve as their emissary, transmitting the history of their disappearance” (“Why I Write” 13).15 At the same time, Wiesel's writing considers the Shoah as rupturing the fabric of existence, rupturing the connections between before and after. So radical a rupture threatens to end the vocation of storyteller, as emblemized in the recurrent image of the last survivor, condemned to relate a testimony without listeners. In Agnon's story, the town chronicler offers an intimate and passionate testimony that trembles at the black hole of history but also connects generations and restores community. Wiesel's writing contemplates the frightening idea that this kind of transmission represented in Agnon's story may no longer be possible.

Perhaps as a stance against the loss of storytelling in face of such massive suffering and catastrophe, in Wiesel's novels—novels that insist on the power of silence—people are always telling stories. Or, to put it differently, stories tell themselves through Wiesel's characters, sometimes in spite of the characters. The importance of stories in this body of novels gestures toward the centrality of storytelling in Judaism and in Jewish culture as a means of contending with rupture, as well as towards the place of stories more broadly in negotiating the great humanistic questions. Most pointedly, the presence of itinerant and mystical storytellers, poised between history and legend, invoke the tradition of rabbinic and hasidic tales that encompass the grief of exile from a hidden divinity who cannot be described but may be encountered. In Wiesel's 1968 novel A Beggar in Jerusalem,16 for example, the narrator invokes the stories of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, a charismatic and mystical rebbe in the early nineteenth century:

Somewhere in this world, Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav used to say, there is a certain city which encompasses all other cities in the world. And in that city there is a street which contains all the other streets in the city. And on that street there stands a house which dominates all other houses on the street. And that house has a room which comprises all other rooms in the house. And in that room there lives a man in whom all other men recognize themselves. And that man is laughing. That's all he ever does, ever did. He roars with laughter. (30)

In the parable, Rabbi Nachman pares down human existence into one essential component: laughter. Elsewhere Wiesel refers to this as Rabbi Nachman's “metaphysical laughter,” a laughter that “springs from lucid and desperate awareness, a mirthless laughter, laughter of protest against the absurdities of existence, a laughter of revolt against a universe where man, whatever he may do, is condemned in advance. A laughter of compassion for man who cannot escape the ambiguity of his condition and of his faith.”17 Just as laughter remains both within and beyond utterance, the figure of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, known for his daring but puzzling stories, represents both the disruption and the continuity of Jewish memory. Bratslaver Hasidim—followers of Rabbi Nachman—refused to designate a successor to him after his death in Uman, in the Ukraine, in 1810, at the age of thirty-eight. Rather than establish a dynastic line of succession, Rabbi Nachman's followers continued to regard him as their rebbe in perpetuity.18 Wiesel has observed that the written record of Rabbi Nachman's teachings were compiled by his scribe and closest disciple, Nathan, whose life work was “to collect the Rebbe's teachings, his table conversations, scraps of thoughts and sentences uttered here and there; his dreams, his moods, his anecdotes; absorb them all, then write them down, giving them continuity and form.”19 Relying on his own recollections, Nathan kept a written record of the eclectic stories that Rabbi Nachman told.20 The transmission of Rabbi Nachman's stories thus blurs the distinction that Benjamin draws between the orality of authentic storytelling and the literacy of later, diminished, modes of narratives. Echoing the conjunction of absence, presence, and meaning that characterizes Bratslaver Hasidism, Rabbi Nachman's most esoteric text is known as Sefer ha-Nisraf, the Burned Book, destroyed in 1808 at Rabbi Nachman's instructions. Although this title refers to the book's fate rather than its unknown contents, the title registers uncannily with the fate of the Jews during the Shoah. Rabbi Nachman comes to embody, in Wiesel's writing, the paradox of the storyteller after the Shoah: the conjunction of speech and silence, absence and presence, faith and despair, continuity and rupture.

As a storyteller, Rabbi Nachman seems a far cry from the chronicler or the historian of Agnon's story. His stories do not pursue the remembrance of things past, do not seize upon the historical memory of a people. But at the center of Rabbi Nachman's stories is a grappling with the implications of the past, the paradox of faith in a God who has seemingly absented himself from the workings of history. The depth and complexity of Rabbi Nachman's metaphysical struggle enable it to serve as a ground-cloth for Wiesel's writing, and a modeling of the role of the storyteller after the Shoah. Wiesel has observed that Rabbi Nachman “transmits his vision of the world by telling tales.”21 Rabbi Nachman's stories bring the suffering of the past to bear on the hope for redemption that is endlessly deferred. Perhaps his most famous story, “The Seven Beggars,” is a parable of exile, despair, and redemption, which breaks off after telling the story of the sixth beggar. Rabbi Nachman chose never to recount the tale of the seventh beggar, nor to resolve the frame tale that encloses the story, thus endlessly deferring the redemptive moment toward which the story's structure points. At the same time, he claimed for his stories the ability to effect physical and metaphysical changes not only in his listeners, but in the very fabric of a fragmented world needing to be healed.

The figure of Rabbi Nachman, both as a historical persona and a quintessential storyteller, hovers over A Beggar in Jerusalem. His presence and the enchainment of storytellers in the pages of the novel are the means by which Wiesel claims for the novel the capacity to tell stories in the way that Benjamin means when he invokes the memory of “true storytelling.” In Wiesel's writing, Rabbi Nachman is the precursor of a nameless maggid—a mystical storyteller—who appears to explain what we might consider the poetics of storytelling. The itinerant storyteller says that the most profound truths cannot be expressed outright, but can be conveyed only indirectly and elusively through storytelling. Storytelling is a discourse different from ordinary speech, which limits, distorts, or falsifies. Stories, by contrast, carry the complex and multi-textured fabric of human experience, and reach for transcendent meaning. Through storytelling, the maggid attempts to construct a mode of discourse that avoids the contingency of language, but offers, instead, a plane where “words and silence come to terms” (14).

Because storytelling is a fluid and protean form of narration, it can contain both continuity and rupture, enriched rather than imploded by contradiction and change. This complex potential for storytelling is exemplified by the repetitive narrative told by Gregor, the protagonist of Wiesel's 1964 novel, The Gates of the Forest.22 After joining up with a band of Jewish partisans, Gregor attempts to locate and rescue a mysterious storyteller he encountered earlier, who may have fallen into the hands of Nazis. To elicit information from a prison guard, Gregor poses as the lover of Clara, the girlfriend of the partisan's charismatic leader, Leib. But Gregor's questions about Jewish prisoners result in a heightened alert among the prison guards that leads them to capture Leib. Returning from his mission, in “the voice of the perfect witness,” Gregor recounts to the other partisans the events leading to Leib's capture. Although his story is coherent and truthful, the partisans demand that Gregor repeat it to them, over and over. Eventually, the retellings transmute a story of helpless grief and regret to one of culpability—a twisted story of betrayal and conspiracy to rid himself of a rival— conveying a more complex sense of Gregor's emotional reality. In his retelling the story of Leib's capture, the full dimensions of Gregor's situation emerge, revealing not simply (or most importantly) the chronological and factually accurate outline of what transpired, but the speaker's powerful, colliding, and suppressed understanding of his situation. In presenting this multiplicity of versions, Wiesel draws upon the tradition of Midrash—narrative commentary on the Bible—which offers variations of a story that may diverge from the biblical text and from other midrashic versions. Rather than a definitive master narrative that insists on the singularity of truth, storytelling in Wiesel's work allows for a layering of variant narratives that together negotiate a complex and thick representation of experience that cannot emerge in a more straightforward fashion.

Storytelling becomes the organizing theme of A Beggar in Jerusalem. Resonating with the example of the maggid, a reticent young Israeli soldier named Katriel, caught in a welter of conflicting emotions during the 1967 war, turns to storytelling to sort through his feelings and the meaning of the tumultuous events of his time. The son of a consummate storyteller invested in the deep meaning of stories, Katriel explains that he learned from his father “to measure myself against my words and to attune myself with their silence if not always the truth they conceal.” When retelling his father's tales, Katriel imbues them with a new meaning, making them his own. “I am just repeating his words. But the silence within the words is my own.” Katriel's stories affect his listeners on a profound level, just as the chronicler and the historian of Agnon's story affects the lepers: “Something in Katriel's voice succeeded in focusing his comrades’ attention. He spoke softly, as though studying a sacred text, as though he tried to pierce the wall between word and thought.”23

Katriel's storytelling may be said to exemplify the storytelling of his author. Like Katriel who retells his father's stories, Wiesel, too, writes twice-told tales—his own rendering of biblical figures, hasidic masters, talmudic rabbis. Conflating history and literature, memory and imagination, past and present, inside and outside, it is the possibilities of storytelling that make a place for the novel in history. In traditional cultures, the storyteller has an important role: to address, but not necessarily to resolve, a liminal state or a condition of anxiety. Poised between forgetfulness and memory, between rupture and continuity, between the meaningfulness we desire and the meaninglessness that threatens us, maggid, the word for storyteller, is the same word used for the most extended component of the Passover Hagaddah, of the seder ritual. The maggid of the seder weaves together written and oral sources in a way that compels its contemporary retellers to enter imaginatively into its telling, to see their own lives, their own despair, and their own redemptive longing in the images and gestures of the storied past. Taken together, Wiesel's rich and diverse body of writing reclaims the place of the storyteller in the idea of the novel. It reminds us of the poetics of telling what cannot be fully spoken, but must be remembered, and what cannot yet be wholly envisioned but may yet come to be.
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WIESEL'S POST-AUSCHWITZ SHEMA YISRAEL

ALAN L. BERGER

A WRITER, ATTESTS ELIE WIESEL, is “Someone who can say no to the system, no to the surroundings, sometimes even no to God.”1 After a statement such as this, it is fitting to pause and follow with the Nobel Prize winner's favorite phrase, and yet his “No to God” is simultaneously a questioning of the deity. It is more fitting to substitute the word “why” for “no,” since for Wiesel the Holocaust is “the question of questions. It is both man's way of questioning God and God's way of questioning man. And there is no answer coming from either side.”2 I shall return to the issue of questioning shortly. Beginning with his classic memoir Night, which is central to all of his work—the rest is commentary—Wiesel poses endless questions to a God who is apparently unable or unwilling to listen. He employs irony to underscore this preoccupation, viewing traditional theological claims through a Holocaust lens. Therefore the Shema Yisrael prayer, Judaism's central confession, bears special scrutiny in Wiesel's oeuvre.

Obsessed by memory, Wiesel's work tells “legends of our time” in an attempt to wrest the dead from oblivion and to seek justice. His memoir, followed by Dawn and The Accident, all speak of despair and loss; the traditional Shema Yisrael prayer in these texts appears radically diminished by the evil of the Shoah. In Wiesel's tales, personal experience challenges normative teachings. Night introduces a set of ironic reversals that come to haunt the whole of Wiesel's literary output: the biblical Akedah is supplanted by sons sacrificing their fathers; the living say Kaddish for themselves; Wiesel becomes God's accuser rather than His defender.3 Gradually, as the author begins to explore the possibilities of hope in a sea of post-Holocaust despair, he sharpens his focus on the covenantal relationship. Although Wiesel's writings seek an acceptable image of the deity, he also embraces a neo-hasidic emphasis based on the Baal Shem Tov's maxim: “The way to God leads through man,” no matter how flawed he or she may be. All of these considerations impact on Wiesel's post-Holocaust Shema Yisrael.

My essay is divided into three parts. First, I discuss the centrality of the Shema Yisrael in Judaism. I next turn to a brief summary of Wiesel's post-Holocaust Shema prior to the appearance of his novel Twilight, arguably his first sustained and comprehensive treatment of the issue. I then discuss Twilight and The Time of the Uprooted4 as illustrations of the novelist's building on and advancing his earlier understandings of the prayer. I conclude by contrasting Wiesel's understanding of this prayer with that of his fellow survivor/writer Primo Levi. Then I offer a meditation on the moral significance of Wiesel's post-Holocaust Shema as a contribution to the necessity of seeking both a post-Shoah tikkun atzmi (repair or mending of the self) and a tikkun ha-olam (repair or mending of the world).

Shema Yisrael

The Shema, the central Jewish prayer, articulates the basic beliefs of monotheism. However, paradoxically, it is technically not a prayer. Its reference is horizontal rather than vertical, being addressed to the Israelites rather than to God, and based on the biblical verse in Deuteronomy 6:4 expressing the uniqueness and unity of God, with whom Jews have a special relationship based on the commandment to love God, and about whose words the Jewish people have an obligation to teach their children. It is the creed by which one lives, and dies, as a Jew. It is among the first Hebrew phrases learned by children (the rabbi in Wiesel's play Zalmen, or the Madness of God states that “when a Jewish child reaches the age of three, it becomes his father's duty to teach him” the Shema Yisrael) and is the one utterance that nearly all Jewish people—regardless of their level of observance—can repeat by heart. Furthermore, observant Jews recite the Shema on their deathbeds.

The Shema is intimately bound to Jewish martyrology, nowhere in more dramatic fashion than in the Eleh Eskerah of the Yom Kippur liturgy, which portrays Rabbi Akiva reciting Shema Yisrael with his dying breath, thereby bearing witness to his faith [BT Ber. 61b]. Moving from mythic representation to history, it is noteworthy that during the Shoah the first line of the Shema engraved on a medallion passed from hand to hand signaled the beginning of the doomed revolt of Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz.5 Moreover, many survivor memoirs tell of Jews whispering the Shema even while they waited to enter the gas chambers in the Kingdom of Night.

The Shema emphasizes the importance of listening. Consequently, prayer includes both speaking and listening to God.

A Midrash dealing with the Shema states the following:

The Holy One betroth[ed] Israel [with two gems]—‘We will do [naaseh] And we will obey’ [nishma; literally, ‘and we will hear’] [Ex 24:7]. They Lost one [gem, the naaseh, ‘we will do’] when they made the Golden Calf. Hence, Moses said to them: Now take good care to observe the nishma [we will ‘obey’ or ‘hear’]. Thus: Hear [Shema] O Israel. [Deuteronomy Rabbah 3:11].6

Rabbi David Cohen, a student of Rav Kook, the first chief rabbi of the yishuv, emphasizes the role of hearing in the Jewish tradition. He writes that seeing leads to idolatry; worshipers create icons representing what they saw.7 Hearing, on the other hand, “leads to obedience.” The worshiper is not distracted by physical objects. Rather he/she obeys God's Commanding Voice. This emphasis on hearing has relevance for the Jewish historical vocation: discerning the word of the Creator in the world and modeling monotheistic faith. One Catholic commentator observes that the Jews “became history's most alert listeners.”8 Moreover, hearing connotes understanding. The Shema historically emblemizes the commitment, hope, and determination of the Jewish people.

One final point concerning the Shema. It is customary to write large the last Hebrew letter of the word Shema and the last letter of the last word ehad. Together, these two letters spell [image: images]ed, which means witness. Proclaiming the Shema is therefore an act of witnessing. Wiesel shares a memory with his readers:

I pictured myself back in 1945, in the open train that was taking us from Auschwitz to Buchenwald. On the eve of our arrival at the camp, we were completely blanketed by a terrible snowstorm. And suddenly, in the train car, we began shouting “Shma Israel”—at the wind, the snow, the sky, the whole world. We shouted that “Shma Israel” at God Himself. At that moment, I felt that this prayer, issued of the Bible, had been awaiting us all that time, preparing to take on a new significance. At that exact instant, a powerful bond was woven between us and the Book.9

Wiesel's Shema bears witness to his belief that the necessity of listening is incumbent on God no less than on the Jewish people. His post-Holocaust Shema is, accordingly, contentious as well as affirmative.

Wiesel's Post-Holocaust Shema

Wiesel as storyteller and chronicler of the Holocaust is telling, retelling, and raising questions, which, he attests, are more important than answers. Theologically, the Hebrew word for question, she[image: images]elah, contains the name of God [El]. God created man because God Himself likes questions, as He like tales. Further, Wiesel views the Jewish people as the “question marks” of mankind, and that in creating [the Jewish people] God chose to question mankind. Moreover, Wiesel stresses that questions are allowed to remain unanswered in art, particularly in literature.10 Reraising questions is a way of probing more deeply while affirming that answers foreclose humanity's quest for tikkun ha-olam. Psychologically, the word “question” contains the word “quest.” As long as people ask questions, dialogue—with God, with tradition, with one's fellow human beings—is possible. Dialogue enriches us. Answers kill. National Socialism had a final answer. It resulted in the murder of six million Jews. Was God listening then? Is the deity listening now?

Wiesel's post-Holocaust Shema Yisrael is composed of several elements: a rejection of traditional explanations for theodicy, a protest from within Judaism, a refusal to justify God at the expense of man, and an insistence that God—no less than man—be accountable for listening. These elements, present in embryonic form in Night, receive increasingly nuanced attention in Wiesel's subsequent writings. The author's evolving understanding of the phrase Ani maamin (I believe) is illustrative. As a child, he thought this phrase was “an act of submission.” However, as he notes while commenting on his cantata of that name, when it was sung by Jews in ghettos and in camps, he came to understand that “it was their way of shouting their defiance. It is Ani maamin af al pi—I believe in spite of man and in spite of God.”11 During the Holocaust the mark of a true believer was her or his questioning of God.

Interrogating the deity is an ineluctable element of Wiesel's post-Holocaust Shema. This interrogation, begun so starkly in Night, unfolds with increasing subtlety throughout the novels, especially in Berish's accusation in The Trial of God and in The Forgotten's Elhanan Rosenbaum's prayer to God entreating the deity to remember the death camps. Furthermore, Wiesel writes of this interrogation in his two-volume memoir, in which the deity is portrayed with both pity and anger, and in his hasidic collections, biblical portraits, and various essay collections.

Twilight

Wiesel's haunting novel Twilight recounts the enigmatic prayer of a nameless madman in the village of Rovidok on the verge of his execution by the Nazis for having assaulted a German soldier. The rabbi of the town is granted permission to allow the condemned man to die as a Jew by reciting the Viddui and the Shema. “Here is my prayer. God of Israel,” exclaims the doomed Jew, “Listen to the people of Israel!” The narrator of the story comments: “And so, he had not recited the traditional Shma after all, he had not said, ‘Listen, Israel, God is One God.’ He had said something else, not the opposite but something else.”12 This “something else” is both a question—what is God's relationship to the Holocaust?—and a reminder that the Master of the Universe, the Ribbono shel Olam, is complicit in the fate of His chosen people.

Raphael Lipkin, the protagonist of Twilight, is a professor of mysticism. The novel— whose epigraph “The world couldn't exist without madmen” is from Maimonides—tells of Lipkin's stay in the Mountain Clinic, whose inhabitants believe themselves to be biblical characters. Wiesel deftly weaves together the themes of God and madness, friendship and solitude, the Holocaust past and its unending reverberations in the present. Raphael—the name implies healing—searches for the whereabouts of Pedro, his friend and mentor, who long ago rescued him after the Shoah. A mysterious and anonymous caller maligns Pedro's memory and suggests that Lipkin can find the truth about the matter by going to the Mountain Clinic.

Raphael muses on the relationship of God to the Holocaust, asking “the question of questions”: Why the silence of God?13 This question, and its variant, “What of God in all this?” is repeated throughout the novel. It is left to the “mad” inmates to further explore the question in dialogue with Lipkin. One inmate who believes he is Adam exclaims, “Listen, God. What I am about to tell you is for your own good.”14 “Adam” begs God to end the world. Echoing a rabbinic discussion, Adam / the patient concludes that Man is God's failure. By ending the world God can save countless souls who are fated to die, as well as animals who will be slaughtered and trees that will be felled.15 The rabbinic discussion, while agreeing that it would have been better if man had not been born, then continues by declaring that since man is here it is important that he strive to reflect on his actions.16

Wiesel portrays an ambiguous image of God: He is Almighty, but also deserves our pity. While waiting to leave the clinic in the gathering dusk, Raphael has a conversation with a mysterious man whose face is veiled and who might be God. The deity/patient laments that His creatures reproach Him for His silence. Further, they call Him arbitrary when He speaks. He then muses, “Do they think I like taking the blame for everything?” “God” then repudiates war and massacres committed in His name, stating that if mankind would leave Him alone “There would be peace everywhere, in heaven and on earth.”17

Their dialogue turns to the question of theodicy. How can God justify the fate of the Jewish people in the Holocaust? God contends that it is men who kill and humans who permit the killers to kill. Like Job and Habakkuk before him, Lipkin puts God on trial, demanding to know why He did not intervene. In an echo of God's response to Job, the God/patient of Twilight responds to Raphael, “Since you are so clever, can you tell me what I should have done, and when?”18 The deity wonders at what precise moment He should have intervened to keep the children from being thrown into the flames. Raphael protests that he has not a cosmic, but rather a personal, view of events: why did God not intervene to save his parents, his brothers and sisters, his friends, the starving children, the frightened old men? “Where,” queries Raphael, “was your love when under the seal of blood and fire the killers obliterated thousands of Jewish communities?”19

“God” is deeply hurt by Raphael's questions, which unexpectedly evoke pity for God, who must witness His creation become chaos. Wiesel's protagonist cries both to and for God. Raphael recalls the teaching of his master in Midrash, whose commentaries on Ecclesiastes emphasized that the book refers not to man but to God. “We must pity God,” attests the master, “who suffers because of man, who suffers with man.”20 Wiesel wraps this mystery in a mystical shroud, wondering if the clinic is the world of the Klipot, which, as the sixteenth-century mystic Isaac Luria taught, enveloped divine sparks that fell to earth. The novel ends with Lipkin raising his eyes toward the sky, where he perceives twilight, which has the face of the murdered old madman from Rovidok. The God of this Shema is, like the deity in Ani Maamin, both listening and enfeebled.

The Time of the Uprooted

Wiesel's novel speaks about exile, the nature of evil, and the possibility of redemption in telling the story of Gamaliel Friedman, who had been a hidden child during the Holocaust. Gamaliel, whose name means “The Lord rewards,” is a stateless refugee whose life is a series of losses: his parents are victims of the Holocaust; Ilonka, the Christian woman who hides him, disappears; his wife Colette commits suicide; his two daughters reject him; and he is unhappy in his career as a ghost writer. Yet he finds solace in writing his own work, The Book of Secrets, and in the company of four other stateless Jews, each of whom has been buffeted by the violent winds of twentieth-century history: Bolek, survivor of the Warsaw Ghetto; Diego, who fought in the Spanish Civil War; Yasha, a survivor of Stalinism; and Gad, a former Mossad Agent. Reb Zusya is Gamaliel's tutor.

Gamalieil's comrades, although not formally religious, work to achieve a tikkun of the world by helping refugees and asylum seekers. United by their experience of suffering, the group seeks to transcend their exile, becoming an “informal rescue committee.”21 In order to annoy antisemites, the group names itself the “Elders of Zion.” Gamaliel notes the messianic overtones of the group's work, observing, “Isn't the Messiah right here, in all of us? Each time we help some poor refugee get his papers, isn't each of us his Savior?”22 This is an echo of Gregor's remark to Clara in The Gates of the Forest: “The Messiah isn't one man, Clara, he's all men. As long as there are men there will be Messiah.” After the Holocaust, Wiesel's messianism is that of the “unredeemed.”23

Gamaliel's search for redemption is bound up with the enigmatic Rebbe Zusya, a mystic who seeks to hasten the coming of the Messiah. The rebbe instructs Gamaliel about God's melancholy love for the Shekinah (female part of the Godhead), which, like the novel's stateless Jews, is in exile. Wiesel explores the redemptive possibilities of this notion in portraying the relationship between Gamaliel and Dr. Lili Rosenkrantz, a physician whose mute, gravely ill patient may be Ilonka. According to the Lurianic kabbalah the union of male and female on Earth serves to stimulate the coming together of God and the Shekhinah in the upper world. Both Gamaliel and Lili have suffered loss. There is a possibility Gamaliel and Lili may have a child. Wiesel hints that hope must not be excluded.

Rebbe Zusya instructs Gamaliel concerning the ambiguous nature of the deity and the necessity of a different kind of Shema following the Holocaust. On the one hand, Zusya challenges humanity. “God is not silent,” attests the mystic, “although He is the God of silence. He does call out. It is by His silence that He calls to you. Are you answering Him?”24 On the other hand, God needs reminding. Furthermore, the Lord of the Universe is on trial. Rebbe Zusya prays much in the manner of Elhanan's prayer in The Forgotten:

I say unto Thee, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, that Thy creation is racing to its doom through a land of ashes. If Thou dost not see this, if Thou seest it and dost not intervene, if Thou hast forgotten the procession of doomed Jewish children marching through the night to the flames, God of charity, I will tell my prayer to howl. I'll no longer have the strength to invoke thy Holy Name. I will command my mind to close Thee out of my thoughts forever.25

Wiesel also portrays Jewish steadfastness in the face of apparent divine indifference in telling the tale of Gamaliel's Book of Secrets, whose title alludes to the Sefer ha-Razim (Book of Magical Secrets). This book dates from talmudic times and purports to be a revelation of the secrets that the angel Razziel revealed to Adam. Gamaliel's book, however, treats the sordid history of Jewish-Christian relations. Hananel (Merciful God), “the blessed madman,” is a student of the kabbalah. Like Berish in The Trial of God, he maintains his Jewish identity even if it means his life, refusing an archbishop's offer to help his followers if they convert. He tells the Christian prelate: “With every Jew you kill, you put your Lord back on the cross.”26

The author here refers to the story of the Nietra rebbe who seeks aid from Archbishop Kametko during the Holocaust. The Slovakian churchman tells the rebbe that the Jews will be killed and that they deserve this fate because of their rejection of Jesus. Kametko will seek to save the Jews only if they convert.27 Wiesel's scene again raises several important points: the enduring nature of the deicide charge against the Jewish people; the question of questions, why was God silent during the Holocaust; furthermore, his text implicitly invites the reader to contemplate two crucial issues: the mystery of the Jewish people's continuing survival in a hostile world and the question of whether God is listening to the witnessing of His people.

Conclusion

It is instructive to contrast Wiesel's post-Holocaust Shema with that of Primo Levi. Both were Auschwitz inmates, although they did not know each other during the Kingdom of Night; both are memoirists of great stature; and the Holocaust severely imperiled the worldview of each writer.28 There the similarities end. Wiesel entered the camps as a deeply religious youth, while Levi was a secular humanist. Wiesel was fifteen when he entered Auschwitz, Levi was twenty-four. Primo Levi's poem Shema,29 written on January 10, 1944, is addressed to mankind living secure in warm houses “Who return at evening to find Hot food and friendly faces”:

Consider whether this is a man,
Who labors in the mud
Who knows no peace
Who fights for a crust of bread
Who dies at a yes or no.
Consider whether this is a woman
Without hair or name
With no more strength to remember
Eyes empty and womb cold
As a frog in winter.

Levi ends his poem with a dire warning that mimics while undercutting the injunction found in Deuteronomy 6:7–9:

Consider that this has been:
I commend these words to you.
Engrave them on your hearts
When you are in your house, when you walk on your way.
When you go to bed, when you rise.
Repeat them to your children.
Or may your house crumble,
Disease render you powerless,
Your offspring avert their faces from you.

Levi's poem seeks to remind its listeners of the Nazi assault on the humanist image of man. As a scientist, and not a mystic, Levi told an interviewer, “There is Auschwitz and so there cannot be God.”30

Wiesel is deeply steeped in the Jewish mystical tradition, especially its hasidic manifestations. He still describes himself as a believer who refuses to “reject the heritage of those who had suffered.”31 Comparing his response to that of his Italian colleague, Wiesel writes: “I needed God. Primo did not.”32 Far from dismissing the possibility of God, Wiesel understands that Jewish history is inexplicable without the deity. “We Jews,” he writes, “don't blame God. We question God.”33 This questioning that is simultaneously a reminding is the basis of Wiesel's post-Auschwitz Shema. As much protest as appeal, Wiesel's position underscores both the ambiguity of God and the shared destiny of deity and humanity. Consequently, while God's indifference is put on trial, the deity is also to be pitied. Wiesel, on the one hand, in The Town beyond the Wall implicitly indicts God, as well as explicitly condemning man for the crime of indifference. On the other hand, God needs man to affirm His sovereignty. He requires human forgiveness. Wiesel emphasizes this point in The Gates of the Forest, describing the Kaddish as the occasion whereby man returns to God “His crown and scepter.” Wiesel told an interviewer that ever since Auschwitz he has been “trying to find an occupation for God.”34

Wiesel's Shema seeks to make it possible, as Thomas Idinopulos observes, “for the Jews and God to live together, and for Jews there simply is no alternative.”35 The audacity of this goal is perhaps why Wiesel contends that “these days honest men can do only one thing: go mad.”36 The author's literary oeuvre is an argument with and against God, for and against man. His protest remains within Judaism and thus constitutes an essential part of the Tradition after catastrophe. Extrapolating from Reb Nachman's maxim: “There is nothing so whole as a broken heart,” Wiesel writes, “There is nothing so whole as a broken faith,” and he speaks of a “wounded faith” after Auschwitz. The state of the world remains broken, the Shekinah is still in exile, and the Messiah is yet to arrive, but Wiesel refuses to abandon the task of reminding God to listen to the people of Israel's Shema. Unless humanity remembers, God will forget.

Wiesel ends The Town beyond the Wall with an old Jewish folk legend that tells of God and man changing places for one second. Man refused to revert to his previous status. The result, in Wiesel's words:

So neither God nor man was ever again what he seemed to be.

Years passed, centuries, perhaps eternities. And suddenly the drama quickened. The past for one, and the present for the other, were too heavy to be borne.

As the liberation of the one was bound to the liberation of the other, they renewed the ancient dialogue whose echoes come to us in the night, charged with hatred, with remorse, and most of all, with infinite yearning.37 (italics in original)

In A Beggar in Jerusalem, Wiesel reminds his readers that one can enrich a tale by listening. After Auschwitz, both God and man must abide by this injunction.
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DREAMS AND DIALOGUES

WIESEL'S HOLOCAUST MEMORIES

ELLEN S. FINE

I WILL BEGIN MY reflections about Wiesel's memories by recounting some early memories of him. A few summers ago I had an interview with an extraordinary eighty-five-year-old woman, Gaby Cohen, a French woman of Alsatian origin who lives in Paris.1 We see each other every year when I go to Paris. She is a close friend of Wiesel's and has become a dear friend of mine as well. She was known to Wiesel right after the war as Niny Wolf. Niny was what was called an éducatrice, an educator and counselor in charge of the boys at the maisons d'enfants, homes or orphanages in France to which surviving children from the camps as well as hidden children who had lost their parents were sent in June 1945. These homes were set up by l'Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants (l'OSE), a Jewish rescue organization originally founded in Russia, and established in France in the 1930s to help refugees and specifically children.

Wiesel was one of the 426 boys from Buchenwald, ranging in age from eight to sixteen years old, who came to France under the auspices of l'OSE. He was sent to various homes—first to Ecouis in Normandy, then to Ambloy, when the group was divided between the observant and nonobservant Jews, then on to the homes of Versailles and Taverny.2

I asked Niny about her first impressions of the sixteen-year-old Wiesel, who called himself “Leiser” at that time. She said that on one hand, he was very curious about things and aware of what was going on around him. On the other hand, he had a sad and dreamy look (un regard triste et rêveur). Niny watched him stare into space or look up to the clouds. He seemed to be elsewhere. She felt from the beginning that he was someone special and stood apart. The other boys listened to Wiesel; he helped the younger ones with their religious studies. He attended study circles and sat in on lectures by Jewish intellectuals. Seriously committed to his own education, he hoped eventually to attend a university.

Niny was like une grande soeur (a big sister) to the boys, emotionally replacing their mothers, sisters, and entire families. She admired the rare human quality they displayed; they had experienced unspeakable horrors and yet were capable of functioning, studying, and living together in a community. She watched how they had emerged from life in the camps to be able to participate in a fairly normal daily routine in these homes.

She treated the boys with a great deal of attention, respect, and tenderness, and they responded with devotion, affection, and love. She has kept as precious documents the notes and poems they wrote to her, including those written by Leiser. In his memoir All Rivers Run to the Sea,3 Wiesel tells how along with his friend, Kalman Kalikstein, who later became an accomplished professor of physics, wrote “impassioned mediocre Yiddish poems to her [Niny's] glory.” “Kalman loved her, and so did I. In fact, we all did, though none dared to admit it…” he says.4 “How many boys saw her in their dreams?” he asks.5 “Niny meant something in my life. Naturally she didn't know it.”6

In fact, Niny probably did know. They developed a strong bond that they have maintained to this day. Niny was profoundly marked by her encounter with Wiesel and mes garçons, as she continues to call the boys who are now grown men and with whom she still has contact. “I am a part of this history. I have never left it. It continues to dwell deeply inside of me,” she told me.7 Witness to the early postwar years of Wiesel, Niny Wolf—Gaby Cohen—was a formative part of his past and of his memories.

The portrait of the young survivor as dreamer serves as an introduction to my study of an aspect of Wiesel's memory that has not yet been explored. His different forms of literature—novels, short stories, essays, and testimony—have been studied extensively but the dreams, that are present in his writing, particularly in his memoirs, have not been examined in depth. We will do a close reading of the dreams along with the dialogues that occur throughout the collections of his nonfiction. Both dreams and dialogues evoke those who have disappeared. “The dead invade my sleep…. I strive to grasp a word, a call from that world from which I so reluctantly escaped,” Wiesel says8 (All 229). The dead who appear in the dreams are for the most part voiceless, the attempt to speak to them futile. The lack of communication is disturbing to the author. Figures from the past emerge, but silence prevails. In contrast, the dialogues, which Wiesel defines as “a new literary genre,” enable the author to give the dead back their voices and to deal with fundamental issues that had not been resolved. Wiesel sees himself as “a witness who grasps at scraps of dialogue with the dead man inside him.”9 The dreams and dialogues at times complement each other and share the same themes, as we will see.

Author of more than fifty books, Wiesel still believes that certain experiences defy language. “What we suffered has no place within language: it is somewhere beyond life and history,” he states in his essay “To Believe or Not to Believe” in From the Kingdom of Memory: Reminiscences.10 The wounds of memory continue to burn. He is reluctant to speak of that which remains inexpressible: “I exist by what I say as much as by what I hold back,” he acknowledges in “Making the Ghosts Speak.” In order to protect the silent universe he carries within, he seeks to treat other subjects—biblical, talmudic, hasidic, and contemporary Jewish issues: “I evoke Abraham and Isaac so as not to reveal the mystery of my relationship with my father…literature has helped me look away. The tales that I recount are never those that I would like to tell, or ought to tell…the essential will never be said or understood.”11

This premise holds true for most of his writing. In one of his most recent novels, Un désir fou de danser (A Mad Desire to Dance), the revealing/concealing motif is repeated. The main character, Doriel, says about his therapist: “I reveal to her certain things in order to hide others [that are]more intimate, more true.”12 If one is to penetrate to the core of Wiesel's writing, one must try to decipher the blanks between the words, and grasp the meaning concealed in a “language shrouded in silence,” as he puts it.13 By observing Wiesel's dreams and dialogues, we catch a glimpse into the author's inner landscape, his deep memory and private revelations that have been mainly hidden from the reader. It is through these modes of expression that the ghosts within him manifest themselves.

The dreams are complex and encompass many different levels of meaning. Presented in both volumes of the memoirs as separate passages at the beginning of various chapters, they do not follow any particular order, and are not generally integrated into the text itself. While each dream is rich in implications, I will focus on a selected few that contain certain motifs related to Wiesel's works. For example, a dominant theme is the presence/absence of the father, the separation from the father who is both inside of him and inaccessible. Linked to this are themes of speech and silence. Figures from his childhood, family members, and especially his grandfather flow in and out of the dreams.

As for the dialogues, the first set of three appeared in the collection One Generation After in 1970, and they continue to be published to this day, mainly in French editions of the essays. Several dialogues translated from the French appear in From the Kingdom of Memory: Reminiscences. A Jew Today also contains a section called “Dialogues.” Others are included in his memoirs. The intention of the dialogues is “to convey the essential…between individuals separated by death—or life.”14

Composed of fragments of conversations in the form of brief questions and answers in an extremely condensed literary form, some dialogues contain titles. For example, there are dialogues between a father and his son, a mother and her daughter, a man and his little sister. Several dialogues convey emotional exchanges involving a child: a child and his mother, a child and his grandfather, a child and his grandmother, a child and a stranger. Others are reflections on deeply felt issues such as separation, death, language, old age, surviving life in the camps, the role of the oppressors. At times, when the scraps of speech are anonymous, it is not always clear who is talking, and the reader must listen carefully to what Wiesel calls “echoes that reach us from far away.”15 These words surge from the depths of Wiesel's being, bringing to the surface unanswered questions that have haunted the author for years.

Let us begin with the dreams. The dreams about his father initiate the first volume of the memoirs, All Rivers Run to the Sea and conclude the second, And the Sea Is Never Full. The father and father-figure play a fundamental role in Wiesel's works, beginning with Night, where father and son mutually protect and keep each other alive until the very end in Buchenwald, when the son watches his father slowly succumb to dysentery and to the brutal beatings by the Nazi oppressors. Unable to save his father's life, Eliezer is consumed by guilt for having abandoned his father, and for having survived in his place.16 The son's conflicted feelings underlie many of the dreams present in the memoirs.

The dream that introduces All Rivers Run to the Sea makes it clear that his father will accompany Wiesel on his journey homeward. Unshaven, a frozen expression on his face, his father wears clothing representing the roles that predominate in the psyche of the author: the outer wear keeps changing from the Sabbath suit to the striped rags of the concentration camp. Sad and resigned, the father seems to be conveying a somewhat ominous message or warning. But no sound comes from his moving lips. Wiesel awakens, fearful that “he had come for me.”17 Is this a summons from his father to return to his heritage, to his roots, or is it an invitation to join the dead? Perhaps it is both.18 Following this dream, in the text of the memoir, Wiesel admits that he never really knew his father, the man he loved most in the world. “What was the secret of his inner life? What was he thinking as he stared in silence at some far-off invisible point in space?” Wiesel wonders.19 This image is strikingly similar to Niny's depiction of Wiesel after the war: “He would stare into space or look up to the clouds.”

The failure to connect with his father repeats itself in other dreams. In one dream father and son look at each other, but “our eyes never met”20 (All 17). In another he says that his father regards him “with a distant air, and I never know whether he sees me. Does he speak to me? I do not hear him…. Why does he say nothing? What does he seek to teach me with his silence?” “Don't allow us to be separated again,” he implores his father, who does not answer. “What must I do to make the dead agree at last to speak in my dreams?” he asks in desperation.21

Here the silence that lies at the center of Wiesel's literary universe has a negative connotation; the unuttered words suggest absence, separation, distance, death. Certain dialogues have shared themes with the dreams. In a dialogue called “A Man and Language” the man says: “Everything in me calls for him. But he doesn't answer…. I begin to yell, and yet I say nothing. I shout but no sound is heard.”22 The silent shout recalls the imagery of another Holocaust survivor, Anna Langfus, author of The Whole Land Brimstone (1962), who asserts: “Horror has its own language and the voice of man will always be too weak to express it. Often the cry can only be translated through silence.”23

In the same dialogue, “A Man and Language,” there is the hopeless search for his father's tomb even though he knows there is none. “‘I am still looking for my father's grave, and will never cease to look for it everywhere,’” the man says. He searches for it inside of himself and in other people, for he believes: “‘The dead need graves.’”24 The need for a paternal grave haunts Wiesel in his dreams as well: “I look up at the sky, and there is his grave. When I raise my eyes to heaven, it is his grave I see.”25 This image brings to mind the poem by Paul Celan, “Todesfugue” (Deathfugue, 1944): “we shovel a grave in the air there you won't lie too cramped.”26 We slowly begin to understand the young Wiesel's posture as he stares into space and gazes upward to the sky.

Holocaust imagery resonates in dreams that turn into nightmares. One dream stands out: first, because it is the only one dated—July 10,1991; second, because Wiesel's mother makes a rare appearance; and third, because it has an unexpectedly hopeful ending. It starts with his mother beckoning him to follow her. His father and his whole family then appear before him, “everyone from before and from now” standing at a river that suddenly begins to flood. Wiesel is not afraid until he sees his father wade into the “murky blood-colored water,” what he calls “rivers of blood,” a frightening and powerful image clearly evoking the death camps. When his father stays beneath the water, the son shouts for help, but everyone is gone. He panics and starts screaming. Alone, his screams unheard, terrified of the water, Wiesel is propelled by a force higher than himself. Even though he cannot swim, he plunges into water that reaches his shoulders to search for his father. Miraculously he finds him, and brings him back onto the grass. His father is alive, as is his mother.27 Surely this is a wish fulfillment, expressing the desire to rescue his parents during the Holocaust. Through the dream he is able to bring them back to life.

In another dream the father is behind the son, as they walk through an empty house. They find themselves in a room containing three doors with shattered panes. Could this suggest the three members of his immediate family who were killed in the camps? The snow outside has reddish flakes that suddenly infiltrate the space. They alight upon the walls and are no longer snowflakes but fire that is burning up the room. “Save me, save me!” the son screams. He attempts to wake up but cannot. He says he keeps on struggling but does not know against whom: “Against my father or against myself?”28

In both dreams we hear a scream; in the first dream, the son screams to save his father, in the second, to save himself. Why is he struggling? Is it because he says “Save me” and not “Save us”? The answer may come from a poignant moment described in And the Sea Is Never Full. Right before he is about to deliver his Nobel speech, Wiesel sees his father on the last day of his life. He hears his father calling for him. “His cries tore me apart; they tear me apart still. In spite of the danger I should have gone to him, run to him. I should have said to him: I'm here, Father. Your son will never leave you…. But we were forbidden to speak. I would have been beaten, beaten to death. I would have been killed. I was afraid then. And I am afraid now.”29

While Wiesel tells us he cries out in his sleep when he dreams about his mother and little sister, Tsipouka, he seldom reveals these dreams. He notes that his surviving older sister Hilda walked with them a few steps more than he did in the camp but does not dare speak to her about it.30 He also did not have the courage to speak to his other surviving sister, Bea, when she was alive, about her camp experiences and especially about those final moments with his mother and Tsipouka.31 “I curse the reticence that renders me mute…. Am I afraid of bursting into tears?” he asks.32

An extremely moving dialogue titled “A Child and His Mother” grants us insight into the last time the child sees his mother. “Don't get separated, don't get separated, my mother kept saying, before our separation.”33 This advice, uttered in a dream, is echoed in the dialogue. On the train his mother warns the family not to get separated: “We must stay together no matter what,…If we are separated, we shall meet again after the war. At home. Your last words.”34

But the separation comes abruptly as they leave the train. The child experiences an uprooting, “a sense of loss, of abandonment.” He keeps repeating to his mother: “I saw you in the crowd,” “I only saw your back, I saw you only from the back.” He reproaches her for not turning around to see him: “Why didn't you try? Tell me! Why didn't you try to look back at me? I wanted so much to see you, to see you one last time.” “We were being pushed,” his mother replies “Slowly, relentlessly, the tide was carrying us forward.” “I know, I know,” the son responds. “But still. I lack that image: you seeking me, you looking at me.”35

The pose of a woman looking back recalls a recurring figure in Wiesel's texts, that of Lot's wife, and her backward glance at Sodom, transfixing the town forever in her memory. Wiesel believes that Lot's wife was “more human than her husband” in her need to carry with her the image of the town.36 “And Lot's apprehensive wife, she was right to want to look back and not be afraid to carry the burning of doomed hope,” he states in “A Plea for the Dead” in Legends of Our Time.37 The mother in Wiesel's dialogue is clearly unlike Lot's wife; she does not turn around. Rather it is the child who has painfully engraved on his memory the lasting image of his mother: “I see you walking hand in hand with my little sister. I see you both and there is a knot in my throat and it gets tighter and tighter. I ache. I ache and I don't know how to keep myself from howling. I ache and I don't know what to say, what to do.”38 The suffering conveyed here is unbearable and leaves us breathless, mute. The anguish lies beyond language. Wiesel has declared: “We all knew that we could never say what had to be said, that we could never express in words—coherent, intelligible words—our experience of madness on an absolute scale…. All words seemed inadequate, worn, foolish, lifeless, whereas I wanted them to sear.”39 In the dialogue “The Child and His Mother,” he finds words that sear and scorch, penetrating to the very core of our being. After reading a passage like this we can never be the same again.

If Wiesel carries his mother, Sara, and his little sister deep within his emotional memory, it is Sara's father, Dovid or Dodye Feig, an ardent Hasid, who is fundamental to his spiritual formation.40 A source of joy, strength, and inspiration to the boy, Dodye Feig transmitted to his grandson hasidic tales, parables, and songs. “It is to him I owe everything I have written on Hasidic literature,” Wiesel discloses in his memoir. He also tells us: “He was a marvelous singer, with a warm melodious voice that could conjure worlds near and far.” In effect, the grandfather manifests himself in dreams and dialogues often associated with singing and Shabbat. Sitting next to him or behind him in the synagogue, Wiesel felt “purified, uplifted, secure.”41 These qualities characterize what his grandfather's singing represents for the author. Above all, singing signifies happiness and serenity, a celebration of life. Just as there is a tension between the imperative to speak and the need to be silent in Wiesel ‘s literary universe, so too the act of singing and the inability to sing depict a profound death-life struggle within the writer.

In the dialogue “A Child and His Grandfather” the grandfather reminds the child that long ago he taught him fervor, passion, and song. He orders him to sing. “I cannot, the boy answers. Like you I am dead…. My place is with you…. They have murdered the child that I was and you want me to sing?” The grandfather rejects his grandson's pull toward the grave, and pushes him away: “I want you to live,” he exclaims.42

The roles are reversed in another dialogue. The grandson begs the grandfather to sing. “I cannot,” the grandfather explains. “I am dead, my little one. The dead no longer sing.” “May I then sing for the dead?” the boy asks.43 We see an important transformation here: the grandson who previously was unable to utter a sound now wants to give voice to the dead.

In a dialogue in the French collection of essays, Silences et mémoire d'hommes (Silences and memory of men), the grandson confesses to his grandfather: “‘A song without you is a mute song.’” Unhappy, fearful, lost without his grandfather's existence, he wants to join the dead. Twice his grandfather tells him to stay where he is for his own good and warns him not to let his imagination carry him away by accompanying his grandfather to an unknown realm. But the boy insists, “‘I have so many things to tell you and so many things about you I would like to know. What was your last voyage like? Who was with you in the cattle car? What did you do as the train rolled through the nocturnal Polish landscape? Did you know what the future held in store for you? Did you pray?’” “‘Perhaps you sang. Teach me this song. I want to hear it, I want to learn it!’” Finally, the grandfather agrees to sing but asks: “‘Can you listen to me from afar?…Can you listen without trying to see me?’” “‘I am listening to you. I always listened to you,’” the grandson replies.44 We know he is still listening. Dodye Feig's memory and nurturing presence will be sustained not through accounts of dark times but through the majesty of song.

To conclude, let us recall the dream where Wiesel looks up to the sky and sees his father's grave. He laments their separation but seeks to transcend it: “From now on we will be together only in our dreams. I often close my eyes just to see you,” he says.45 Dreams and dialogues then serve as a meeting place for the dead and the living. They enable the author to remember the dead who are inside of him, to infuse them with life, to communicate with those who have disappeared, to articulate their silence and their voices. They are an expression of Wiesel's intensely personal and intimate memories.

And yet, the most uplifting dreams of all are his waking, conscious dreams, dreams that are hopes for a world without hatred, racism, and antisemitism, a world where the humanity of man triumphs.46 These are the dreams transformed into acts of caring and concern, of moral courage and fighting for social justice. The dreams of Elie Wiesel have surely illuminated the lives of so many of us, including my own.
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THE TRAUMA OF HISTORY IN

THE GATES OF THE FOREST

VICTORIA AARONS

Names…still hovering, like memories…and they will return to haunt their dreams.

—The Gates of the Forest

IN THE OPENING SCENE of Elie Wiesel's stunning novel The Gates of the Forest, a boy, in hiding from the Nazis, fortuitously meets another Jew, “like himself, fleeing from fate,” seeking refuge in the forests of Transylvania.1 Left in the sanctuary of the forest by his father, the seventeen-year-old Gregor finds himself sequestered in a profound isolation, all the more searing because of the sure knowledge that his family has perished. Terribly alone, hunted by the Hungarian police, who, with attack dogs, seek his precarious refuge in one of the many caves in the forest, Gregor finds himself living “outside time,” isolated not only from the compassionate embrace of others, but from the benevolent intercession of a world beyond him.2 Cloistered in the cave, Gregor is conditionally safe, but the interior of the cave also functions metaphorically as a temporary, projected defense of his traumatized subjectivity. In his isolated, contained location, hidden precariously from those who hunt him, Gregor is both a victim of history and “bypassed by history,” unnoticed by the world beyond the ravages of Nazi terror and destruction, a devastation unleashed within the ruins of Europe and within the geopolitical instability that motivates war and its depredations.3

For Gregor, the forest exists as a remote space out of time and place, a terrain both familiar and unfamiliar, a topography of tangled memory and sharpened sensation. In the midst of the horrors of war, the forest emerges as a place “outside time,” a landscape inhabited not by man but by nature, by the sonorous sensations of secrets contained in its foliage, an “eloquent silence,” a “confined existence,” in which Gregor feels sequestered, provisionally secure, temporarily “out of reach of the laws and butchery of men.”4 At the same time, however, the forest lies on the edge of the town and thus close to human barbarity—the clouds overhead “grew thicker and thicker, and when the sun came through in the morning, it was surrounded by a violent red halo, as if it were emerging from a bath of blood”—reminding us that what seems hidden can easily become exposed, what is latent can become conscious.5 Remembering his father's parting words, “under no circumstances open your mouth or otherwise betray your whereabouts,” Gregor participates in a silence so grave that it defines the shape of trauma, “heavy, weighed down” by fear and by time's stunted passage.6

The Gates of the Forest brings into sharp focus one of the central questions of Wiesel's searing Holocaust narratives: what does it mean to survive the pathology of history? In raising this question, Wiesel demonstrates the lamentable but inevitable inadequacy of language to represent trauma, “so heavy with horror, experienced or anticipated, that words could really not contain it.”7 At the same time, however, he insists upon the perseverance of the individual and collective voice that can transform traumatic memory into narratives that bear witness to extreme suffering. While Wiesel has at times suggested that there are no words that can give voice to the atrocities experienced by the victims of the Holocaust, bearing witness remains the central moral imperative that emerges in all of his Holocaust writing. In “Why I Write: Making No Become Yes,” Wiesel acknowledges that language is insufficient in the face of the atrocities, that words can never hope to transmit the experience of the Holocaust. Silence, then, would seem to be the only honest response to that unreachable place that exists somewhere beyond words. But Wiesel also argues that “not to transmit an experience is to betray it.”8 Silence, finally, is not an option, because silence abstains from moral judgment. To keep such stories alive through their telling is to keep alive the possibility of the unspeakable, as a warning against historical amnesia. Thus Wiesel's narratives bear witness, not only to atrocity, but also to the pathologies, individual and social, that foster and execute them. In describing stories of deep trauma, Cathy Caruth suggests, in Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, that such narratives reveal “a kind of double-telling…the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its survival.”9 It is through such “double-telling,” or double-voicing, that survival, for Wiesel, becomes both an indictment of history and a living testimony to its horrors.

Thus the pursuit of Gregor, and his forced isolation that results from such relentless persecution, represents metonymically the ongoing single-mindedness of antisemitism throughout history, culminating in the Holocaust. Gregor, who has all his life been a target of such persecution, recalls a persistent scene from his youth, his experience as an eight-year-old child walking to school and encountering a pack of antisemitic, brutish youths lying in wait for the defenseless Jewish boy. In recalling their chronic, reiterative attacks, Gregor comes to realize that “without this game there would be no organized life…every generation gave birth to a Gang, and every Gang knew how to stalk its prey.”10 Later Gregor will recognize in the Hungarian police who pursue him in the forest, as if one lone Jewish boy could be the source of such abomination and opportunistic loathing, an older version of these young, “notorious Jew-baiters.”11 And later still, the guards in the concentration camps will show themselves to be the more experienced, even more pathologically reprehensible versions of the same, containing in them the familiar shape of antisemitic cruelty. The history of antisemitism is thus presented as a longstanding historical “game” of predator and prey, a continuation of the self-justifying pathology of scapegoating.

The historical aloneness that forms the necessary requirement of scapegoating, the compromising of the social norms of trust, civility, and decency that sever Gregor in The Gates of the Forest from time and place, emerges as a consequence of war, in which even the natural word is complicit in the erosion of familiar landmarks and stable moorings, the sun itself, “a stranger to the earth.”12 Wiesel emphasizes the deformation of the social world by distorting the natural world as well, a commonplace in Holocaust literature, personified in The Gates of the Forest by descriptions that turn the natural world into an unnatural landscape corrupted by a malevolence so deep that “the clouds refused to leave the patch of sky above the houses huddled together in the town below…not clouds…but Jews driven from their homes and transformed into clouds.”13 The natural landscape is forever altered, transformed in heinous ways by violence, suggesting that there is nothing beyond the reach of the hatred that drives Nazi antisemitism, the clouds in the sky ever “thicker…a transport of Jews coming back from far away to light the fires in their homes.”14 Even nature, in seeming revolt, colludes in the erosion of time, where, as Gregor fears, the sun “no longer marks the passage of time.”15 And Gregor, dislocated, is a stranger to himself, seeking in the cave, as if for company, his own shadow, “but could not distinguish it.”16 In The Gates of the Forest, Gregor, like the Jews of the small town of Sighet in Wiesel's memoir “The Last Return,” who were “driven not only out of the town but out of time as well,” finds himself denied time's mitigating rhythms.17 He has been forced beyond the reach of the sequential chronology of past, present, and future, of time unfolding into the cadences of ordinary life. Instead, time, for Gregor, has halted, has reduced itself only to this: a pinpoint of despair within the canopy of the forest.

For Wiesel, the utter displacement wrought by the enormity of the events of the Holocaust results in a corrupted impenetrability of the linearity of time. As Gregor so ominously reveals, “The past became present, everything became confused with everything else: beings lost their identity, objects their proper weight.”18 Here the past does not become the present, but rather “becomes present,” is evoked and reanimated through the language of trauma. Time can only occupy, like an unbidden guest, the space and immediacy of the moment. In the psychic landscape of the ruins of the Holocaust, history becomes the antagonist. The future, as Wiesel cautions in The Gates of the Forest, is forever “mortgaged” to the past.19 Thus for the survivor, “every moment is two moments,” to borrow a phrase from the poet-novelist Anne Michaels's Holocaust novel, Fugitive Pieces.20 Every moment, that is, contains within it irrevocable loss. This trope of time arrested, of time circling back on itself, of a future mortgaged to the past, characterizes many Holocaust narratives. And for Wiesel, time is the metonymic container for what can never be contained. The filaments of traumatic memory overrun the cognitively organizing calibrations of ordinary time. In summoning the sharp edges of memory reawakened, those “scraps of time,” as the Holocaust writer Ida Fink so painfully describes them, Wiesel invokes a kind of memory undiminished by time.21 For every victim, every survivor embodies another victim in this simultaneous lapsing and elongation of time. In every story there is another story, an ongoing narrative propelled by the impossibility of silence. And so Gregor's experience becomes a metonymic representation of the suffering of all Jews. Individual trauma, in the literature of the Holocaust, is a part of the larger trauma of the specific history of the Jews, the collective experience of trauma and the defining weight of Jewish identity. The continuing threat of the Holocaust holds Gregor in a particular moment in time and exposes his absolute certainty of the inevitability of, if not his own death, then the death of countless others.

Thus, The Gates of the Forest, through the experience of one boy, opens up the historical dimensions of Holocaust trauma and, through its individual expression, makes all the more palpable the extent of such suffering. Gregor's enclosure in silence, as if he alone bears the weight of his history, is both isolating and incendiary, an expression of his utter solitude and, paradoxically, the visualized instant of his exposure. The silence of the forest is active, as Nadine Fresco suggests in her discussion of the ways in which the memories of survivors are, like ghosts, wordlessly transmitted, “litanies of silence, which outline an invisible object enclosed in an impossible evocation.”22 It is through silence, “the perfect setting for the last scene of the last act,” as Wiesel suggests in his memoir “The Last Return,” that the stage is set for the metonymic extension of individual trauma.23 For the silence that encloses Gregor in the opening of The Gates of the Forest is a necessary requirement for memory's insistent survival. It is in the silence that Gregor gives himself over to memory, to the voices of those who have departed. So, too, here the silence heralds the arrival of the stranger, who assures Gregor, “I understand your silence.”24 Such silence introduces Wiesel's midrashic impulses, in which the insistence on storytelling becomes a response to an absence, a gap or rupture that would otherwise threaten the transmission of memory. “Learn to listen,” Wiesel's young protagonist Gregor will be advised in The Gates of the Forest: “listening gives you a key.”25 Indeed, for Wiesel, words have “the power…to dispel darkness.”26

For Wiesel, storytelling is inseparable from bearing witness, fulfilling an obligation to give voice, not only to the survivor, but to the dead, reflected in Gregor's fear that the victim's “story will die with us.”27 It is thus through prosopopoeia, the evocation of the voices of the dead, that Wiesel creates a language to express the otherwise inexpressible. As Susan Gubar suggests, prosopopoeia offers “a language for the staggering horror” of the Holocaust.28 By conjuring up and thus impersonating an absent speaker, this trope, as Gubar remarks, “allows the authors who manipulate it to summon the posthumous voice, to conceive of subjectivity enduring beyond the concentration camp, and thereby to suggest that the anguish of the Shoah does not, and will not, dissipate.”29 Unarguably, Wiesel has spent his life summoning forth the voices of the dead, the individual and collective expression of suffering and endurance, of defeat and redemption. Through his Holocaust narratives, Wiesel has defied the silence that might have otherwise elided memory. And while Wiesel has cautioned that “no one may speak for the dead,” in reanimating their voices, their “presence,” as Wiesel insists on the occasion of his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, we “keep memory alive…to fight those who would forget. Because if we forget, we are guilty, we are accomplices…. And that is why I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation…. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.”30 Thus Wiesel affirms the moral necessity of bearing witness to the suffering of the six million.

In The Gates of the Forest, Gregor, seemingly the last survivor of the ghetto, a town now “crowded with ghosts…names without bodies…nowhere Jews,” is interrupted from his deafening silence by the voiced presence of a stranger, a man “taller than Gregor and slightly stooped, as if he were carrying a weight upon his shoulders or trying not to touch the clouds.”31 Gregor, all but eclipsed by conditions that would forever silence him, the Nazi edict to rid the world “of the Jewish poison, of the Jewish plague, of the Jewish vermin…as if you could eliminate hatred by eliminating the object of hatred,” is rescued from certain death by one who will assume his identity and die in his place.32 The stranger, a figure here of the unexpected herald, approaches Gregor, hidden in the cave that is his receptacle of mourning, and becomes the object of Gregor's fear and deliverance. Such a messenger—at times a divine herald, at times a harbinger of fate, at times the voice of an angel—plays a familiar role in Wiesel's Holocaust narratives. At once a figure who portends misfortune and who, through his words, hopes to change the shape of history, he is both zaddik and teacher. He is also often clothed in the guise of a madman, one whose stories, like those of Moishe the Beadle in Wiesel's memoir Night, carry the weight of reality and whose words appear as offerings, as omens, and as portents of disaster. Such figures as Moishe the Beadle are taken for madmen by those who “not only refused to believe his tales, they refused to listen.”33 And always for Wiesel, the consequences of turning one's back on stories are catastrophic, because stories are the collective expression of identity, of memory, and, ultimately, of survival.

In The Gates of the Forest, the stranger approaches Gregor's hiding place on sure footing, inexplicably aware of the boy's secreted location, having tracked him not in stealth, but cryptically so in an act of understanding and consanguinity. The stranger is a Jew who initially withholds his name, but one who will become Gregor's enigmatic guide and savior. “What is a madman?” Wiesel writes, but “someone who has lost his name.”34 The stranger, whose own “name…went away one day, without reason,” will also become, in a transformative and, for Gregor, lifesaving exchange of identities, the hidden boy's improbable double.35 In securing this transfer of identities, Gregor gives the stranger his Hebrew name, Gavriel, “Man of God.”36 Gregor bequeaths to his unforeseen companion and guide his own discarded name, insisting, “I don't need my name any more. I'm giving it to you; it's yours. Take it, Gavriel.”37 And Gavriel will replace Gregor in death as he has metaphorically in life, leaving Gregor safely hidden in the cave as Gavriel, facing the advancing soldiers armed with guns and attack dogs, goes laughing to his own death. The stranger, in being renamed Gavriel, is reinvented as a figure of Jewish heroism and thus as an example of existential defiance. For, as he tells Gregor, “To weep is to play their game. I won't.”38 Refusing any longer to be the hunted in a brutal game of predator and prey, Gavriel will purposefully materialize from the cave and thus meet death on his own terms, erupting, “in the face of the soldiers and the stupefied dogs…into overwhelming laughter.”39 Like the figure of Pinhas, in Wiesel's “Yom Kippur: the Day without Forgiveness,” who, previously, before the war, was “the director of a rabbinical school somewhere in Galicia,” but now is forced to dig graves in Auschwitz, Gavriel will go to his death laughing, as Pinhas does, as an accusation against God's indifference, but also in defiance of the calculated barbarity of men.40 In Wiesel's writing, such figures appear in the guise of messengers, teachers, zaddikim. As Wiesel suggests in his autobiographical account, “Testament of a Jew from Saragossa,” “each man possesses, at least once in his life, the absolute power of the Tzadik, the irrevocable privilege of the just to restore equilibrium, to repair the fault, to act upon the absent.”41 For Wiesel, the zaddik is the wanderer, the unlikely possessor of truth—though not his alone to possess—one who will bear witness to the suffering of others.

At the beginning of The Gates of the Forest, Wiesel has Gregor, by mysterious design, encounter a man who saves him and becomes his double, his “shadow.”42 The novel's cryptically encoded opening line sets the stage for the merging of identities between Gregor and the nameless stranger, a chiastic exchange initiated by the opening line's ambiguous pronoun reference: “He had no name, so he gave him his own.”43 The pronoun referent in this opening line is interchangeable, suggesting in the absence of specificity the loss of identity that is a consequence of the madness in which Gregor and his companion find themselves ensnared. The confusion of subject and object, agent and recipient, patron and beneficiary, sets the stage for the novel's mythic strategies in its unfolding of narrative events. The opening of the novel suggests a myth of origin in the shadowy figure of the stranger and the ritual of naming. The indistinctness and uncertainty cast an obscurity about person and place that evokes timelessness and nuance, a necessary theatrical scrim separating Gregor and his companion from the unbearable realities of time and place—soldiers with guns, predatory dogs, a town ridding itself of Jews.44 In the opening of The Gates of the Forest, Wiesel decouples historical conditions from real time and place by the imaginary manipulation of setting and character. In this way, the invention of fundamental, life-altering fantasies keeps away, at least temporarily, the trauma of the mortal threats of pathological social change. Such narrative frames keep terror at bay by placing and inflecting events in a landscape of motivated unreality.

And so, as foreshadowed by the novel's cryptically ambiguous opening line, the one hunted Jew will become nominally indistinguishable from the other. In setting up this ambiguity, Wiesel suggests that the traumatic events for each man are sublimated in the other. As each takes on the suffering of the other, each performs the psychic act of assuming the other's trauma. Gregor's interconnectedness with the stranger, who will mnemonically assume his name, “as a loan, as a gift,” that is, as both offering and blessing, bears witness to Gregor's own suffering.45 He transforms the other man's trauma into his own, unmediated by the separation of identities enforced by the individuality of names. Gregor, meeting the stranger in the forest, recognizes in him the shadows of “a thousand names…a thousand voices.”46 If Gregor is a metonymic extension of the hunted Jew, then together Gregor and Gavriel come to represent the fate of the Jews: those who fortuitously survive, others ruthlessly murdered.

The logic of names, the cultural markers of suddenly and catastrophically unviable Jewish identities, must be violated in order to keep some Jews alive. It is through this recognition of the liability of a name that Wiesel, in The Gates of the Forest, begins to articulate the depth of the collective trauma of European Jewry. Here, the conditions are established for the kind of doubling of personae that will govern the unfolding of the novel. Through such merging of voices and identities and through the deployment of fragments of narrative and the layering of stories—mythic, imagined, and real— Wiesel gives voice to the trauma of the Holocaust. This is a history larger than any one individual. In Gavriel, Gregor sees the condition of all Jews; looking at Gavriel, “Gregor would never have believed that a human face could show so much suffering: Gavriel had no more face.”47 He does not because his face no longer belongs to him alone. It has been subsumed in the collective suffering of others. Throughout the novel, Wiesel links Gregor's destiny to that of European Jewry. The young Jew's desolation, hiding in the forests, surviving his father's death and witnessing the death of Gavriel, the humiliation and suffering he is forced to endure, and the subsequent pain and loss that carry him to the novel's close are not only symbolic representations of the Holocaust. Gregor, as one of many Jews persecuted and hunted by the Nazis, does not, Wiesel makes clear, suffer alone. But at the same time, Wiesel's narrative strategy shows the reader both perspectives simultaneously—the collective suffering of the Jews and the individual trauma of Gregor and Gavriel. Instead of subordinating the felt trauma of the individual to the larger questions of history, Wiesel focuses on individual suffering as an opening into history, an opportunity for deep, cautionary remembrance in the real time of terror.

Wiesel thus creates the figure of the stranger to introduce the kind of brutal psychic reorganization imposed upon the victims of the Holocaust. In the face of extreme psychic distress, Gregor, overwhelmed by the loss of the ego's mediating capacity, dissociates himself from his past, from the person he once was. Gregor simply cannot be that person because, finally, he isn't that person any longer. The brutality of antisemitism has made it no longer possible to be who he was. And thus his name, the embodiment of the boundaries of personhood, individuality, and autonomy, takes on a life of its own, a life separate from its possessor, as if he could step out of his fate as easily as from his name. As the stranger tells Gregor, “a name has a fate of its own, independent of the life and fate of its bearer.”48 No longer held captive by his name, he can temporarily flee himself and defy his persecutors. Yet such dissociation suggests its impossibility, “justice giving birth to its own defeat.”49 The kind of psychic disorientation suggested by the split self—a man divorced from his name—creates the conditions for the transference that will take place between Gregor and Gavriel, the projected other, his necessary double. Although initially wary of the interloper who trespasses upon his hidden refuge, Gregor quickly recognizes something of himself in the other: “A Jew! A Jew like himself, fleeing from fate, in search of underground shelter,” a Jew, speaking Yiddish, who, as Gregor puts it, “refused to disguise himself as a cloud,” who refuses, that is, to die until he can make meaning of his impending death through his self-sacrifice for the young Gregor.50

Heartened by the advent of such proximate and heroic consanguinity, Gregor will give the stranger his name, not his assumed name, which he has donned so as not to identify himself as a Jew, but his real name, Gavriel, a Jewish name, the name of an angel, “man of God,” an “odd name,” as the stranger warns, because “it teaches us that what we call angels are only men. There are no real angels. And men? Oh, there are men, all right, unfortunately for the angels and for us. And what is worse is that they are real.”51 Indeed, both Gregor and his newfound companion share the fantasy of a renaming that would protect them from the evils of men. As Gregor immediately recognizes: “Your name left you and mine has gone into hiding, like myself. On that score we're even, you and I.”52 In giving the stranger his Jewish name, Gregor reveals his desire to be other than he is and to be protected from the real threats from which, save for chance and possibly ingenuity, there is really no protection. And Gavriel is a willing consort to Gregor's projection. From the start, the stranger, now renamed Gavriel, the angel, is shrouded in ambiguity; he is a Jew who can enter the town unharmed, a shadow mistaken by the townspeople “for a ghost, a Jewish ghost,” a projection of Gregor's desire to escape and to return to his previous life, to a past where Jews are not literally hunted.53

The novel's purposefully indistinct language and remote setting create a speciously unreal, imaginary, mythical world in which events and characters are disguised in an ambiguous timelessness, a suspension of reality, a place of disguise, shaded by fable, a make-believe world of enchanted encounters—a boy in the forest, a meeting with an angel, the lulling voice of the imaginary. The fantastical, legendary nature of the prose and the unsettlingly lyrical language in the opening pages of the novel clash with the reality of Gregor and Gavriel's situation, creating an anxious tension, a disjunction between the language of fantasy and the pathology of antisemitism, which, as Wiesel puts it, has its roots in ancient history, perpetuated “for centuries, so that it was more than habit: it had become a tradition, a law.”54 But soon enough, all too soon, the novel turns its myths and lyricism into actualities of time and place. The hidden mysteries of the forest are no longer a sanctuary but the place of uncovering and death. The impossible becomes all too real. The novel's aspects of fantasy are thus positioned against the real-time obliteration of European Jewry. Wiesel locates the forest in the immediacy of reality. As the events of the novel spin out of control, the reader becomes a spectator in a harrowing way, watching conditions unfold as if in slow motion, interrupted only by Gavriel's stories, as if memory and legend could save them. And thus The Gates of the Forest turns into a story so intolerable, so excruciating, as to become, in rapid descent, the real stuff of horror and trauma. And here, one boy's uncertain struggle to survive systematized, bureaucratized destruction, in full view of the silence of a world that fails in its mediating moral responsibility, becomes a marker of all Gregor's—and Wiesel's—dead, those victims of the Holocaust whose memory neither Wiesel nor his protagonist will betray.

Thus Gregor must participate in a ritualized exchange of names and identities with the stranger, who appears unbidden but not unwelcome, summoned by the unconscious desire to deny the reality of human evil and by an acutely phobic dissociation born of trauma. Gregor is, from the start, like the stranger Gavriel, a Jew severed from his own name, split from the self he imagined himself to be. Gavriel, appearing as a phantom at the opening of the cave in which Gregor is hiding, only hours before his impending capture by the police, represents Gregor's attempts at defense, a layering of hiding within the social logic of the proper name. In Gregor's eager recognition and identification of Gavriel—“as if he had heard this voice before…in another life”—we see the ego's active struggle to protect against danger, a defense that operates unconsciously, an anxiously figured and necessary distortion of reality.55 For Wiesel, individual trauma, identity, and moral personhood are embedded in the all-encompassing trauma of the Holocaust. Consequently, there emerges, in the construction of the double, the implied metonymic relation between the individual and history that is central to Wiesel's Holocaust narratives. Individual trauma forms part of the larger trauma of history, as the specific history of the Jews becomes for Wiesel the collective experience of trauma and, reciprocally, trauma the defining condition of the history of the Jews.

Wiesel's narrative strategy of the double in The Gates of the Forest reflects the contrived double-consciousness that contains the pathology of a history of antisemitism. Wiesel returns to this conceit throughout his oeuvre. For example, in the literary memoir “An Old Acquaintance,” the staging of the double, as in The Gates of the Forest, is central to the dramatic reenactment that will release the narrative's traumatic recreation of memory. “An Old Acquaintance” begins with the deceptive ordinariness of a man, the narrator, riding a bus in Tel Aviv sometime after the end of the war. The bus, however, quickly will become, like the stage upon which Gregor awaits the stranger, Gavriel, in The Gates of the Forest, the theater in which the trauma is played out. So too, like the performative setting in The Gates of the Forest, the conditions that drive the unfolding of “An Old Acquaintance” are contained within the frame of the bus. For this is a bus taken out of narrative time, where all spatial relations give way to a scene from the past, the site of origination of the overwhelming events that are revisited upon the narrator, events that the narrator uncontrollably revisits upon himself in his unconscious and repressed fear of them. Riding on the bus, the narrator, watching another passenger, is transported to another place and time, on a different kind of transport, in which “time changes pace, country. The present is in the grip of all the years black and buried.”56 For the nondescript, oblivious passenger on the bus, the target of the narrator's obsession, will become, in a disturbingly ambiguous moment of recognition, the barracks-chief from Auschwitz, where the narrator was confined. As the stifling claustrophobia of the scene focuses in on the two men alone, we are taken inside the unraveling of the narrator's psyche in which is enacted an imagined dialogue that takes place in the mind of the narrator. For the barracks-chief, accused by the narrator of crimes of complicity and cowardice, may no longer exist outside of the narrator's ruptured consciousness. In this way, the man on the bus becomes the narrator's unwitting double, his antagonist upon whom he projects his worst fears and memories.

The increased internalization of the narrator's fear, which rapidly becomes panic, increases the overpowering sense of oppressiveness, and he begins to merge with his invented other. Just as the narrator at the close of Night, Wiesel's searing account of his experience in Auschwitz, splits himself from his own reflection in the mirror, seeing instead “a corpse…contemplating me,” the narrator in “An Old Acquaintance” sees himself in the other man, reconfigured, conjured up anew.57 And, not unlike the uncertainty of the existence of Gavriel in The Gates of the Forest, the ambiguous reality of the man on the bus suggests the confusion of the narrator's own identity. In a transfer of identities, the man on the bus becomes the narrator's resistant double, a projected image of the narrator himself.

Are we meant to believe that there is, indeed, a man on the bus that the narrator recognizes from the camp? Is he the narrator's tormentor, a barracks-chief? Is the man a guilty projection of the narrator's unconscious and irrational fears? The point, finally, for Wiesel, is that it does not matter whether the double—the visualized projection of the victim's fear and dread—is an imagined construction of extreme psychic distress or not. What is important here, rather, is the projective trauma of the psyche split by self-alienation of true victimhood. And while the specifics of the survivors’ individual histories may differ, as may the individual expression of remembered events, such characters carry the Holocaust with them; they cannot view themselves outside of the history brutally forced upon them. In such a projective transfer of identities—the man on the bus, Gregor in the solitary confines of his cave, the narrator of Night standing before his own reflection—the identification with the object of one's fixation exposes a complex web of unconscious motives that emerge as the symptoms of the fractured identity of the victims of antisemitism. In this way, then, as Cathy Caruth has argued, victims of the Holocaust “carry an impossible history within them, or they become themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess,” a double-consciousness that is an instinctive, self-protective response to the split fabric of their lives.58

I would suggest that the projected sense of the double at the close of Night is, in many ways, a more rudimentary invention than the exchange of identities between Gregor and Gavriel in The Gates of the Forest. Indeed, at the close of Night, the narrator, fractured and tormented by guilt and irreparably altered by circumstances beyond his control, will confront himself in the mirror. The man he sees in the mirror's reflection is no longer the person he once believed himself to be. Instead “from the depths of the mirror,” the narrator sees a corpse, in a self-reflective moment, “contemplating me.”59 Here the mirror functions as both reflection and shield, since it separates the survivor from the corpse he fears himself to be. As such, the divided consciousness creates a kind of double vision, a double visage, as “the look in his eyes as he gazed at me has never left me.”60 The referent shift makes of the narrator a spectator, a witness to his own condition. He is his own accomplice, one he will both concede to but also oppose in his will to live. In some ways, then, the performance of the double in Night might be said to be more static, an inert figure contained within the frame of the mirror, less dynamic and byzantine than those figures constructed in both “An Old Acquaintance” and The Gates of the Forest. In Night there is a more rudimentary expression of the dissociation from self. And while “An Old Acquaintance” concludes with the narrator running from his antagonist, “faster and faster,” in fear that he is being followed by his persistent dread, the figure of the double in The Gates of the Forest seems to bring some, if anxious, comfort to the stunned, hunted Jewish boy, Gregor.61 But as Wiesel makes clear, one never survives intact, unbroken, or undivided. At the close of The Gates of the Forest, Gregor will take back his name—“Gavriel's my name. Gregor isn't a Jewish name”—suggesting some sort of reconciliation, a repositioning in an utterly changed universe.62 Indeed, in stretching the limits of memory, Gregor tries to summon Gavriel's voice and thus “have it trace the boundary between you and me, to confirm the fact that I didn't imagine your past or betray my own.”63

Are we meant to believe that Gregor really sees Gavriel? Or is the stranger a projection of the boy's fear and unconscious will to survive? Gregor, at the novel's close, wonders: “Perhaps Gavriel never did exist. Or I myself either.”64 But early in the novel, when Gregor is rendered almost paralyzed by fear and loss, Gavriel becomes the projection of a desire for relief and for a return to a time before the world shifted so completely. After all, as Gavriel reminds his namesake, “what we call angels are only men.”65 But the found voice of the angel—like that for Abraham, exiled in the wilderness, like the covenant itself—is a projected shield against the debilitating fear of the unknown, or, paradoxically, in Gregor's case, the assured knowledge of a doomed future, a future shared by the six million murdered. In an attempt to quell Gregor's fear and provide him with hope, with, that is, a future, Gavriel vows: “I'll protect you.”66 But such a promise, like the promise made to Abraham, depends upon a suspension of belief and a reinvention of identity. Like Abraham, Gregor must refashion himself in the imagined other, a compromise, perhaps, through an invented amulet—an exquisite sleight of hand—that promises protection as it exposes its own fragility.

In The Gates of the Forest, as elsewhere, Wiesel employs the strategy of the double as a defense against debilitating anxiety. The convergence of self and other is the outward expression of consciousness divided by trauma and an attempt to preserve the fractured stability of identity. Caught in the trauma of his fraught sense of abandonment and grief, Gregor's instinctive response is to defend his vulnerable, barely tolerable condition, the trusted intersubjectivity of the external world having given way to fear, the silence imposed upon the boy a necessary shield against the exposure that would cost him his life. Thus the imagined figure of Gavriel must empathetically experience Gregor's psychological state and therefore become him if he is to be a vehicle of defense. Which character in this fantasy is the impostor? Is it Gavriel, who assumes an identity not his own, or is Gregor the impostor, refashioning himself as the other, his proxy? The true impostor, of course, is one who misrepresents himself, motivated by either exhibitionistic impulses or the desire for anonymity, motivated, that is, in either case, by fear. But here, Gregor, traumatized by what he cannot control, sees in the other that which he finds lacking in himself, a shield—like the covenant—against the hostilities of the outside world. So too, perhaps, God might be seen as a doubled projection of a desire for wholeness and protection, since, as Gavriel warns, “God's final victory…lies in man's inability to reject Him. You think you're cursing Him, but your curse is praise; you think you're fighting Him, but all you do is open yourself to Him; you think you're crying out your hatred and rebellion, but all you're doing is telling Him how much you need His support and forgiveness.”67 The Gates of the Forest, finally, exposes the fragility of the covenant both as a theological mandate and as a bond of social trust. For Wiesel, then, a literature of memory is our only shield against the continuing bankruptcy of the moral world.

This extraordinary novel speaks at once to the impossibility of language to represent trauma at the same time that it insists upon the endurance of individual and collective voices to put history on trial. The loss of identity, the retreat into silence, the erasure of memory, the ambiguity of names, the divided consciousness, and the fractured shards of experience that we find in The Gates of the Forest characterize Wiesel's Holocaust narratives. Here, as elsewhere, Wiesel brings to almost unbearable life the truth of what it means to be a witness to the Holocaust: the paradoxical position of giving voice to an unspeakable event that defies the conventions of ordinary language. In doing so, Wiesel asks the following questions: Where do we fail to meet our obligations to memory? How can we articulate that which is beyond the limiting capacity of words without betraying memory? Ultimately, what emerges in Wiesel's writing is an ethic of storytelling, an obligation to construct narratives of meaning, to “make no become yes.”68 Inasmuch as an ethic is a way of looking at the world, it is inevitably a way of living in the world that one makes, living, that is, among others, both the living and the dead. And so, finally, Wiesel poses for us an ethic of responsible storytelling, but also an ethic of responsible reading, calling upon us to read ethically as we would live and thus to step courageously into the space of memory. Writing for Wiesel, master storyteller, is thus a form of prayer, a prayer for history and for the continuity of memory.
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VICTIMS, EXECUTIONERS, AND THE ETHICS OF POLITICAL VIOLENCE

A LEVINASIAN READING OF DAWN

JONATHAN DRUKER

I AM STRUCK BY THE coherence of Elie Wiesel's life and work over many decades, by his unwavering conviction that, in all human affairs, questions are more valuable to us than answers, especially in the matter of ethics. In the following pages, I will discuss Wiesel's first novel, Dawn, initially published in 1960 in France, which is about the ethical uncertainty entailed in any attempt to achieve political aims through terrorist violence, a theme that is as relevant today as it was over fifty years ago.1 I wish to show how Dawn uses a variety of literary techniques and imaginative devices to encounter the complex entwinement of ethics and politics. Furthermore, I will suggest that the novel explores ethical questions with imagery and ideas that often resemble those used by the French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas. If the Levinasian “face of the Other” offers a powerful key for reading Dawn, the novel also offers a means of illustrating what Levinasian ethics really mean. That is to say, the novel and Levinas's concept of the “face” shed light on each other. My discussion will also illustrate a broader point: that literature, in both content and style, helps us explore ethical questions in ways not open to traditional philosophical discourse.2

While I have not found other critical analyses that use Levinas's work on ethics to read Wiesel, I think there is some basis for doing so.3 If “memory” is the single term most strongly associated with Wiesel's oeuvre, “ethics” is a close second. Moreover, both authors independently studied the Talmud in Paris with the same master, Shushani.4 And in their talmudic scholarship, both stress, according to Colin Davis, “the inexhaustible richness of the text, the constant invitation to participation that it offers, [and] the respect for the Other that it embodies.”5 Indeed, the two writers’ marked deference to the Other, a shared aspect of their ethics, is what led me to undertake this Levinasian reading.6

In a series of texts written from about 1950 to 1990, Levinas attempted to create a new humanist philosophy, one that challenges the ontological basis of Western thought, that is, the primacy of “Being,” or self-preservation, that extends even to the point of violence against the Other. The impaired ethical relation of the subject to the disempowered Other is central to Levinas's critique of philosophy from Plato to Enlightenment humanism to the Holocaust. Rejecting the West's subject-centered conception of ethics, he posited instead an obligation to the Other that precedes even the subject's own being. For Levinas, this ethical obligation originates in the sight of the Other's face, the most naked, vulnerable part of the body. The face, exposed and threatened, incites us to an act of violence against it, while, at the very same time, signifying the interdiction against murder. It is as though on the face is written “Thou Shalt Not Kill.”7 For Levinas, the paradigmatic ethical moment is the face-to-face encounter in which the subject acknowledges the vulnerability of the Other.

One has to respond to one's right to be, not by referring to some abstract and anonymous law, or judicial entity, but because of one's fear for the other…. In its mortality, the face before me summons me, calls for me, begs for me, as if the invisible death that must be faced by the other…were my business…. The other man's death calls me into question, as if, by my possible future indifference, I had become the accomplice of the death to which the other, who cannot see it, is exposed; and as if, even before vowing myself to him, I had to answer for this death of the other, and to accompany the other in his mortal solitude…. Responsibility for the other, for the naked face of the first individual to come along. A responsibility that goes beyond what I may or may not have committed, as if I were devoted to that man before being devoted to myself.8

The passage above shows how, in Levinasian thought, being is secondary to the ethical relation that arises from the face of the Other. Her mortal vulnerability, the ever-present threat of her suffering or even death, demands that ethics precede ontology, necessitating what Levinas calls “Ethics as First Philosophy.” The command issued by the face, which is at once the weakest and strongest of forces, puts the subject, the I, into question. “The ultimate sense of a ‘Responsibility-for-the-other’ consists in thinking the I in the absolute passivity of the Self—like the very act of substituting oneself for the other, of being his hostage.”9 With this role reversal, with our submission to the face, Levinas wishes to counter the Western subject's proclivity to gaze on the Other in the impersonal fashion with which the masked executioner gazes on his victim. As we shall see, the interdependent roles of executioner and victim, and the contrast between the former's masked face and the latter's naked face, are central to the ethical inquiry undertaken in Dawn.
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Having defined in broad terms what the human face means in Levinas's ethical system, let us turn to Wiesel's novel to see how it offers a literary enactment of this concept. Wiesel considers Dawn to be part of the so-called Night trilogy, which also includes his Auschwitz memoir and his second novel, Le Jour (Day), titled The Accident in English. In the 1987 introduction to this republished trilogy, he notes that all three works, written from 1955 to 1960, are narrated in the first person. “In Night, it is the ‘I’ who speaks; in the other two, it is the ‘I’ who listens and questions.”10 The idea of a narrating I that listens more than it answers suggests the presence of a hidden, disempowered Other whose voice must nonetheless be heard. Perhaps this is why the novel begins with the following auditory observation: “Somewhere a child began to cry” (143).11 Wiesel has said that once this sentence was written, the rest of Dawn fell into place, a remark suggesting that the novel's task is to attend carefully to the Other's suffering.12

Dawn is strongly linked to Night in imagery and style, and the protagonist of the novel resembles but is not the same as the autobiographical protagonist of the Holocaust memoir. “Obviously I did not live this tale,” Wiesel remarked in his 2006 preface to the novel, “but I was implicated in its ethical dilemma from the moment I assumed my character's place” (139–40). The novel genre allows Wiesel to explore roads not taken, to use his character's thoughts and feelings to consider difficult ethical questions without resorting to the certainty expected from the moral treatise. As we shall see, the conventions of fiction also permit him to populate his story with surreal phantoms that hauntingly embody both memory and ethical consciousness.

Dawn tells of a young Holocaust survivor named Elisha who in 1946, or thereabouts, sees the opportunity to give purpose to his empty life. Seduced by a sincere and persuasive recruiter named Gad, Elisha decides to go from Paris to Palestine to fight for the foundation of a Jewish state. Up to that point, he had not been a Zionist; he had not imagined that “messianic hopes” could be fulfilled through worldly politics or through “a cause for which men killed and died” (156). Elisha joins something like the Irgun, an actual faction of the liberation movement that felt it was necessary to resort to violent reprisals and terrorist tactics to drive the British Army out of Palestine. (The more moderate Haganah faction rejected this strategy as counterproductive.) When, in the novel, the British announce their intention to execute a detained Zionist militant, Elisha's leader, known as “the old man,” decides to respond by capturing and executing a British combatant. Elisha is ordered to carry out the execution. As a good soldier he has no intention of failing to do his duty, but the prospect of killing an unarmed man deeply troubles him, especially because, as a Holocaust survivor, he has already seen so much “useless suffering,” an expression I utilize here with specific reference to Levinas's essay by the same name.13

In Dawn, the former Holocaust victim becomes the executioner. This simple plot allows Wiesel to write a taut and suspenseful description of Elisha's all-night vigil, at the end of which he must carry out his terrible duty to the nascent state and then forever suffer the psychological and moral consequences. It is not difficult for Gad the recruiter and his righteous girlfriend Ilana to convince themselves that this violence is necessary to reach the good and just goal of creating a sovereign nation where one of the world's most abused peoples can finally be free and safe from harm. On this point, Ilana states: “our actions, seen in their true and primitive light, have the odor and color of blood. This is war, we say; we must kill…. War has a code, and if you deny this, you deny its whole purpose and hand the enemy victory on a silver platter. That we can't afford. We need victory, victory in war, in order to survive, in order to remain afloat on the surface of time” (194–95). For Gad, the choice to no longer be victims can only mean that, for now, the Jews must become victimizers. “We don't like being the bearers of death; heretofore we've chosen to be victims rather than executioners. The commandment Thou shalt not kill was given from the summit of one of these mountains here in Palestine, and we were the only ones to obey it. But that's all over; we must be like everybody else. Murder will not be our profession but our duty” (162–63).

Elisha seems not to disagree with the sentiment that the commandments must sometimes be violated to advance collective political aims, but he is nonetheless distressed by the role that circumstance has forced on him, especially because he has suffered personally at the hands of SS men who believed that they, too, were engaged in a difficult and bloody job at the behest of a state that would ultimately improve the world. On the occasion of his first terrorist operation, Elisha remarks: “I found myself utterly hateful. Seeing myself with the eyes of the past I imagined that I was in the dark gray uniform of an SS officer” (163). Later, having participated in many group actions that left anonymous enemies dead, he has a troubled conscience. Still, Elisha thinks, it was “easier than killing a hostage” by himself (165). Indeed, the ethical position of the soldier and the executioner are not the same even though both have been called to action by the state.

What is surprising about Dawn is the way that Elisha's predicament occasions a rich reflection on the ethical obligation the subject owes to the Other. As the executioner, Elisha is destined to become one of the most important people his victim will ever know, and vice versa. And yet, a few hours before the act they still have not met. “I did not know the man,” Elisha thinks on the first page of the novel. “To my eyes he had no face” (143). Ultimately, in the last chapter of the book, Elisha arrives at an unforeseen intimacy with his victim, whose face will become unforgettable (206–21). In the literary-ethical discourse of this novel, the sight of the face (or its absence) is crucial, the most important sensations are visual, and the foremost organ is the eye—even more important, I would argue, than the ear that listens to the pleading voice of the Other. Disembodied eyes are associated here with the figure of Death, an idea Elisha had learned from his kabbalist master. Wiesel uses this lore to create surreal images of the faceless or masked executioner that serves as an analogy for the potentially violent gaze of the subject. “I would look into his face,” Elisha muses in anticipation of his task, “and he would look into mine and see that I was all eyes” (165). And a few pages later: “The hangman wears a mask. You can't see anything but his eyes” (170).

Another important visual motif occurs when Elisha gazes through windows that are both transparent and reflective, windows that offer real vistas of Palestine and also interior prospects on the memory and guilty conscience of the protagonist. He sees faces, his own and the faces of the dead, of those close to him and of total strangers (145, 146, 221). Later, his safe-house room overflows with specters of the dead whose lives touched his. Geoffrey Hartman remarks that “Elisha's memory, in the long wait for the dawn when he must execute a British hostage, retraces his journey from victim to terrorist in terms of a dialogue with the dead. The simple plot dissolves into a chorus of phantoms.”14 Indeed, the vigil before the execution is “a night of many faces” (186) that command his attention, including those of his deceased parents and teacher. “I could not insult them indefinitely by turning my back; I must look at them face to face” (196–97). In fact, the phantoms, whose silent stares seem to embody Elisha's ethical uncertainty, are there not to judge his actions, but only to witness his transformation from victim to executioner (200).

Why does it matter to the dead what Elisha does? He concludes that “an act so absolute as that of killing involves not only the killer but, as well, those who have formed him. In murdering a man I was making them murderers” (187). The urgency to create a Jewish state arises from the undeserved deaths of those who loved and were loved by Elisha. Will the violence needed to create that homeland change the meaning of their deaths? Will they become executioners posthumously when they had been innocent victims before? Should not all the faces of the dead that haunt Elisha deter him from adding yet one more? Dawn poses these questions but does not offer easy answers to them.
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Some historical and political background will help us deepen our understanding of Wiesel's use of the executioner-victim binary. In writing his novel he may have been reacting to discussions in France in the late 1950s about the use of brutality and torture by the French Army during Algeria's war for independence.15 Intellectuals such as Jean-Paul Sartre were struck by how quickly France seemed to have forgotten what it was like to be victim of Nazis, and by how quickly it became the victimizer of the Algerians. “Anybody, at any time, may equally find himself victim or executioner,” Sartre remarked. “The victim and executioner merge into the same figure: a figure in our own likeness. In fact, in the final extremity, the only way to avoid one role is to accept the other.”16 Sartre suggests that there is no essential difference between the victim and the executioner at the most fundamental human level, a claim we may find difficult to accept. At the time it was uttered, Sartre's formulation, “one is either a victim or an executioner,” might have served as a rebuttal to Albert Camus, whose editorials from the newspaper Combat were collected in a volume titled Neither Victims nor Executioners.17 In All Rivers Run to the Sea, Wiesel recalls reading those editorials when he lived in postwar Paris.18 I mention this biographical detail to illustrate the extent to which he was immersed in French literary and political culture at the time he wrote his novel and before.

Camus's neither/nor formulation might seem naïve to Gad and the other Zionist freedom fighters represented in Dawn, whose political world is inexorably conditioned by Sartre's inflexible either/or. As I read it, Dawn is an exploration of the ethical and psychological consequences that accompany this apparently unbreakable binary, executioner-victim, but also of the possibilities for role reversal like those posited by Levinas. Colin Davis notes that “the distinction between victim and executioner [in Dawn] turns out not to be absolute; each is dependent on the other and, in the contexts of the compromised morality that dominates Wiesel's novel, the roles are reversible.”19

In its emphasis on role-playing and in its structure, Dawn strongly resembles a theater piece. (Might Wiesel have originally conceived it as a play?) Elisha thinks to himself: “The fear of the victim or of the executioner is unimportant. What matters is the fact that each of them is playing a role which has been imposed upon him. The two roles are the extremities of the estate of man” (192). In these words, which echo those of Sartre cited above, we begin to see that Dawn is not only about the condition of the Holocaust victim-survivor but is also, more broadly, a statement on the human condition. Anyone can be a victim; anyone can be in the position of the executioner. He who on principle categorically refuses the role of executioner—and this is stated in Dawn—is liable to become a victim, or his people may become victims. As Levinas noted, Western culture tends to place self-preservation above ethical obligations to the Other. Consequently, it is difficult to overcome the executioner-victim binary, especially when states resort to violence to ensure their continued existence, or, in the case of Israel, its birth. Wiesel's novel is compelling because it explores this complex and perhaps inescapable dilemma without offering perfunctory solutions.

A fuller representation of the political violence that defines our human condition ought to include also the bystander, a point made by Robert Alter with reference to Wiesel's early work. “In Wiesel's case the world seems to contain only three classes of people, each with its own kind of guilt of complicity: executioners, victims, and spectators.”20 Camus may be right to say that one need not be an executioner to escape victimization. Nevertheless, we are often spectators to violence of various kinds, and this should not leave us indifferent. One hallmark of Holocaust literature, and I would include Dawn in that category, is that it places the reader in the uncomfortable, ethically ambiguous position of the bystander. What would we do in Elisha's situation? Would we sacrifice ourselves to a possible greater good by becoming an executioner? Or should we try to stop the cycle of violence, and hope, against all the evidence the Holocaust provided, that justice will finally be done for those who are just?21

Dawn may be judged a success because it effectively compels us to engage essential political questions, and causes us to reflect on whether the suffering of the victim— but also of the executioner—might ever serve a meaningful and ultimately constructive purpose. Might Elisha's act of violence committed without hatred be justifiable? Might a state born in violence still have a chance to be a just and ethical state? For Wiesel, the negative counterexample, alluded to in the novel, is the Nazi genocide, during which “the executioner killed for nothing.”22 This suffering without purpose, this death without the consolation of martyrdom, constitutes an extreme example of “useless suffering.” However, even Levinas acknowledges that the “face-to-face” relation between subject and the Other is not the only human relation. There is also “the third person,” whose existence situates the ethical within the political and the demands of justice. Thus, while the state should avoid it as much as possible, “one cannot say that there is no legitimate violence.”23
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As Dawn unfolds, Elisha becomes curious to know the face of his victim so that he might more fully understand the meaning of the violence he intends to commit. In thinking and speaking about him, Elisha habitually refers to his victim by his name, John Dawson, humanizing him and underscoring his individuality. At the same time, Elisha knows implicitly why the executioner traditionally dons a mask and why the psychological burden of his act might be lessened if the victim's face is out of view, thus short-circuiting the face-to-face ethical encounter that Levinas describes. “I don't want to see him,” Elisha says of his victim at one point. “Perhaps I ought to put a mask on his face; a mask is more easily killed and forgotten” (192). By a similar impulse, Elisha wishes that he could hate his victim as if he were the worst enemy; then, it would be easy to kill him. However—and here I agree with Ellen Fine—Elisha's dominant urge is an ethical one because he personalizes his act of violence.24 The reversibility of the executioner-victim binary is at once troubling and partially redemptive: troubling because it seems that only by adopting the role of the aggressor can one perhaps overcome the debilitating, traumatic position of the victim; partially redemptive because even the executioner role can be inhabited ethically, as Elisha demonstrates. Against our expectations, he thinks of the execution as a connection rather than as a severing. “Tomorrow, we shall be bound together for all eternity by the tie that binds a victim and his executioner” (144). The tie will have political, psychological, and ethical implications. At the end of the novel, minutes before the execution, Elisha remarks that “every word and look and gesture [between John Dawson and me] was naked truth instead of just one of its facets. There was a harmony between us; my smile answered his; his pity mine. No human would ever understand me as he understood me at this hour” (209). How is it that the executioner and the victim identify so strongly with each other? Dawson is the captive, while Elisha, in trying to relate to his victim compassionately, depends upon the Englishman's pity for him. To understand execution as an act that links human beings is to reach a surprising and insightful representation of Levinasian ethics in which the subject in its passivity becomes the hostage of the Other, in which the ontological I is put into question. The novel effectively dramatizes what Levinas means when he states, “I have to answer for the death of this Other, and to accompany the Other in his mortal solitude.”25 In just this vein, Elisha says, “[I feel] as if I am going to my own execution” (205). He understands that he will suffer along with his victim, with whom he shares an unforeseen solidarity.

In the predictable but still shocking conclusion to the novel, Elisha executes John Dawson at great cost to himself. “The shot left me deaf and dumb. I have killed. I have killed Elisha” (220). The final lines of the novel refer us back to its beginning as the protagonist looks out the same window, now not at dusk, but at dawn. It is reflective rather than transparent in the half-light. “The tattered fragments of darkness had a face. Looking at it, I understand the reason for my fear. The face was my own” (221). Horrified by what he has done and estranged from himself, the Holocaust survivor, now turned executioner, is retraumatized. His shattered reflection certainly refers to the last two sentences of Night, which convey the survivor's traumatic sensation of being both dead and alive, of having lost so much yet fated to go on living in an impaired state. “From the depths of the mirror, a corpse was contemplating me. The look in his eyes as he gazed at me has never left me.”26

To conclude this brief discussion of Dawn, I leave my readers to ponder one of the novel's most intriguing passages, in which Elisha encounters his victim face to face for the first and last time. “There was something age old in our situation. We were alone not only in the cell but in the world as well, he seated, I standing, the victim and the executioner. We were the first—or the last—men of creation; certainly we were alone. And God? He was present, somewhere. Perhaps He was incarnate in the liking with which John Dawson inspired me. The lack of hate between executioner and victim, perhaps this is God” (207). This passage dramatizes the primal scene of Levinasian ethics, where the relation between the subject and the Other is based not on power, which is so unequal as to resemble the relation of executioner to victim, but on sympathy and a profound moral obligation. Both Levinas and Wiesel seem to agree that the infinite ethical responsibility of the subject for the Other, for the stranger, is one way of describing what God is.
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DIALECTIC LIVING AND THINKING

WIESEL AS STORYTELLER AND INTERPRETER OF THE SHOAH

IRVING GREENBERG

DURING AN EXTRAORDINARY career that spans six decades, Elie Wiesel has done many things well. He has been a journalist and a prolific creative writer. In that role, he attained unique stature as a witness to the Holocaust and a representative of the conscience of the survivors. He has also served as an academic and an interpreter/commentator of the Jewish tradition. Wiesel has vigorously pursued the role of engaged public intellectual and moral activist. He has played this role with great intensity in order to increase human solidarity and responsibility on an international scale. Yet notwithstanding those accomplishments, in this essay I argue that his most lasting legacy will prove to be as a storyteller of the Shoah and as teacher/transmitter of the covenant of redemption.

The thrust of his work and the main purpose of his life has been an attempt to carry on in the chain of Jewish teachers who have passed on the tradition from the beginning toward what they hoped would be a redemptive (actually a messianic) end. Like the Jewish teachers before him, Wiesel is still convinced that it is important to pass on the tradition because the hope and deliverance of all humanity hang on that message. Most importantly, he has shown how to live and credibly teach the wracking, tormenting contradictories of redemption and destruction without scanting either. In the process, he has instructed us how to slouch toward tikkun in a world that is profoundly broken.

Storytelling and Redemption

From the beginning, that is, from the Bible and onward, the Jewish proclamation/ promise of redemption for humanity and the world has taken the form of storytelling rather than philosophical or theological exposition. In the end, the Bible proclaims not a truth but an outcome: the completion of history with the perfection of the world. This is a goal to be lived and to be worked for by human activity (in partnership with God). For the story to come true, humans must become engaged in its realization. Since humans are the medium of achievement, their involvement is essential; their understanding shapes the message; their mixed motives and reactions are factored into the process. The story summons people to become tellers and actualizers of the tale through their lives. The story engages people because it touches them at many levels—conscious and unconscious. A tale has cultural—and personal—impact that neither formal texts nor philosophy can ever attain. Therefore, the story has been the preferred vehicle of communication and of transmission of the Jewish tradition. To become a Jew is to hear certain stories and claim them as one's own. To be a Jew is to live in accordance with the tales—and to pass them to the next generation. In the biblical Bikkurim (first fruits) ritual, the story of the Exodus is recapitulated and brought down to the present. In the classic rabbinic Jewish religious ceremony, the universal national celebration, the Passover seder, the story of the Exodus is retold and reenacted to the point where each individual participant will finally say: “I came out of Egypt” (and I must live accordingly).

The Jewish story starts with an act of liberation (i.e., the Exodus), an event that, in a world of suffering and finitude, lays bare the underlying but hidden structure of redemption and infinity. There is a God, a Creator who sustains Creation and wants it to be perfect, that is, full of life, especially human life, upheld in all its dignity. In the biblical account, the goal is proclaimed by God and by prophets bearing revelatory messages from the Creator/Redeemer. But the story is focused mostly on the people and their responses. The narrative does tell of God's search and caring intervention for humans, but it includes much more detail about the people, their virtues, and their faith, their blindnesses and self-seeking, their frequent inability to grasp the underlying nature of redemption. The account includes their conflicts in living by the standards of the redemptive event and, not infrequently, their unwillingness to live up to the goal. In the biblical period, the journey to realize the story was led and taught by prophets who brought direct redemptive messages (including chastisement and warnings) from the Deity who intervened in history to redeem Israel.

Given the commitment that the redemption will take place in history, the story of the once and future redemption itself rises and falls in credibility. When Jews live through moments of redemption, the story rings true and the people who tell it and hear it are quite persuaded. “When Israel saw the great (redemptive) hand which God extended against the Egyptians [at the Red Sea], the people revered God, and they believed in God, and in Moses, God's servant.”1

At other times in history, in catastrophe and defeat, the story's credibility is damaged—sometimes, all but destroyed. God's presence is veiled through a glass of death and oppression,2 and the prophets are less credible in a world in which redemption has not taken place.3 In Jewish history, after the destruction of the Second Temple, the emerging spiritual leadership insisted that the vision of redemption remained intact. However, they were convinced that a decisive change had taken place in the nature of divine involvement in the historical process. God had self-limited and called humans to a higher level of responsibility for the covenant. Now God was intervening in a more limited way and was no longer acting overtly miraculously to assure the victory of the good. God had become more hidden; in a world of exile post-destruction, the concealment was deeper. But behind the veil, God had actually come closer—to sustain humans wherever they were. The more immanent Deity was more approachable everywhere—by humans who would seek beneath the surface and relate to God as Shekinah (Presence) found everywhere.4

Since the age of visible miracles was over, then in parallel, the age of heavenly revelation was over. The prophets were replaced as tellers of the tale by rabbis.5 Rabbis do not bring direct messages from heaven. (Such messages would not be “heard.” The Talmud tells a classic story of the rabbis gathered in the academy at Yavneh after the Destruction, to make judicial decisions and articulate the divine directions for life. They worked through reasoning and argumentation and arrived at conclusions by majority voting. As they followed these procedures, they disregarded miracles and overruled a direct heavenly message.)6 The rabbis seek ways of living the redemption, of walking toward it and telling the story in a form believable after the catastrophe. The rabbis telling the story were credible because they were different from the prophets. Because redemption was not manifest, the rabbis present the story in more “secular” style: they do not open with “Thus saith the Lord.”7 Instead, they search out divine instruction. Using their human intelligence, they derive halachah from past models, applied by analogy to the present. Nor is their way single and illuminated. Since the prophet speaks the word of God directly, then contradiction between seers is a sign that one of the claimed divine spokesmen is a liar.8 However, the more hidden agents of the more hidden God, that is, the more “secular” rabbis, must seek out current revelation and must exercise their judgment as to what is God's instruction. They can legitimately disagree as to the path or action required.9 Now the message of God is ambiguous and subject to interpretation. And the teachers of the story are called from within and trained in a different way to know and tell the tale. The rabbis do not transmit an external, heaven-originated revelation. The rabbis discover the divine message and instruction for their time by using human intelligence. They study the past record of divine and prophetic revelation. They analyze the present situation and its parallel with and differences from the earlier cases where there was manifest divine revelation. Then by analogy and distinction, they apply the past dicta and discover God's instructions for now. Note that individual rabbis are not manifestly elected by God—neither genetically as was the priest nor pneumatically as was the prophet. The rabbi steps forward to do his task out of a sense of responsibility and inner conviction fortified by learning and the fellowship of his colleagues and his congregation. We might say that the rabbi is a hidden messenger of God—disguised as a storyteller and teacher in the post-Destruction world where God is present but concealed deeply.

If the rabbis succeeded the prophets as storytellers because only hidden messengers can represent the hidden God, then what possible teacher(s) can the Jewish narrative have in an age after the Holocaust? The Shoah was a destruction far greater, far more total than the one in the first century. Moreover, in this destruction, God's absence—even possible nonexistence—is palpable. This catastrophe is far more contradictory to the ultimate promise of redemption. The past pattern suggests a parallel transformation of the message transmitters; that is, rabbis cannot persuasively speak the word of redemption in the age of post-Shoah, in the age of “Divine hiddenness raised to the highest power.”10 In the post-Destruction era prophets could no longer transmit the message—even when a divine voice spoke it could not be “heard”—since it was an age of intensified divine self-limitation. As a result, people could not/would not hear on such a wave length any longer. Yet as God was still a covenant partner then the message came—but through a more “secular,” that is, concealed, channel: the rabbis. Correspondingly, in this age rabbis may discover the word of God on their own wavelength, but in the post-Shoah world, the people are not tuned to hear the tale on that level. To carry on the chain of covenant and link the generations to the quest for redemption, the contemporary teacher and narrator would have to present in an even more secular guise—on the wavelength of a simple teller of tales. Corresponding to the profound hiddenness—even invisibility—of God, the message of redemption—if it could still be affirmed at all—would have to be recounted in a manner so natural and so ambiguous that it could be explained away as a “secular,” nondirectional event. Possibly it could be told or heard even as a non-redemption story. This has been Wiesel's strategy in choosing to pass on the redemption story while officially functioning as a “literary figure.”11

Wiesel's intentions are particularly revealed in his first series of writings, that is, the original memoir Night and the first set of novels. In classic fashion, the foundation of his mission is built on (and starts with) telling the story of what happened. Then in later decades, Wiesel tells the story again and again—for the goal is to retell and connect and bring people into the narrative until they affirm: this is my story. In Wiesel's words, “Any Jew born before, during or after the Holocaust must enter it again in order to take it upon himself. We all stood at Sinai…then we are also linked to Auschwitz. Those who were not there then can discover it now.”12

Night is a classic phenomenology of the Shoah. Among others, Lawrence Cunningham has traced the extent to which Night is written as an anti-Exodus narrative. In the beginning, Sighet is a happy and serene land; it is not the house of bondage. The Angel-messenger comes with a message to leave/flee, but no one listens/believes. After the Nazis arrive, the enslavement order is given with instructions to pack possessions and leave in haste. Far from taking with them the spoils of Egypt, much is left behind (by the now enslaved Jews) to be despoiled by the local population. Instead of putting down the painful, exploitative, and exhausting brickwork of slavery, in the ghetto and camps people go to work to make bricks and goods for the war machine of the Nazi masters. The Jews go into a desert not to find manna and quail in abundance, but to experience hunger and food that tasted of corpses. They meet not a brazen serpent to heal their illness but a gallows on which to be hung. They are forged not into a nation but into a people that is to be exterminated. They journey to a new place that they can see by the cloud of flames and smoke—but it is a cloud of poison and death. There in Auschwitz they are not elected to be a chosen people but selected and chosen for death. There they do not find God but lose the Divine.13

One function of the total reversal of Exodus and the crushing phenomenology of extermination is to squeeze out any attempt to interpret the suffering as redemption or as God's wish and plan for the Jews. (This is the strategy toward which Christian theology is tempted and drawn.) The brutality and cruelty in the Shoah also tacitly challenge traditionalist Jewish interpretations that would invoke the old formula of punishment inflicted by God for sins. What sins—and what God—could justify such total degradation of life?

As the same time, I would submit that the very strategy of parodying the Exodus is the way Wiesel summons up that story and reminds us of its claims. A straightforward retelling of the old liberation narrative would self-destruct in the light of the Holocaust. However, told as anti-narrative, the Nazi negation evokes the memory of the past and reminds us that Jews have lived by and upheld this Exodus story for millennia. Furthermore, by offering the account in Night as a counterpoint to the Bible story, Wiesel is signaling that in reading this “secular” account we are dealing with a Scripture, not just a story. Finally, Night communicates that this cruel extermination was inflicted on Jews because they were living the Exodus story and walking the Exodus way—not because of failure to live up to it.

In his first primary account—which remains the foundation work—Wiesel is trying to communicate the Holocaust and the impact of the Shoah on the Exodus tale (which continues to operate). The Shoah shatters the story and the redemption way. Shattering is to be distinguished from refutation, rejection, or substitution. These last three outcomes would spell the end of the Jewish Way. Night hints that the hammer blow breaks the paradigm of redemption into many pieces. But the model becomes more precious, more longed for, more sacred; the vision is not abandoned. Given the reality of the Holocaust, affirmations of ultimate redemption must be ambiguous, shadowed by devastating death, subject to denial. This is the only way to keep the hope alive. (This is just as arguing with God or protesting against God is the only legitimate way to keep the divine-human relationship up in the face of the massive triumph of death and God's nonintervention.)

The strongest analogy to Wiesel's image of the shattering of the redemption paradigm is that of Lurianic kabbalah's reinterpretation of Creation in the light of the catastrophes of Jewish history in the fifteenth century. Luria teaches that the Creation is not whole—the state one might deduce it is in from the biblical account—but rather is broken. The medieval Jewish catastrophe illuminates the depth paradigm of Creation and shapes the explanation of the nature of cosmic reality. Luria's teaching asserts that Shvirat Hakelim—the cracking of the inner structures that sustain Creation—was the inescapable outcome of the forging of a finite world by an infinite God; in its finiteness the universe can not encompass whole the divine pleroma. Therefore, God's (hidden) Presence is in exile in a finite, broken world. This is the cosmic analogue of the terrestrial catastrophes that occurred to the Jewish people in exile. Wiesel is suggesting that the Holocaust destruction shatters—or, if you will, reveals the underlying brokenness of—a world that classic Jewish redemptive Exodus theology and classic modern redemptive/scientific promises had presented as whole and moving toward perfection. Yet the telling of the story of the Destruction summons up the vision of perfection so that the vision is not obliterated or totally vanquished by the catastrophe.

The continuity of hope and the struggle for redemption is made clearer in the unfolding of the initial cycle of Wiesel's Holocaust-themed novels. Dawn draws the lessons from the Shoah for continuing the redemption way. Dawn portrays the absolute necessity of Jews’ taking power in Israel to defend against a recurrence. What is the point of Wiesel giving this account—if there is no desire to go on? Or if the story is over? Dawn also warns that the very act of taking power may betray the values and the higher purpose of the Exodus way. Again, what is the problem if not that this is the narrative of the continuation of the way of “righteousness and justice,”14 which is the covenantal way to redemption. The Accident portrays the difficulty of living after the catastrophe without being dragged down to death and despair by the memory. The next novel, The Town beyond the Wall expresses Wiesel's rejection of theodicy as, in the end, a “trivializing” of the tragedy. Theological explanation is guilty of “reducing” the tension that should exist between the narrative of life and hope and the experience of suffering and death, taken seriously. Wiesel also zeroes in on the critical element in the realization of the Shoah—the role of the bystander, the Other whose indifference and collaboration enabled the Nazis to succeed. He thus draws one of the primary lessons of the Shoah: the key way to prevent the triumph of evil and to uphold the continuity of the way to redemption is to end Othering and for humans to take responsibility for each other. In The Gates of the Forest, Wiesel reveals more openly his goal of inspiring people to carry on beyond the tragedy. The novel struggles with two critical issues: (1) Can one renew life after? and (2) Can the Messiah come? Raising this question openly earlier would have been premature and noncredible. Now—having lived after—the question can be presented—and heard. The answer that the narrative gives is that it is too late for the Messiah to come—but we still can be the deliverers (or bring redemption) by our actions. Finally, in A Beggar in Jerusalem, Wiesel raises the possibility of a renewed national redemption—admittedly one that would be torn, driven, and haunted by the Shoah.15

This sequence also makes clearer that the model of past storytelling (i.e., Scriptures) —rather than literature—is driving Wiesel's work. Writing the narrative as Scriptures, one can historicize the narrative while not sticking to the facts literally—but not turning the account into literature either, that is, not cutting loose from the facts. The holy Scriptures made clear that their goals and outcomes were meant to come into being in history and in reality. In the end, fabrication and tendentious moralizing could not be realized in the real world. Yet Scriptures’ conception of history is not as literal or as factually bound as modern historical practice. Some facts are omitted, being irrelevant to the main issues; elements are heightened—or dismissed—to focus the narrative and to give the narrative's words direct access to and impact on the reader/listener. The goal of Scriptures after all is not to establish what was then but to offer a narrative for people to make their own and by which to live their lives now. This is the same task—albeit more difficult to realize—in a Scriptures (= narrative) written for our time.

The Holocaust as Paradigm

Wiesel's primary method is to tell the story again and again. This strategy plays to the strength of narrative, which has the capacity to evoke understanding from a wide variety of people and to stimulate an even wider variety of responses. Moreover, as people come into contact with the story again and again, new responses are born. While seeking to evoke a range of reactions, Wiesel, as a teacher, offers his own understanding of the impact of the Shoah on the classic Jewish paradigm of Exodus and redemption. Before the Holocaust, Wiesel lived in Sighet in accordance with that classical Jewish paradigm. In that universe, however, life was of infinite value; human beings were meant to be free and would be redeemed; ultimately, all was well with the world, and suffering was really a deviation. In A Jew Today, he describes this scene lovingly.

Once upon a time, in a distant town surrounded by mountains, there lived a small Jewish boy who believed himself capable of seeing good in evil, of discovering dawn within dusk and, in general, of deciphering the symbols, both visible and invisible, lavished on him by destiny.

To him, all things seemed simple and miraculous: life and death, love and hatred. On one side were the righteous, on the other the wicked. The just were always handsome and generous, the miscreants always ugly and cruel. And God in His heaven kept the accounts in a book only He could consult. In that book each people had its own page, and the Jewish people had the most beautiful page of all.

That whole classical paradigm was shattered by the sledgehammer of the Holocaust.

Wiesel summarizes the smashing of the paradigm in a commentary on the Midrash explaining why the spiritual assault of Hellenization was fought by the Maccabees’ military uprising whereas Haman's plan to exterminate the Jews was met by three days of fasting and praying.

The Jewish people entered into a covenant with God. We are to protect His Torah, and He, in turn, assumes responsibility for Israel's presence in the world. Thus, when our spirituality—the Torah—was in danger, we used force in protecting it; but when our physical existence was threatened, we simply reminded God of His duties and promises deriving from the covenant.

Well, it seems that, for the first time in our history, this very covenant was broken.16

Wiesel's use of the term “broken” to describe the post-Shoah situation is critical. In his narrative, he makes clear that the covenant is broken—but not ended. In Auschwitz itself, after experiencing the murder of his God in the burning pits,17 and after seeing God hanging in the gallows,18 Wiesel goes to prayer service on Rosh Hashanah, seeing himself as the accuser and God the accused.19 He eats on Yom Kippur as an act of rebellion, as a protest against God.20 But these acts of protest work precisely because he is complaining to God, who is “wounded” by the victory of evil. God's authority is broken, but it exists. Wiesel is not only protesting against this break and the unchecked rule of evil. He is also tacitly challenging God to restore divine authority and repair the break. In short, he is wrestling with God because God is not living up to the claims and obligations of the covenant, which are still extant in their broken form.21

Even as Wiesel is presenting the phenomenology of a divinely created world that in contrast with the biblical/rabbinic/classic kabbalah model is now broken, he makes clear that the other major contemporary alternative paradigm of meaning and redemption— that of modern culture—is equally shattered in the Holocaust. The main message of modernity was that human power will redeem. Humanity has been too passive and accepting of its fate in the past; once humans have grasped how nature really works (through science, medicine, philosophy, etc.) and once they harness productive forces (through industry, commerce, etc.) humans will obtain mastery over the world and liberate human beings. But contrary to modernity's promise of increased life, which won the hearts of billions of people away from traditional cultures, the technology and efficiency of modern civilization made possible the mass death inflicted in the Shoah. Bureaucratic processes combined with universalist principles (no exceptions) and utopian perfectionism (which provided ideological cover and “justification” for genocide) enabled the efficient execution of the Holocaust. Furthermore, modern culture failed to evoke solidarity and responsibility for the Jews in their distress despite its rhetoric of one humanity. In the night of their arrival in Auschwitz, Wiesel told his father “that I did not believe that they could burn people in our age, that humanity would never tolerate it.” His father replied: “Humanity is not concerned with us. Today anything is allowed. Anything is possible, even these crematories.”22 The democracies failed the Jews as badly as the dictatorships. Note that Wiesel applies the badge of failure to humanity and its relationship with Jews. “But then the covenant was equally revoked with regard to the relationship between Jew and man. For the first time in our history, the Jewish people was totally abandoned. God's failure was matched by man's.”23 Wiesel expresses the destruction of the modern paradigm with bitter irony when he tells of his outburst to his father as they stood in the shadow of the flames of the burning pits of Auschwitz. “We are living in the twentieth century, after all; Jews are not burned anymore.” “‘The Middle Ages are behind us, aren't they, Father, far behind us?’”24

In 1970, Wiesel spoke at the Conference on the Church/Struggle and the Holocaust of how the Einsatzgruppen were led by the educated and that the breakdown of morality in the Holocaust was in part made possible by the relativism and moral “objectivity” engendered by academic and higher education.25 In short, Wiesel insists that the central underlying paradigm to guide us today is neither the traditional religious (all's well in the world and God is in Heaven—despite great suffering) nor the modern substitution of human power to perfect the world. Actually, as man became all-powerful— that is to say that man took on authority as God26—humans became the Devil. Therefore, both paradigms are shattered. To all who uphold these two paradigms Wiesel gives the same response—to tell and retell the story of the Holocaust until they are drawn into its universe. In that reality, the paradigms crumble.

What becomes the governing paradigm, the interpretive key to understanding and establishing coherence in our situation? It is the Holocaust itself. The Shoah is a source of revelation, albeit a negative or demonic revelation. Wiesel says: “In the beginning there was the Holocaust. We must therefore start all over again. We have to write a new Talmud, just as we did after the destruction of the Second Temple…until then we lived one way; from then on we had to undergo changes.”27 The Holocaust reveals that the world is broken; reality is flawed; mutatis mutandis, all systems of understanding and coherence are fractured, not whole.

Internalizing the implications of the Holocaust leads to the recognition of the essentially fragmentary nature of all explanatory models. This points to the brokenness of all religious worldviews and value systems as well. It is not that systems cannot explain reality or give coherence to our understanding in matters ethical and religious. However, such explanations are not whole. Moreover, if the limits are not acknowledged and instead systemic insights are extended without limit (i.e., if they are used to explain everything or used as if they are whole), sooner or later the inner breaks and distortions will express themselves in the output/analysis. Then the directions and guidelines will mislead and misdirect. Therefore, individuals and systems must continually be making dialectical corrective movements to avoid going off-track completely (by following any philosophy/religion all the way—as if it were whole).28

There is a significant risk that in making dialectical movements, the system—or the individual—may be torn apart by these moves. Still, there is a positive side to this necessity. Recognition of this brokenness can be an important source of modesty and self-criticism as well as openness to learn from others—and respect for alternative views. Accepting the limits frees one to admit errors and correct them. This insight leads to a willingness in each system or religion to self-limit to make room for others. Alternatively, one may recognize that the opposing system is not a contradictory but a complementary position that may explain that which my own position cannot ever fill in—in places or sectors where one's own position leads to distortions and bad applications.

It should be stressed that Wiesel's main point is not that each system is whole but only covers a limited area (leaving room for others) but that every system has built-in warping and broken elements. If any worldview wants to account for all reality, then it must allow for the operation of other systems even as it must strive to establish where it begins to distort or fail in its direction. I believe that this core paradigm of brokenness is the key to one of Wiesel's most striking and central themes—dialectical thinking and living in every area. Because the underlying paradigm is broken not whole, it yields contradictory, that is, “cracked” not coherent, results in many areas of understanding. Thus many important themes that flow from understanding the Holocaust and its lessons yield contradictory insights. Yet both opposing bliks are true. They should not be reconciled or homogenized. They must be held together in dialectical tension—with contradictory applications in different situations and in relation to each other.

Three major thematic contradictories appear often in Wiesel's work. They are confronted; they are lived—leading to dialectical and sometimes bewildering living patterns—as follows: “It [the Holocaust] can be explained neither with God nor without Him.”29 Any credible belief in God cannot remove so massive an event of death and injustice from divine responsibility. One of Wiesel's disciples reported a story according to his father, Yossele Rosensaft. There was a story told in the camps about a hasidic rabbi arguing with a disciple. “You know there's a possibility that the ribbono shel olam—the Master of the Universe is a liar.” The disciple asked: How can that be possible? “Because, answered the rabbi, if the ribbono shel olam should open His window now and look down here, and see Auschwitz, He would close the window again and say ‘I did not do this!’ And this would have been a lie.”30 But excessive insistence on God's responsibility leads to releasing humans from their share of the blame. Furthermore, if one asserts God's will and responsibility beyond a certain point, it leads to presenting an evil God identified with death or a God who punishes Israel for its sins, hereby becoming monstrous and the cruel enemy of the innocent. Just such a reaction led Richard Rubenstein to respond to Bishop Gruber's theodicy by insisting that God is dead.31 Wiesel would agree with Rubenstein that in the moment of using God to explain the Holocaust it was better—fairer—to deny God's existence. Yet accounting for the Shoah without God is equally untenable. Wiesel rejected Rubenstein's conclusions, precisely because they account for the Holocaust and dialectically rob it of its cosmic significance.32

In the end, neither response does justice to the broken cosmic reality. Thus Wiesel, in the moment when he faces the burning alive of Jewish children by the truckload in Auschwitz, writes: “Never shall I forget the small faces of the children whose bodies I saw transformed into smoke under a silent sky. Never shall I forget those flames that consumed my faith forever.”33 (Yet he continued to live and wrestle with that faith in the camp and after.)34 The dialectic is sounded immediately at that moment. “Never shall I forget those moments that murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to ashes. Never shall I forget those things, even if I am condemned to live as long as God Himself. Never.”35 He continues to think and live the dialectic and he writes that: “The Jew, in my view, may rise against God, provided he remains within God.”36 In The Gates of the Forest, Gregor confronts the rebbe. “‘After what happened to us, how can you believe in God?’ With an understanding smile on his lips the rebbe answered, ‘How can you not believe in God after what has happened?’”37 Both statements are true; both statements are false. Wiesel does not resolve them; he lives with them and makes us recognize the living contradictions in reality.

The possibility and impossibility of redemption is another theme that runs through Wiesel's novels and other writings. The Kingdom of Night, the triumph of despair and the end of hope, the smashing of the messianic paradigm; it is too late for the Messiah to come. These are all phenomenologically presented and grow directly out of experiences in the Shoah. Yet he presents also the prohibition to yield to despair, the persistence—even resurgence—of hope, the insistence on belief and transforming the world (nothing less would be worthy of responding to the suffering in the Holocaust). As he says in The Gates of the Forest, after the Shoah it is too late for a Messiah to come. Therefore we must be the Messiahs, that is, bring the redemption with our efforts. (Only such a redeemer could be morally acceptable.)38 In all these cases, taking one's truth (be it despair or hope) as guide and principle initially would be an authentic and powerful response to the Shoah. But if persisted in to the end, the one-sided truth would turn into a betrayal of the Holocaust's implication or into a denial of its reality.

Taking up power on the part of the victims is another example of the possibility and impossibility of bringing redemption—and the high risks of taking either path. Nothing less than arming the victims—specifically, the Jews—would be a serious response to their past suffering or continuing vulnerability. Yet the very resort to force brings with it inescapable infliction of pain and innocent suffering as well as punishment of the guilty. This issue is prophetically raised in the early novel Dawn.39 But this issue continuously and relentlessly returns with every passing year of Israel's sovereignty and self-defense. Wiesel has yielded to no one in his ongoing defense of Israel and its use of force to protect itself even as he has acknowledged the morally ambiguous impact of exercising power. Acknowledging guilt, he makes clear that humans must take responsibility, whatever the moral cost. Declining to stand up or deciding to pass the responsibility for protecting Israel back to God will not do it. More than that: Wiesel communicates that God needs to be liberated and rescued; God appeals to humans for help (if one has ears to listen). Yet Wiesel acknowledges the inexorable tendency of humans as they take power to inflate themselves, to become godlike and in the process become the abusers of humanity and of God in whose image they are. This idolatry is the heart of Nazism but it remains a risk (greater or lesser), an infection at the heart of every movement—even of true redemptive movements. Therefore, he insists that the abuses must be restrained, challenged, corrected.

A third example of Wiesel's uncanny dialectic is found in the interplay of madness and sanity. In Wiesel's fictions, madness and sanity are recurrent presences. In a world so morally upside down, where all norms of decency and religion are flouted, it is a rational, understandably human reaction to go mad. At times it would seem that only madness can bestow the capacity to fully see the coming storm of evil and death because the dimensions of the unfolding evil are insane and beyond reason.40 Therefore going mad would appear to be an authentic—nay noble—response to the unfolding Shoah. Still in The Town beyond the Wall, Wiesel portrays madness as a selfish solution. In a way it solves the problem for the one who turns mad (or at least allows the individual to live the truth he/she recognizes), but it is a form of abandonment of all the other victims and of the rest of humanity who need help and deliverance, or at least consolation in their suffering. The conclusion is inexorably dialectical. One must know the limits of reason. One must acknowledge that reason often fails to grasp the extreme or to possess the passion and internal strength to stand up to evil. Yet if one absolutizes the critique of reason, one is giving way to the very forces that brought such monstrous evil to the world. The overriding of rationality and the appeal to hatred and raw ambition, lust for power, Führer-worship, and worship of the collective led to the success of Nazism and Stalinism and other totalitarian movements that are the enemies of God and humans. The resolution is that in its place, madness is an appropriate protest and a form of truth telling in response to these evil phenomena. But as an overall policy or policy guide, madness constitutes evasion of responsibility and loss of hope, which leads to a victory for evil. Reason and responsibility must be upheld—although they often are inadequate to the crisis. Thus, Wiesel teaches that we must respect holy madness, treasure its exemplars, uphold their insights—and affirm their limits and put aside their models. They are temptations, not heroic resolutions.

Two other dialectical principles run through the state of living after the catastrophe. One is that the religious-secular distinction is no longer adequate. Since affirmations of God can only be broken and partial, the religious position cannot be whole. Wiesel's religious figures put God on trial and even find the Deity guilty.41 They often acknowledge God's absence in the world; they affirm that policies of defense of the good must incorporate secular action and principles.42 The fact that formally religious people participated in the extermination and that still many others were complicit bystanders only deepens the awareness of the limits of the religious position. Wiesel is profoundly aware of popes who remained silent and of religious authorities who protested Nazi treatment of baptized Jews but not of unconverted Jews.43 The same holds true of the secular option. Integral knowledge of humanity must acknowledge that humans need God—if for no other reason than to check their tendency to set themselves up as deities—and thereby turn into Molochs and gods of death. The profound secular person feels the depth of meaning that is needed to undergird life. The secular person who seeks to prevent a recurrence of the Shoah wants all the help that God and religion can offer and is open to that experience in others. Here again one must recognize that the weakening of faith and the growth of relativism diluted the capacity of secular individuals in academic/intellectual life to resist the Nazi movement and its claims. Thus religion and secular culture are not polar opposites. They are on a continuum of belief and insight. Each side and its representative must accept their limits and make room for the other worldview. This acknowledgement of brokenness is a key way to ensure that religion and secular cultures both function as forces for good and for healing—rather than for destruction.

Finally, there is Wiesel's proclamation that we are all survivors. Those who lived elsewhere or came after must become survivors. “Those who were not there then can discover it now.”44 By presenting and representing the universe of the Shoah and bringing people within it, he has infused hundreds of thousands with the feeling of knowing the Shoah firsthand. On the other hand, for people who were not there to present as if they lived through the Holocaust is arrogant and grotesque. Wiesel has been unsparing in insisting that all representations of the Shoah—including his own—are so far from that reality as to be unreal. “The moment it is told, the experience turns into betrayal.”45 In another place, he said, “He who has not lived the event will never know it. And he who went through it will not reveal it, not really.”46 Wiesel has been steadfast in critiquing those who claim to speak for the survivors or to wrap themselves in the mantle of the Holocaust. He has fought attempts to universalize the Holocaust and apply its vocabulary to other catastrophes or ongoing genocides.47 He insists that this step will degrade the Shoah's reality, blur its uniqueness, dilute its absolute quality. Yet he has been more active than almost anyone else in applying its lessons to prevention of genocide and opposing indifference or business as usual with regard to world situations of human oppression and suffering. Here again, the key to navigating this tension is to live and talk dialectically—to constantly juggle contradictories, to hold fast to matter and antimatter, allowing them neither to fly apart nor to fuse together and obliterate each other.

There is another element that makes the dialectical tension necessary. Communicating this unrelenting tension reflects Wiesel's “secret” work as a liturgist of memory. Living in these tensions—rather than resolving them—is to live in constant angst. One can never come to rest or complacency or neutrality—because the pull of the two sides is continuous and never relaxes. This means that people who live these tensions experience a constant unease—which carries with it awareness and a pang of mourning for those who were lost. This mourning is not necessarily expressed in overt grief or in articulated sentimentality of loss. Rather it is reflected in an absence of tranquility and in permanent heightened moral awareness. Therefore, this dialectical tension is in itself a powerful ritual of memory (more powerful in that it is hidden). Maybe—in a small way—the grief and sense of being out of kilter and out of sync enters Wiesel's readers into the reality of that world. In that Kingdom of Night, few if any denizens had a moment free of anxiety, tension, heightened awareness of conflict, danger, and death. If sleep is the shadow of death, then being torn apart is a shadow of that universe of existence.

Beyond individual modes of dialectical living and thinking, there is also a framing question: the relationship of silence and speech; whether one can or should speak about the Holocaust. Wiesel, who has written tens of books about the Holocaust, insists that he has never written about the Holocaust. He says, “The full story of the Holocaust has not yet been told. All that we know is fragmentary, perhaps even untrue.”48 In the face of the monstrousness of the Holocaust, silence would be an understandable response—whether due to shock or to feelings of inadequacy. But remaining silent would be a betrayal of the dead—allowing the Nazis to achieve their final goal of oblivion after death for the Jews. Silence would represent a weakness in memory and would inevitably lead to a failure to pass on the memory. Yet when one writes, the inadequacy of the representation becomes ever clearer. Says Wiesel: “Perhaps, what we tell about what happened and what really happened has nothing to do, one with the other.”49 And if one becomes complacent or satisfied with the writing, then it turns into self-aggrandizement or, God help us, into trivialization or commercialization and even exploitation of the event.

For decades Wiesel has strived to uphold the dialectic—to write and confess failure, to call for silence and speak out, to apply the lessons of the Holocaust to moral issues while insisting that “The Holocaust teaches nothing…. Also, I do not believe the Holocaust teaches us anything in our daily life or in our political and practical attitudes.”50 Over these years, applying the costly lessons of solidarity and rejecting indifferentism, of upholding human dignity in unqualified manner, has been an authentic response to the Shoah. Yet reducing the Holocaust to cheap moral grace, an occasion for easy moralizing (or now in hands of Palestinians and elements of the radical left into a cloak for evil in the name of liberation) has been an ever-present danger, and maybe an inescapable phenomenon. Which is why Wiesel continuously insists on retelling and rehearing the tale in the hope of shaking up complacency and rolling back routinization and degradation of the memory.

The point of dialectic is ontological and not just epistemological. The fragments of faith and life, of hope and despair, are there. If acknowledged and dealt with, they may be eventually re-fused into a complex and total reality again. Wiesel has not turned his back on any of these possibilities. Through his writings and witness, he has immersed himself—and us—in these realities. He believes this immersion will generate new life and new responsibility in everyone who undergoes the process.

The ability to live and think these dialectical truths offers the best hope of redeeming the world. A literature that knows that silence is preferable—like revolutionaries who know that humanly, and therefore morally, they cannot realize their full dreams—is dialectical enough to be a healing form of redemption activity. Moral causes, religious worldviews, ethical systems that do not know their dialectical limits add to the problem. A humanity that confesses its guilt and failure toward the victims and is driven thereby to new acts of conscience and human solidarity may redeem itself—or at least, fail constructively. The only way that we can reestablish faith in this world is to admit and even protest the absence of God.

Thinking cannot do full justice to such paradoxes; but in living and acting humans can combine these contradictions. Philosophic thought struggles to uphold such contradictories, but stories and living models are able to hold these tensions together and evoke them in us—as an ever-recurring source of challenge and energy. To learn to live and think this way is a primary task for humanity after the Holocaust. Wiesel is a master guide and teacher for us because he is shaped by the Holocaust paradigm and has internalized its brokenness. He knows that what he offers us is flawed. That is why, in all his writings, questions—not answers—are central. Yet he has not been stopped by his brokenness. Like the Jewish people, he has been steadfast and kept his (broken) faith with the story and with the (broken) world that needs redemption.
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WIESEL'S AGGADIC OUTCRY

DAVID PATTERSON

ANYONE WHO WISHES to attain some understanding of Elie Wiesel's fiction must approach his work in the contexts of Jewish teaching and tradition. At every turn Wiesel rushes into a Temple aflame to retrieve the Torah scrolls that at every turn the Nazis consigned to an inferno. Broadly speaking, the sacred teaching and tradition defined by Torah is divided into two categories: Halachah and Aggadah. Halachah consists of an immense body of argument and commentary on the meaning and enactment of the laws of the Written Torah. Aggadah is part of the Oral Torah, which, according to the sages, was given at Mount Sinai at the time of the revelation of the Written Torah. It consists of tales intended to sound the depths of the Written Torah, tales that delve not just into the words of Torah but into the silence between the words, the silence of God Himself.

And yet, as a rebbe from one of Wiesel's novels, The Time of the Uprooted, says, “God is not silent, although He is the God of Silence. He does call out. It is by His silence that He calls to you. Are you answering Him?”1 Aggadah is not only about exploring God's silence—it is a response to it. Wiesel hints at this aggadic aspect of his storytelling when he refers to a teaching from the thirteenth-century Hebrew poet Eleazar Rokeah, who maintained that God is not silent—He is Silence. “It is to this silence that I would like to direct my words,” says Wiesel.2 And: “I have tried to link [my work] to…the silence of Sinai.”3 Haunting the silence of Sinai is the silence of the Shoah. Made of tales within tales, Wiesel's fiction not only draws upon the aggadic tradition that penetrates this revelatory silence—he penetrates it, expands it, and pushes it to unprecedented limits.

“Novelists should not speak,” says Wiesel. “Their mission consists in listening to other voices.”4 Trying to understand Wiesel without the “other voices” of the sacred tradition is like trying to understand Dante or Milton without the Bible. Images and motifs from Midrash, kabbalah, and Aggadah hover between the lines and float in the margins of all his fiction. Aggadah, moreover, is not authored any more than one can author an outcry; rather, it arises from within and from beyond a soul tied to every soul that stood under the mountain at Sinai—and now stands under a mountain of ashes. In a very important sense, Wiesel does not author his works—he transmits them, not only by listening to other voices but also by engaging in the millennial testimony to the holiness of God and humanity that defines the Jewish people. Inasmuch as Wiesel draws upon the aggadic tradition, he draws upon and thus affirms the tradition of Torah, which is precisely what the Nazis set out to destroy. His testimony in the form of tales lies not only in the content of his texts but also in the approach he takes. In this approach we encounter not a cry of “moral outrage” but an outcry steeped in Torah. For the tale of Torah is part of Torah. Let us begin, then, with the aggadic contexts of Wiesel's outcry.

A Brief Word on Aggadic Contexts

Jewish tradition teaches that the Torah is the blueprint of all creation: four times, says Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, the Holy One looked into the Torah before beginning His work of creation (Zohar I, 5a). This teaching on Torah is central to ancient mystical texts such as the Sefer Yetzirah, or the Book of Creation, where it is written that God “created His universe with three books [sefarim]: with text [sefer], with numbering or accounting [sefar], and with storytelling [sipur]” (1:1). The People of the Book—the People of the Sefer—are the people of the tale. As we see from the Sefer Yetzirah, in the beginning was the tale—the sipur—and the tale is made of Torah, as much as the Torah is made of the tale. “In the beginning there was the word,” Wiesel states it. “The word was the tale of man; and man is the tale of God.”5 Made of aggadic outcry, Wiesel's tales harbor the silence of God heard in the outcry of man.

Because creation is made of a tale, we do not impose meaning upon the world; rather the world imposes meaning upon us. The storyteller is not a maker of meaning (whatever that could be) but a messenger of meaning. It is not for nothing that many of Wiesel's characters bear the names of “angels” or malakhim, literally “messengers,” such as Michael in The Town beyond the Wall, Gavriel in The Gates of the Forest, Raphael in Twilight, Malkiel in The Forgotten, and Razziel in The Judges.6 All relation—between God and human, between human and human—is rooted in the relation of a tale. That is why “it is not good for the man to be alone” (Gn 2:18): without a relation to another human being, the man can have no relation to God. Both the human relation and the higher relation are attained through relating a tale.

To relate a tale is to offer up a portion of one's soul, for the soul is made of relation. Just as God breathes into Adam the breath of life (Gn 2:7), tales are transmitted not mouth to ear but mouth to mouth. To receive a tale, as Wiesel has said, is “to become part of the tale,”7 which happens when we tell the tale in turn: to receive a tale is to become a storyteller. Created in the image and likeness of the Holy One, the human being not only speaks, as Maimonides says,8 he tells tales. Recall the Sifrei on Deuteronomy 11:22: “You wish to recognize the One who spoke and brought the world into being? Learn Aggadah for in Aggadah you will find God.” Why? Because Aggadah opens up the allegorical, the symbolic, and the metaphorical, which alone can bespeak the ineffable, the realm of the Holy One, from whom the tale of the soul and the soul of Torah emanate.

Consider, for example, the aggadic association between the soul and fire and the parallel connection between Torah and fire. According to the Midrash, when Jacob wrestled with the Angel of Death at Peniel, the Angel “put his finger to the earth, whereupon the earth began spurting fire. Said Jacob to him: ‘Would you terrify me with that? Why, I am altogether of that stuff!’ Thus it is written, ‘And the house of Jacob shall be a fire’ (Obadiah 1:18)” (Bereshit Rabbah 77:2). In the post-Holocaust era these words from the Aggadah reverberate with new and terrifying depths of meaning. And Wiesel helps us to sound those depths. In the time of the Shoah, he says, “fire was the dominant image,”9 because the Shoah was above all a systematic attempt to exterminate the soul that is itself made of the fire of Torah. Yes, the Torah is fire. The soul is fire. Did the Nazis create a fire that could consume them after all? Not if our aggadic outcry in the aftermath is also made of fire.

Elie Wiesel has been described as a soul on fire, a soul aflame with aggadic outcry. It is an outcry that brings to mind the sounds of the shofar, awakening both God and humanity. Indeed, in his commentary on the shofar service the Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, compares the sound of the shofar to wailing and outcry, the wailing of a child and the outcry of an old man,10 two of the Messiah's favorite disguises. Interestingly, the child and the old man are two of the three characters that appear in all of Wiesel's works; the third is the madman, the one who, like the witnesses emerging from the mass grave of Europe, has a message and a warning that he cannot deliver, as was the case with Moishe the Beadle in Night. If the outcry of the child and the old man are represented in the sounds of the shofar, the madman is the shofar itself. Each of the three figures engages in his own mode of aggadic outcry, often steeped in outrage toward God. And yet, in The Gates of the Forest, Gavriel's father tells him, “God's final victory, my son, lies in man's inability to reject Him. You think you're cursing Him, but your curse is praise; you think you're fighting Him, but all you do is open yourself to Him; you think you're crying out your hatred and rebellion, but all you're doing is telling Him how much you need His support and forgiveness.”11 The aggadic aspects of Wiesel's outcry lie in this longing for the Holy One.

Wiesel's Aggadic Outcry

Elie Wiesel is a hasidic Jew. I once heard him say, “I am a Hasid even today, though my grandfather would not recognize me. ‘Where is your beard,’ he would ask me. ‘Where are your peyas?’” In the hasidic tale with which he opens The Gates of the Forest he reveals not only the meaning of the tale in hasidic tradition but also what is at stake in transmitting the tale, what is at stake in his own aggadic outcry.

According to the story, when the Jewish community faced some calamity, the Baal Shem Tov, founder of Hasidism, knew what to do. He would go to a special place in the forest, where he would light a fire in a particular manner and say a prayer that he kept for just such emergencies. His having completed this ritual, the miracle of deliverance was accomplished. A generation later, the task of petitioning the Holy One for deliverance fell to the Baal Shem's disciple, Rabbi Dov Baer, the maggid of Mezritch. The maggid would go to the place in the forest and cry out, “Oh, Lord, King of the Universe! Though I know the place in the forest, I do not know how to light the fire. Nevertheless my teacher taught me the prayer. And this must be sufficient!” And so it was: the community of Israel was saved. After the Great Maggid came Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov. Whenever catastrophe threatened the Jews, he would seek out the place in the forest where his masters before him had uttered their prayers. “Oh, Lord, King of the Universe!” he cried out. “I cannot kindle the fire, and I never learned the prayer. But I know the secret place in the forest. And this must be sufficient.” And so it was: for with these words the miracle of deliverance was accomplished.

Finally the responsibility for seeking deliverance fell to Rabbi Yisrael of Ruzhin. And yet, as destruction was about to descend upon the community, Rabbi Yisrael stood in his study paralyzed. In his despair he spoke: “Oh, Lord, King of the Universe, have mercy! The secret of the Baal Shem's ritual of fire and his prayer for salvation are long forgotten. Here I stand before You, unable even to find the place in the forest. All I can do is tell the story. And this must be sufficient.” And so it was: having told the tale of the fire and the prayer and the place in the forest, Rabbi Yisrael found the salvation he sought for the sake of the community.

It is essential to note at least two things in this hasidic tale: in each case we encounter an outcry and in each case that outcry assumes the form of a prayer. Because Aggadah is part of Torah, it is part of the interchange between God and humanity. Therefore Aggadah aspires both to listen and to speak to God, so that aggadic outcry assumes an aspect of prayer. In the aftermath of the Nazis’ tearing of word from meaning, the word can be rejoined with meaning only through Aggadah. Just as the aggadic tales assume an aspect of prayer, so do Wiesel's tales often appear in the form of prayers. The Town Beyond the Wall, for instance, is divided into prayers, not into chapters. In this tale the main character, Michael, endures the torture of standing at a wall in order to save the life of his friend Pedro, just as Jews stand at the Western Wall to pray.

The aim of prayer—if it is prayer—is always to save a life. The root of the Hebrew word for “prayer,” tefillah, is pilel, which may imply supplication, but it is also associated with decision, analysis, and judgment; its cognate naftolin means “struggle” or “wrestling,” so that prayer is not a request but an encounter—at times adversarial—between God and the soul, as when Jacob wrestled with the angel at Peniel. There are times when wrestling is the closest form of attachment to God, of what in the mystical tradition is known as devekut. Because prayer is an interaction, it requires both speaking and listening. Therefore the talmudic sage Abba Shaul urged that when you pray, “prepare your heart and let your ears hear” (Talmud Bavli, Berakhoth 31a). In prayer, we do not merely speak to God—God speaks to us, cries out to us: viewed as prayer, the aggadic outcry to God is His outcry to and through the one who cries out. Wiesel's Town beyond the Wall is a case in point.

The town beyond the wall is Michael's hometown beyond the Iron Curtain, where, with Pedro's help, he returns to confront the Indifferent One, who stood by as the Jews were sent to the murder camp. The town beyond the Western Wall is the Heavenly Jerusalem, where God awaits the hour when we shall make it possible for Him to enter the earthly Jerusalem (can He be the Indifferent One?). To repeat the words of the talmudic sage Rabbi Yochanan, “The Holy One, blessed be He, said: ‘I will not enter the heavenly Jerusalem until I can enter the earthly Jerusalem’” (Talmud Bavli, Taanith 5a). In both cases “God is imprisoned,” as Michael says.12 What might release Him from his prison? The aggadic outcry, which, like a prayer, finds its way into Wiesel's tales.

If Wiesel's aggadic outcry is akin to praying, then when he tells his tales, he faces Jerusalem. “The gate of heaven,” says the Midrash, “is in Jerusalem” (Midrash Tehillim 4:91:7). In Jerusalem, therefore, stands the gate of prayer, which, for the Jewish storyteller, is the gate of tales. Nowhere is this more evident than in A Beggar in Jerusalem, a tale set in the time of the Six Day War. Just as the Shekinah is identified with Jerusalem, so is She associated with the community of Israel (see Zohar II, 98a); the assault on the body of Israel, then, entails an assault on the Shekinah and her dwelling place Jerusalem. We know from Jeremiah 25:30 that “God roars, howling over His city.” And His Holy City is His Shekinah, the place—the Makom—of His dwelling, which, in mystical terms, is the body of Israel. How does God roar? Through aggadic outcry.

These are the aggadic teachings that must be kept in mind when we read in A Beggar in Jerusalem, “Jerusalem: the face visible yet hidden, the sap and the blood of all that makes us live or renounce life. The spark flashing in the darkness…. A name, a secret. For the exiled, a prayer. For all others, a promise…. Jerusalem: the city which miraculously transforms man into pilgrim; no one can enter it and go away unchanged.”13 As the site where the Temple stood, Jerusalem signifies the presence of Torah in the world, and Torah signifies sanctity in the world. It is no accident that Wiesel compares the annihilation of the Jews in the Holocaust to the burning of the Temple.14 Just so, in The Time of the Uprooted the main character's best friend, Bolek, declares, “I still observe the fast [of the 9th of Av]. Not because of the First or Second Temple but because of the Third, also in ruins.”15 At Auschwitz the Temple—and with it the very sanctity of human life—was itself placed upon the altar, in the flesh and blood of the body of Israel.

How the tale transforms its listener into a messenger is illustrated perfectly in Wiesel's novel The Oath. In this novel about the destruction of a Jewish community an old man saves a young man bent on suicide by relating to him a tale and thus turning him into a messenger: “I'll transmit my experience to him and he, in turn, will be compelled to do the same. He in turn will become a messenger. And once a messenger, he has no alternative. He must stay alive until he has transmitted his message.”16 Through the old man in The Oath Wiesel transforms all of us into messengers entrusted with a tale and a testimony regarding the sanctity of human life. If, according to the aggadic tradition, every soul harbors a portion of the soul of the Messiah,17 being transformed into a messenger brings to bear that portion of our soul and our messianic responsibility. Wiesel has said that the Messiah is present in all of his writings,18 and in The Oath this aggadic teaching is explicitly stated: “The Messiah. We seek him, we pursue him. We think he is in heaven; we don't know that he likes to come down as a child.”19 When we recall the ways in which the Nazis designated Jewish children as primary targets, these lines are chilling indeed.

In The Testament, a novel about the Soviet persecution of the Russian Jewish poet Paltiel Kossover, Wiesel invokes another aggadic teaching concerning the Messiah: among the seven things that preceded Creation is the name of the Messiah.20 Because every human being harbors a trace of the Messiah, only the human being can manifest the name of the Messiah—by telling tales. Sometimes this task is performed silently, as in The Testament, when, in order to protect his father's words, Paltiel's son Grisha gives himself over to a muteness that shouts louder than any word: when the KGB wanted him to “talk,” Grisha bit off his own tongue.21 Thus he becomes a poet, “not like his father. In place of his father.”22 More than a poet, he becomes a messenger, like Wiesel, in the aggadic tradition. For part of the message transmitted in the aggadic tradition is transmitted through silence. Grisha's father, Paltiel, notes that, according to Aggadah, as long as King David was composing his psalms, “the Angel of Death could not approach him.”23 Weaving the Aggadah into his tales, Wiesel shows us how to stave off the Angel of Death, who ruled over the Kingdom of Night and who lurks in the twilight of our own age, when we face neither light nor darkness but only shadows.

Thus we abide in the twilight that Wiesel explores in his novel by that name. Twilight is about a Holocaust survivor and scholar of Jewish mysticism named Raphael and his encounters at a sanatorium that specializes in patients who take themselves to be biblical characters. In this novel replete with Aggadah we have an aggadic teaching concerning the Angel of Death, this one from the hasidic master Nachman of Bratslav. Among the patients whom Raphael meets is one known as “the dead man,” who is afraid that when the Angel of Death approaches him to ask him his name, he will not remember.24 According to the Aggadah, when we die and lie in the grave the Angel of Death comes to us, so that he might bring us into the presence of the Holy One. But in order to come into His presence, we must answer a certain question. And so, with his thousand eyes gazing upon us, the Angel poses the fearsome question, the very question he put to Jacob when they wrestled until dawn: “What is your name?”25 But what, indeed, do we know when we know our name? To know our name is to know the names of those who confer a name upon us, the names of our mother and father. It means knowing a teaching that harbors our future and our mission in life, as inscribed in our name; it means recognizing that we are called by name and must answer to our name.

Here too we find an aggadic connection in Wiesel's novel. For in the sanatorium Raphael meets Cain, the one whom God asked the two questions most fundamental to deciding who and what we are as human beings: “Where is your brother?” (Gn 4:9) and “What have you done?” (Gn 4:10). Murdering his brother, Cain murdered his own name, and with it the Holy Name. Echoing the Midrash (Bereshit Rabbah 1:11), Cain says to Raphael, “When I killed my brother, it was really Him I wanted to kill. And He knows it. Any fool knows that whoever kills, kills God.”26 Perhaps there lies the immortality of the Immortal One: He can be murdered a million—even six million—times over. Perhaps that is what must be remembered. And how is such a memory transmitted? Through Aggadah. If, as Wiesel has said, the Shoah was a war against memory,27 it was a war against Aggadah, against transmitting tales: destroying the tales of the Jewish people, you destroy the memory—the soul—of the Jewish people.

Memory, of course, is the defining theme of The Forgotten. It is about a Holocaust survivor named Elhanan, who, in the throes of Alzheimer's disease, must transmit his memory to his child Malkiel before it escapes him. There Wiesel writes, “It is memory that connects [a Jew] to Abraham, Moses, and Rabbi Akiba.”28 In other words, memory is the substance of Aggadah, and Aggadah is the essence of memory. Wiesel maintains this interconnection by weaving Midrash and Aggadah—the tales of Abraham, Moses, and Rabbi Akiva—into his own tales. In this novel he compares Elhanan's effort to remember to a scribe copying Torah.29 Just so, Wiesel himself struggles to remember, a word at a time, by drawing the tales that are themselves Torah into his own tales. When Elhanan's son Malkiel asks the caretaker Ephraim what he takes care of, Ephraim answers, “What people throw away, what history rejects, what memory denies. The smile of a starving child, the tears of its dying mother, the silent prayers of the condemned man and the cries of his friend. I gather them up and preserve them.”30 Like his character, Wiesel gathers up these shreds of memory by gathering the aggadic memory of Abraham, Moses, and Rabbi Akiva into this memory, to preserve what Jews must not forget, if they are to remain Jews—especially in the post-Holocaust era: not only the cries of the murdered Jews but the tales of the murdered tradition.

The task of remembrance is the task of creating a dwelling place for God in a world where He has been uprooted through the uprooting of humanity. Examining Wiesel's The Time of the Uprooted, we realize that human beings dwell where God dwells; thus one of the names of God is HaMakom, “the Place”: God is the place of dwelling, as it is written in the Midrash (Midrash Tehillim 4:90:10). And where is that Place? In the Aggadah, in the tales we relate to one another as we open the between-space of human relation. Thus this tale begins with a stranger who comes to the door “looking for people's stories.”31 With the collapse of that relation rooted in relating tales, both the vertical and the horizontal relations are uprooted. And so here we have refugee from the Shoah named Gamaliel, whose teacher Rebbe Zusya tells him that in a sense we are all “men without a country.” “Even God?” Gamaliel asks. “Yes, God, as well,” his teacher answers.32 The time of the uprooted is the time of the absence of the eternal in time.

What must be kept in mind when reading The Time of the Uprooted is that the Kingdom of Night instituted by the Nazis is the Kingdom of Exile. Waging a metaphysical war, the Nazis had to drive the Jews from their homes and thus render them homeless prior to killing them: living in a camp, in a ghetto, or in hiding, every Jew in Nazi Europe was homeless. In this novel Gamaliel was a child hidden by Ilonka, one of the Righteous among the Hungarians. And yet, in order for a Jewish child to survive in the time of a radical assault on Judaism, he had to renounce his Jewish identity, beginning with the renunciation of his name: as a hidden child, he changed his name to Peter. Thus the Nazis’ reach extended even into the Jews’ hiding places. Clinging to a thread of his own being, each night before going to bed, Gamaliel would repeat his name, his father's name, and his mother's name,33 calling to mind once again the aggadic teaching concerning the question that the Angel of Death puts to us. For Gamaliel—for the uprooted—time assumes the form not of the not yet, the category of meaning and mission, but of the never.34 To be uprooted is to be uprooted from a sense of meaning and mission, which is essential to a sense of belonging.

For Gamaliel, however, there is longing but no belonging. Hence his attachment to stories, to Aggadah—in the mode of outcry. He wonders, for example, what “would be decent, honorable, and effective for him to testify on behalf of his dead parents. A prayer, or a howl? Or perhaps silence?”35 The prayer, the howl, and the silence come together in Gamaliel's aggadic outcry, which, in an important sense, is the genre in which Wiesel is operating here. Writing for others as a ghost writer, but never for himself (another indication of being uprooted), Gamaliel longs for his words “to be like fire, to leave scars on the memory of God, or a least of His creatures.”36 Just so, Wiesel's words of Aggadah are like fire. They are the alternative to what befell a man named Asher, who, it is related in the novel, chronicled the evil that befell the Davarowsk Ghetto and finally committed suicide, saying in his suicide note, “I saw the children; I witnessed their cries and their tears. And I no longer have the words to tell it.”37 That is where Wiesel's Aggadah as outcry comes in—where we no longer have the words to tell it.

And that is where madness comes in. Madness has always been a major part of Wiesel's aggadic enterprise as a novelist, but it seems to have assumed an even greater role in his later works, in The Time of the Uprooted and especially in A Mad Desire to Dance. Noting the title of this novel, we cannot help but recall the hasidic master Moshe Leib of Sassov, who declared, “When somebody asks something impossible of me, I know what I must do: I must dance.”38 In Wiesel's aggadic outcry, words themselves dance. In this novel one of the signs of the madness of Doriel, Wiesel's main character, is the way he dances around his psychoanalyst Thérèse Goldschmidt's questions, responding not with answers but with stories.39 Similar to Gamaliel, Doriel is a child survivor of the Holocaust. The stories that he weaves into his own story come not only from his life but also from the Aggadah. Indeed, a citation of the Aggadah concerning how the great sage Shimon ben Zoma went mad upon entering the orchard (Talmud Bavli, Chagigah 14b) is part of the epigraph of the novel and thus guides the reading of the entire work; lest we forget the epigraph, the reference to Ben Zoma is repeated in the novel itself.40

In Doriel we see that aggadic outcry can become aggadic madness. How? When the storyteller becomes trapped in his own stories, as Doriel's friend Jonathan warns him,41 or when his story is the tale of his being trapped within his own tale. Among Doriel's tales is the tale related to him by Samek Ternover about a victim of the Holocaust who could not put words together, since he had aphasia: “Symbolic, don't you think? The only person in the world who could have testified about so many deaths was struck with aphasia. It's simple; the words just wouldn't come out. As if God Himself feared his deposition.”42 Here we realize that where there is aggadic outcry, there is aggadic deposition—there lies the aggadic madness. Since Aggadah, in a strict sense, comes from God, it is a madness by which God Himself goes insane, as Doriel suggests.43 If insanity robs us of our humanity, it robs God of his divinity.

Hence the remark from a Messiah-like beggar in this novel, who tells Doriel, “God isn't God, for man is no longer human,”44 echoing a line from the Aggadah itself. For it is written in the Pesikta de-Rab Kahana, “Only when you are My witnesses, am I God, but when you are not My witnesses, I—if one dare speak thus—am not God” (Pesikta de-Rab Kahana 12:6). How, then, shall the madman become one of His witnesses? By learning to dance, as Doriel does in the end, dancing like a soul on fire, in remembrance of the flames that consumed the soul, in remembrance of Rebbe Leib, son of the Great Maggid of Mezritch, who, according to the Aggadah of the hasidim, cried out to his fellow Jews, “Your dancing counts for more than my prayers.”45

Concluding Remarks: On Listening

In A Mad Desire to Dance Wiesel provides us with a key to understanding what happens to us as we engage the specifically aggadic dimensions of his outcry. When we discover that his analyst Thérèse Goldschmidt has been transformed by her psychoanalysis of Doriel,46 we realize that in our literary analysis of Wiesel's works we are also transformed. There is no detached “scholarly” engagement with his works, precisely because of their aggadic aspect: to engage Aggadah is to be transformed by it, summoned by it, confronted with the first question put to the first man, as well as with the question that the madman puts to God: Where are you? Suddenly the analysis does a turnabout: it is we who are being analyzed as we engage Wiesel's aggadic outcry.

We have found that in Wiesel's literary works such an outcry has certain aspects of prayer, that it transforms its listeners into messengers, and that there is a life-and-death stake in that transformation. We have seen that silence is as much a part of that outcry as are words, and that the aggadic outcry itself is a vessel of the very memory—the very Jewish teaching, tradition, and testimony—that the Nazis set out to exterminate from human memory. And we have seen that in our engagement with Wiesel's aggadic outcry, we come under a judgment. Those who look over his shoulder as he writes look over our shoulder as we read, as we listen. Thus, engaging Wiesel's aggadic outcry, we realize that if there is anything that we must learn from the Shoah, it is this: how to listen. For the messenger must be a listener.

In A Beggar in Jerusalem Katriel declares, “Do you know that it is given to us to enrich a legend simply by listening to it? It belongs as much to the listener as to the teller. You listen to a tale, and all of a sudden it is no longer the same tale.”47 You listen to Wiesel's tales, you collide with his aggadic outcry, and all of a sudden you are no longer the same. Suddenly you have a flash of understanding of the meaning of the word—of the prayer—“Shema”; suddenly you learn not only to hear but to listen. After the Shoah there is no more urgent lesson to be learned. And Wiesel teaches us by example: “Novelists ought not to speak,” he says. “Their mission consists in listening.”48 Their mission consists in transforming us into listeners, else we can never become messengers. If you want to know the One who spoke and brought the world into being—the One who remained silent and returned the world to nothingness—learn Aggadah. For learning Aggadah, we learn to listen. And we learn to hope that the One who spoke, the One who remained silent, will also learn to listen.
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WHOSE TESTIMONY? THE CONFUSION OF FICTION WITH FACT

LAWRENCE L. LANGER

THROUGHOUT MOST OF his life Primo Levi insisted that his first book, Se questo é un uomo (If This Is a Man, published in the United States as Survival in Auschwitz), was not the work of a writer but simply a compilation of stories he had been telling to friends and strangers since his return from Auschwitz in October 1945. He had, he said repeatedly, no interest in producing a literary work but only a desire—indeed, a compelling need—to inform the world about his experience in Auschwitz, and in so doing to make a contribution to the history rather than to the literature of the Holocaust. He began work on the book soon after his return and finished it at the end of 1946. As is well known, he then submitted the manuscript without success to some of Italy's major publishers until a minor independent house agreed to issue a small edition of 2,000 in October 1947. It received little attention, sold 1,500 copies, and was quickly forgotten.

But any student of literature who reads If This Is a Man will quickly note that it is no ordinary memoir, that its author was as concerned with the design as with the content of his writing, and that Levi was doing much more than merely recording the facts of his experience. How else do we explain the detail that he wrote the final chapter (called “The Last Ten Days,”) first, so that as a writer he knew where he was going to end even before he had begun his narrative journey? The second chapter Levi wrote was its most famous one, “The Canto of Ulysses,” establishing a dramatic contrast between the moral economy of Dante's Inferno and the moral chaos of a place called Auschwitz, which lacked all literary precedents, had no Virgil as its guide, nor any reassurance that a divine Creator presided over its desolate terrain. Both Dante and Primo Levi may have asked themselves the following question, but how different their responses: “What will my readers be capable of imagining, and how can I relate it to the reality that they already know?” Many of the philosophical and theological assumptions underlying Dante's Commedia would have been familiar to his audience, but Levi could only feel anxiety about the response to the alien universe he portrayed, which lacked both philosophical and theological foundations. When ten years later another memoir called La Nuit (Night) appeared in France—in the same year (1958) coincidentally, that Levi's If This Is a Man was reprinted by a major Italian publishing house—little had changed, and Wiesel could only have shared a similar unease. When the American translation was issued two years later, the Holocaust was still not a topic of public discussion. In those years Raul Hilberg's monumental study of the destruction of European Jewry was still seeking its own publisher, and the Eichmann trial and the prolonged Frankfurt trial of twenty-two Auschwitz personnel lay in the future. As far as I know, the first course in Holocaust literature was not taught at an American college or university until 1965.

Although histories of the Holocaust by Leon Poliakov and Gerald Reitlinger were in print at this time, few Americans were familiar with them. Popular taste on the subject had been shaped by Anne Frank's sentimental and essentially cheerful Diary of a Young Girl (1952), which offered no details about the painful ordeal of ghettoes and camps or of mass murder, and of course made no mention of her eventual fate. Readers were thus spared the sense of anguish that surfaces in the pages of Night and If This Is a Man. But the single work destined to shape American consciousness—certainly student consciousness—of the Holocaust experience more than any other, one of the earliest to be written after the war, first appeared in 1946 as Ein Psycholog erlebt das KZ (A psychologist experiences the concentration camp), only to be reprinted a few months later with a new and more appealing title:…trotzdem Ja zum Leben sagen: Drei Vorträge (…in spite of everything, say yes to life: three lectures). In 1959 (in the same time period as Night and If This Is a Man), it was translated into English as From Death-Camp to Existentialism: A Psychiatrist's Path to a New Therapy) and reissued in 1963 under the title we know it by today: Viktor E. Frankl's Man's Search for Meaning. The parade of different titles raises the suspicion that the author was pursuing fashion more than history, more interested in attracting a large audience than in offering an authentic account of his Holocaust experience. And his success was staggering: by 1997, the work had sold more than nine million copies worldwide, and after a survey conducted by the Library of Congress and Reader's Digest it was named one of the ten most influential books ever published in the United States. Although Night and If This Is a Man have long since established their reputations as classics of Holocaust literature, neither can make such an astonishing claim.

Nor would either want to. The value of a memoir depends on the authority of its writer, but this cannot be separated from the knowledge—or ignorance—of its audience. And when the subject is the Holocaust, as we shall see, the reader is treading on perilous soil. For example, Frankl begins his account with an ostensibly modest statement of intention that turns out to be utterly false: “Most of the events described here did not take place in the large and famous camps, but in the small ones where most of the real extermination took place.”1 But we know that the “real extermination” did take place in famous camps like Auschwitz and Treblinka (or by mass shootings in Ukraine and Belarus and the Baltic states). Innocent readers, however, are easily misled by Frankl's misstatement. Even worse: Frankl was deported from Theresienstadt to Auschwitz on October 19, 1944, and refers to selections there as if he had observed them himself while carefully portraying the stages of adaptation a prisoner went through in the death camp, even though as we now know—and as Frankl finally confirmed more than forty years later—he spent no more than three days in Auschwitz before being shipped west to Dachau subcamps at Kaufering and Türkheim. Like Bruno Bettelheim, Frankl believed that if he wrote with conviction on a subject that his readers knew virtually nothing about, he could manufacture a Holocaust consciousness from the vacuum of ignorance that prevailed at the time. Bettelheim's essay on “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situations,”2 which appeared in America in the midst of the war in 1943, though full of unsubstantiated assumptions, gained a host of admirers, and it took decades to discredit his dogmatic conclusions. Attempts have been made to discredit Frankl too, but so vast has been the influence of what he calls his “height” psychology (to contrast it with the depth psychology of his predecessors) that it has overridden all such efforts. His utterly unverifiable statement in Man's Search for Meaning that in Auschwitz “The thought of suicide was entertained by nearly everyone, if only for a brief time” (36) has fostered more mischief than insight, and his description of the arrival of his transport from Theresienstadt (where he spent two years, incidentally, though he ignores this experience in Man's Search for Meaning)—” ‘There is a sign, Auschwitz!’ Everyone's heart missed a beat at that moment. Auschwitz—the very name stood for all that was horrible: gas chambers, crematoriums, massacres’” (27)—has inspired even greater confusion and misapprehension. Few readers are prompted to ask how the new arrival at Auschwitz was supposed to have gained such precise information in advance. Elie Wiesel's Night, more devoted to truth than to melodrama, records the same moment of arrival differently: “But we were pulling into a station. Someone near a window read to us: ‘Auschwitz.’ Nobody had ever heard that name.”3

Despite occasional claims that American Jews are obsessed with the Holocaust, there is little evidence that Americans in general have made much effort to learn the history of the event, to say nothing of the details of the killing process or the sites where it occurred. They know a place called Auschwitz and a name called Mengele and a number: six million. The impact of a Holocaust memoir should depend in part on the truthfulness of its narrator—and Frankl's readers had no way of knowing that he was in Auschwitz for only three days—and partly on the ability of the reader to judge that truthfulness. But the widespread difficulty of distinguishing between Holocaust fiction and Holocaust fact continues to this day, and since the question is not irrelevant to the history and criticism of Wiesel's Night, it might be worth pausing for a moment to ask why.

When Art Spiegelman's graphic work Maus was published it quickly rose on the New York Times bestseller list, where it appeared in the column under “Fiction.” Did the person or committee who made that decision simply assume that such a narrative had to be invented? After receiving an angry letter of protest from the author, the editors shifted it to the nonfiction list. The first line of the entry for Primo Levi's If This Is a Man in the online “Wikipedia: A Free Encyclopedia”—which I would not recommend as an impeccable scholarly source—reads “If This Is a Man (Italian title Se questo é un uomo, US title Survival in Auschwitz) is a novel by Primo Levi.” It is not well known that until a few weeks before it appeared the publishers of Jerzy Kosinski's The Painted Bird were uncertain whether to issue it as a novel or a memoir. They were inclined toward the latter, but at the last minute decided it would be “safer” to go with the former. Only later did I come to understand the reason for their hesitancy: when I interviewed Kosinski in 1968 for a television documentary called “In the Beginning Was the Holocaust,” he assured me that what happened to him during that period was far worse than what had happened to the boy in The Painted Bird. At the time I believed him—why should I have not?—only to discover afterward that he had spent the war years with his parents in Poland living with false Christian identity papers, and that his experience bore no resemblance to that of the boy in his novel. Wiesel reviewed The Painted Bird for the New York Times, and upon inquiring of Kosinski whether he was Jewish—the boy in the novel is never identified as a Jew—Kosinski replied that he was not. Wiesel also believed him—why should he have not?—and included this information in his review, only to receive letters from friends abroad that the Kosinskis were a well-known Jewish family, whose real name was Lewinkopf. Kosinski enjoyed deceiving others with tales about himself that were untrue—I can vouch for this personally—but this is not the place to go into the long, tangled history of the genesis of The Painted Bird, which, with his limited knowledge of English, Kosinski wrote with the help of collaborators and translators and continued to tinker with the text through numerous “new” editions. This brief review of The Painted Bird's genesis introduces the question of reliability that one cannot avoid when confronting personal accounts of the Holocaust—and I refer not to the dependability of memory, which is a separate issue, but to the credibility of intention, the temptation to introduce details that might intensify the experience for a reader who because of the inaccessible nature of the event will always have difficulty separating Holocaust fact from Holocaust fiction.

I felt suspected of this myself when some years ago I published an essay in the Atlantic Monthly called “Preempting the Holocaust” in which I described a particularly gruesome murder of a newborn infant by an SS man. I received a call from the magazine's fact-checker asking me for the source of this information. I told her I had heard it on a videotaped testimony at the Fortunoff Video Archive at Yale of a witness who was in the room when it happened, and I learned a short time later that the Atlantic had actually sent her down to New Haven to look at the tape in order to verify my account. There is an odd contradiction here, since in other instances editors and audiences have embraced without demurral the most implausible narratives simply because their authors have identified themselves as survivors of the Holocaust. Until we break down the wall of awe that surrounds individuals identified by that designation, we will continue to be haunted by a rivalry between the “fact-checking” instinct and the impulse to embrace as authentic versions of the Holocaust that should have been recognized as fraudulent the moment they appeared.

Although Primo Levi freely admitted that his fiancée—later to become his wife—helped him edit the original manuscript of If This Is a Man, and that he revised and added new material to the reprinted second edition ten years later, no one has ever accused him of offering us an unreliable text. Yet to this day Wiesel's Night is shelved in the fiction section in some libraries, and a few episodes are scrutinized for reliability with a microscopic intensity that should be reserved for scientific experiments rather than literary endeavor. Why this is so is a question we are constantly forced to address, though there is no certainty that we shall ever be able to answer it adequately.

The occasional interest in finding exaggerations or inaccuracies in Night is all the more puzzling when we consider the reception of two so-called Holocaust memoirs that were published during the past fifteen years and were embraced enthusiastically by Jewish audiences in America, including survivors, while microscopes were nowhere in sight. A translation from the German of a work called Fragments by a “survivor” named Binjamin Wilkomirski appeared in 1995. When I read it knowing nothing about the author, I assumed it was a novel; indeed, its remembered account of a very young child separated from his parents, witnessing repeated violent events, surviving Maidanek and Auschwitz (unnamed in the book but later identified by the author), and ending up in an orphanage resembled so many episodes from Kosinski's The Painted Bird that it immediately triggered my suspicions. When I met Wilkomirski at a Holocaust conference at Notre Dame where he was the keynote speaker, I told him that I had enjoyed his novel, and his reply stunned me: “Aber es ist kein Roman” (But it's not a novel), he protested. I knit my brow but kept my tongue, since it didn't seem civil to me to dispute his contention in the presence of our hosts. I subsequently published an essay on the Wilkomirski affair in which I tried to explain why anyone familiar with the history of the Holocaust and experienced in reading a fabricated narrative would have recognized from the beginning that the memoir was a fake.4 Yet Joan Ringelheim, at the time director of the Department of Oral History at the Research Institute at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, interviewed Wilkomirski for more than eight hours and remained clueless. He was invited to speak at Emory University and, as I mentioned, Notre Dame, and by various survivor groups across the country, making up new stories along the way, and no one challenged his reliability until Wilkomirski's Swiss publishers, prompted by the child of a survivor who felt that his father's legitimate experience had been demeaned by what he considered to be a suspect narrative, finally hired a Swiss historian to investigate the matter. He soon established that the author had been born in Switzerland out of wedlock, that he was raised as an orphan before being adopted by a wealthy Swiss family, that his Swiss birth father (as DNA tests later confirmed) was still alive, and that Wilkomirski (which was not his name) was not even Jewish.5 I ended my essay on the affair as follows:

We cannot expect to hear from Wilkomirski an honest version of the motives and process that led to the creation of his mock documentary narrative. But other sources could contribute valuable insights into this cautionary tale of deception too quickly embraced. An embarrassed silence continues to inhibit the voices of those initially misled, and one would hope that eventually some among them will break through the barrier, not in order to construe a needless apologetics but to engage in a frank self-scrutiny that might enlighten future audiences about the ongoing dangers of fraudulent Holocaust accounts.6

I am still waiting.

During the controversy over the authenticity of the text the bookstore at the Holocaust museum in Washington decided to withdraw the volume from its shelves until the matter was settled, and soon afterward I received a communication from a woman who had been a child survivor, pleading with me to intervene to have Fragments restored to the shelves. “If they doubt his story,” she complained, “they will doubt our stories too, and soon no one will believe any of us.” I tried to reassure her—with what success I have no idea—that this was not so. It is embarrassing to mention the names of prominent scholars who welcomed Wilkomirski to their campuses or supported his cause, but it is nonetheless useful to ask why they had such difficulty knowing when a memoir was not really a memoir.

If the energy spent on searching through authentic memoirs in search of false notes were redirected to suspect texts like Fragments—which, indeed, need to be recognized as suspect texts in the first place—perhaps audiences would be spared such fake accounts. Although his work was not a best seller here or abroad, when Wilkomirski spoke at Notre Dame a large assembly of international scholars—with the exception of Raul Hilberg and Saul Friedlander—rose to applaud him. One wonders how many of them had bothered to read the book. As far as I know, not one of the reviewers in America initially challenged the reliability of his narrative. Its status was determined first by the brazen posture of its author, who vehemently disputed charges of fraud until a Swiss court compelled him to submit to a DNA test, and second by the focus of his account, the anguish of a young Jewish child, which apparently has an intrinsic appeal to the sympathy of the reader. But equally and perhaps even more important is that familiarity with the historical details of the Holocaust is far less widespread than we would like to believe.

The story of the second fake memoir I mentioned earlier is even more scandalous, and confirms how easily the term “survivor,” especially when it refers to a child, cancels critical judgment. It is not worth wasting much time on, other than to mention that Misha Defonseca's Misha: A Mémoire of the Holocaust Years (1997) tells the story of a seven-year-old Belgian Jewish girl whose parents were arrested and deported (the date she gives is well before the real deportation of Belgian Jews, but no one seems to have noticed that) who says that she left Belgium and spent several years walking across Germany and Poland into Ukraine in search of them, and not finding them walked back across Romania and Yugoslavia, managed to get a ride aboard a vessel to cross the Adriatic to northern Italy, which she also walked across to reach southern France, where she found a trucker willing to drive her back to Belgium. During her journey she “stumbled” on the Warsaw Ghetto, which she safely sneaked into and out of, and then spent some time living in Polish woods with a pack of wolves—by then she would have been eight or nine—whose female head nurtured her like one of her own wolf pups. The only detail a few readers and reviewers were skeptical about was the wolf episode, which seemed improbable to them. The book was translated into eighteen languages, became a best seller in France and Italy, and was made into a feature film in France. Only in February 2008 did the author, whose real name is Monique de Wael, admit that she was not Jewish and that the story was totally untrue.

Today we call this exploiting the Holocaust, but that does not help us to understand why Misha Defonseca was invited to speak in many distinguished venues, here and abroad, including Brandeis University, without being exposed by someone in the audience who spotted the numerous historical—not to say geographical—inaccuracies in the text. Is it that the Holocaust as an event is so improbable itself—its deniers of course have called it impossible—that the critical and historical imagination too often nods in its presence? Unlike most literature, Holocaust memoirs are not concerned with the possible and the probable. They rely on an interaction with a reader who is willing to grant the reality of the improbable and the impossible, a reality utterly unfamiliar to those who have not inhabited its terrain themselves. Readers of Anna Karenina need not have experienced in order to identify with the story of a failed marriage, the romantic appeal of secret passion, the distress of a woman forced by society into a domestic situation uncongenial to her nature. The same may be said of Flaubert's Madame Bovary. The suicides of these novels’ heroines are consistent with the social and psychological frustrations they endure, and readers feel no impulse to protest against the unreliability of their actions.

But the honesty of a memoir like Night depends on moments alien to our sense of expectation. A Kapo beats a father, and his son stands by without raising a voice or gesture of protest. After long travail, that father dies, and along with the expected grief the son expresses a sense of relief as he escapes the weight of an overwhelming burden: “Free at last!” What reader can rejoice at such candor? Viktor Frankl ends his dogmatic and didactic account of his camp experience on a note of heroic martyrdom, what he calls tragic optimism, allowing Jews and, perversely, Christians, to share in a noble spiritual moment: “Our generation is realistic, for we have come to know man as he really is [itself a very dubious claim]. After all, man is that being who invented the gas chambers of Auschwitz; however, he is also that being who entered those gas chambers upright, with the Lord's Prayer or the Shema Yisrael on his lips” (157). The failure to distinguish between Jewish and non-Jewish victims of the Holocaust is disturbing enough, but the decision to judge how men and women died in a place where he had spent only three days himself is even more presumptuous. Wiesel's later description of man in Auschwitz as a starved stomach seems more precise and far less salvational, which in fact is the buried psychological and religious theme of Man's Search for Meaning. The hero of that volume is its author, who prevails over adversity though specific details of that adversity are conspicuously absent from the text. One of Night's virtues is that it provides such details in abundance without attempting to pontificate on their ultimate meaning for mankind. Like If This Is a Man, Night refuses to sanctify the ordeal of Auschwitz. Levi's narrative ends with the author trying to keep his dying companions alive until the Russians arrive. He is only half successful, as death wrestles with life until the closing lines of the text. Wiesel has found an enduring image to capture this contest between a surviving future and a lethal past, the idea that another Auschwitz survivor, Charlotte Delbo, sought to express in her memoir when she had one of her camp companions exclaim after their return to Paris, “I died in Auschwitz but no one sees it.” This is a notion utterly contradictory to Viktor Frankl's therapeutic view, which of course is what one might expect of a psychiatrist devoted to healing trauma. But it sidesteps one of the essential legacies of Auschwitz, of which Frankl knew virtually nothing: how to incorporate the death of others into the ongoing experience of life. I cannot imagine a more perfect way to convey the condition of our existence from the battlefields of World War One to the roadside bombs of Iraq than the closing lines of Night, when a young boy looks into a mirror and perceives that “from the depths of the mirror a corpse was contemplating me. The look in his eyes as he gazed at me has never left me.” It is both a deliberately private and an involuntarily universal revelation, a heritage from the history of our time, the sense of what I have called “deathlife” that is embedded in the persisting violence and atrocity of the last century and our own.

Of course, much of what I have just said is implicit in the narrative of Night, and requires, as do most Holocaust memoirs, an intimate collaboration between reader and text. That text itself is the result of an alliance between the memory and the artistry of the author, the purpose of the latter being not to embellish the tale but to grip the reader with more than the kind of moralizing sentiments that thread through Man's Search for Meaning. Few can doubt the improvement of the present ending of Night when compared to the concluding line of the earlier and much longer Yiddish version: “Those who kept silent yesterday will remain silent tomorrow.” It is a solemn and worthy warning, but it does not carry the impact of the haunting image of a corpse, reminding the reader that for the Jews Auschwitz was a cemetery, not a holy sanctuary where one used one's memory of the experience to transcend suffering. Although he never admits it, and although he calls it “logotherapy,” Viktor Frankl lifts his theory of the salvational value of suffering straight from Christian doctrine, which explains why his text is larded with citations from Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and the Gospel of John. The occasionally maligned episode in Night of the hanging of two men and a boy, with its alleged resemblance to a crucifixion, though introduced as a historically accurate portrait of a moment of atrocity, may also be read as an ironic commentary on the failed doctrine of human love and spiritual aspiration that Frankl drew on in his psychologist's ambition to reclaim hope from despair. When Primo Levi was forced to witness a similar execution, he reported that the doomed man called out at the last moment “Kameraden, ich bin der Letzte” (“Comrades, I am the last one”), without explaining the meaning of this epitaph, though as far as I know no one has ever accused him of inventing that dramatic cry. He uses the moment, as does Wiesel, to reflect the helplessness and hopelessness of the more fortunate prisoners in the presence of such a violation, and indeed Levi records it as the nadir of his experience of Auschwitz, when he was convinced that the Germans had succeeded in stripping him of the last shred of the human decency that he had entered the camp with some months earlier.

It is vitality rather than decency that the closing image of Night drains from our imagination. Even If This Is a Man, whose ending Philip Roth likened to Robinson Crusoe in hell because its author successfully searched the abandoned environs of Buna for sources of nutriment and heat, focuses more on regained energy and restored dignity than on the disillusionment and loss of innocence that is a central motif of Night. That book about a young boy still in his teens was begun by a fledgling author still in his twenties, and it resists the temptation to find solace or meaning in the experience of Auschwitz. We all know that night is followed by dawn and dawn by day, both in nature and the literary career of the author, but that information is part of the future and should not be allowed to warm the morally wintry pages of this Holocaust memoir. Who knows whether its unbearably desolate landscape has provoked some to question the authenticity of a few of its most painful incidents? I recently read a skeptical criticism of the moment in Night when the boy Juliek, who played in the orchestra at Auschwitz (itself an insane idea) and who has carried his instrument with him on the death march when leaving the camp, plays a passage from the Beethoven violin concerto, a sort of requiem for himself, as it turns out, for he dies soon afterward. Unbelievable! Who can imagine such an episode? But who can imagine a son throttling his father to seize his piece of bread, another bizarre happening in Night? I once interviewed a woman who stood with other new arrivals naked waiting for their hair to be cut while SS officers strolled in the vicinity, when one of the officers recognized among them a famous Jewish opera singer. He commanded her, stark naked, to sing for him, said the witness, who had no reason in the world to invent this implausible occurrence. I watched the interview of another survivor who said that in the middle of the night in the ghetto he sneaked into the kitchen and ate the piece of bread that was being saved for his sister's breakfast. “Can you believe it?” he asked. “I can't!” he added. And he wept. The implausible careens into the improbable, and the improbable into the impossible so often in Holocaust testimony, whether oral or written, that I think we are obliged to embrace Jan Gross's conclusion in his book Neighbors that the time has come to accept survivor testimony as true unless someone can provide explicit evidence to the contrary.

Because the facts of the Holocaust sound and read so frequently like fiction about the Holocaust, audiences who did not experience the event can easily confuse the two. This is not to say that fiction is untrustworthy: it simply operates in a different way. When a Jewish prisoner in a subcamp of Auschwitz in one of Tadeusz Borowski's short stories says to the non-Jewish narrator, “Real hunger is when one man regards another man as something to eat,”7 it is doubtful whether anyone actually made that statement, but it certainly expands our sense of what Wiesel meant when he spoke of man in Auschwitz as a starved stomach. Cannibalism is one of those issues that still must overcome the obstacle of disbelief, and few scholars investigate or write about it, just as the anguish of people who may have suffocated to death in mass graves in Ukraine and elsewhere because the execution shot only wounded them is ignored because the imagination cannot encompass the scale of such an atrocity. The French priest who has recently been traveling through Ukraine unearthing unknown mass graves of murdered Jewish victims is performing a historic and a symbolic mission, excavating a literal truth filled with terror and sorrow but at the same time helping the imagination to encompass the scope of this exposure by bringing its darkness back into the light of day.8 A memoir such as Night was among the first to venture into this archeology of death in a way that Anne Frank and Viktor Frankl never approach and even Primo Levi does not achieve, with an integrity of vision that helps to explain its enduring impact in the annals of what has come to be known as the literature of the Holocaust.

 

Notes

1. Viktor E. Frankl, Man's Search for Meaning, revised and updated (New York: Pocket Books, 1984), 21.

2. Bruno Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situations,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 38 (1943): 417–52.

3. Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Marion Wiesel (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), 27.

4. See “Fragments of Memory: A Myth of Past Time,” in Lawrence L. Langer, Using and Abusing the Holocaust (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 48–63.

5. See Stefan Maechler, The Wilkomirski Affair: A Study in Biographical Truth, trans. John E. Woods (New York: Schocken, 2001).

6. See “Fragments of Memory,” 63.

7. See “A Day at Harmenz” in Tadeusz Borowski, This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen, and Other Stories, trans. Barbara Vedder (New York: Viking, 1967), 34.

8. See Father Patrick Desbois, The Holocaust by Bullets: A Priest's Journey to Uncover the Truth behind the Murder of 1.5 Million Jews (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).





18

WIESEL'S TESTAMENT

OREN BARUCH STIER

I WOULD LIKE TO BEGIN on a personal note: when I was graduating from college everyone had the opportunity to insert a quotation or two into a space next to our yearbook photographs. One of the quotations I chose was from the epigraph to Elie Wiesel's novel, The Gates of the Forest, which, as already cited by several contributors to this volume, recounts the tale of a Jewish mystical technique utilized by a succession of hasidic leaders for averting a divine decree of harsh judgment against the Jewish community, despite the progressively fading memory of the actual technique: in the end, the story alone is enough. The parable concludes, we will recall, “God made man because He loves stories.”1 That last sentence is the passage I chose for my yearbook statement; I selected it because I was enamored of the redemptive vision of the tale, and for the implication of a lonely and bereft divine universe had humans either never existed or, perhaps worse, existed without the ability to tell tales. Now, in revisiting that epigraph, I am struck both by the threat of divine judgment hovering in the background and by the testimonial aspect of the story—and the story within the story—told not just to entertain God, but to defend Jews—always, as it were, in a cosmic courtroom.

The title of this chapter, “Wiesel's Testament,” is meant to play off the etymological connection between the words “testimony” and “testament.” I would like to highlight this connection in three intersecting ways:

 

1.In a specifically legal sense, paying particular attention to the formal meaning of the word “testimony.”

2. In the sense of a “last will and testament,” especially in the context of Wiesel's book The Testament.

3. In a religious sense, which also could allude to a biblical (and even “new”) testament, that is, looking at not only a literary corpus and/or canon as a whole, but also, and perhaps especially, the echoes and associations in that body of output that most engage the broader, Christian, world.

 

One might suggest that we live in an age of testimony. This is not only due to the mass of personal accounts available as never before through contemporary technological means, but also due to modern society's apparent need for and reliance on witnesses and witnessing to an endless range of twentieth-and twenty-first-century horrors. “Testimony,” as defined in the Oxford English Dictionary, from the Latin testimonium, itself derived from the Latin noun testis or “witness,” is (1) a formal statement, especially one given in a court of law and (2) evidence or proof of something. “Witness,” also according to the OED, is (1) a person who sees an event take place and (2) a person giving sworn testimony to a court of law or the police (to cite just two meanings of the word). But much of what contemporary popular culture calls “testimony” emerges from a fairly liberal reading of witnessing (i.e., many of our modern-day “witnesses” have never, in fact, seen the events to which they testify, nor of course do they testify in formal courts—unless we count courts of public opinion). Furthermore, as Nancy Harrowitz reminds us, in some cases, the witness to an event does not bear testimony, because the act of witnessing itself leads to death and hence the inability to testify, as in the biblical case of Lot's wife.2 Wiesel's particular brand of testimony hews, on one hand, more closely to the classic model, owing to his personal experiences during the Shoah (he has written, of the dead, “I simply look at them. I see them and I write”);3 on the other hand, his kind of testimony escapes and exceeds the conservative constraints of the genre's judicial aspects by virtue of the fact that it is largely literary.

Indeed, one can safely argue that Wiesel has participated in the creation of the genre of literary testimony. If we consider his most famous work within the genre, Night, and especially its publishing history, we have opportunity to reflect on just how far the genre of Holocaust testimony has come in the last fifty years, and how instrumental Wiesel was in the explosion of the genre. In an essay published in January 2008 in the New York Times Book Review, Rachel Doniado charts the difficulty Wiesel and his literary agent Georges Borchardt had in selling an English translation in the late 1950s. “Although ‘Night’ had sophisticated literary motifs and a quiet elegance, American publishers worried it was more a testimonial than a work of literature.” An editor at Scribner's even wrote that the publisher had “certain misgivings as to the size of the American market for what remains…a document.”4 That is to say that Holocaust testimony had not yet succeeded in realizing its intrinsic value as testimony on the publishing scene; Wiesel's creation remained a mere “document,” a testimonial, a report valuable only in its referentiality and not as a self-standing literary creation. How far we have come in valuing the document, in effecting the transition from testimonial to testimony!

Wiesel, it can be said, has spent his career writing on the borderline between speech and silence. And one might say that testimony—his, and perhaps others’ as well—lies in the same space between speech and silence. Giorgio Agamben has cryptically written, “Testimony takes place where the speechless one makes the speaking one speak.”5 This testimonial liminality is expressed in several ways, most often by the author in some of his autobiographical essays and public speeches, some of which have been collected in the 1990 volume From the Kingdom of Memory: Reminiscences. As is well known, ironically for a writer, he writes often about the failure of language, about the inability to express the inexpressible. In a 1985 essay, “To Believe or Not To Believe,” Wiesel writes, “I no longer believe in the magic of the spoken word. It signifies not order but disorder. It does not eliminate chaos, it only conceals it. It no longer carries men's hopes but distorts them. It has ceased to be a vehicle, only to become an obstacle. It does not signify sharing but compromise.”6

But speak he does; at a 1981 International Liberators Conference he declared:

We told the tale—or at least, we tried. We resisted all temptations to isolate ourselves and be silent. Instead we chose to affirm our desperate faith in testimony. We forced ourselves to speak—however inadequately, however poorly. We may have used the wrong words—but then there are no words to describe the ineffable. We spoke in spite of language, in spite of the void that exists between what we say and outsiders hear.7

It is worthwhile to note that Wiesel's choice of words indicating language's failings have biblical resonances: void, chaos, and the like; we will return to this issue shortly.

The bulk of Wiesel's testimony has also been indirect—not about those events, in that time. We can read this not only as another indicator of the liminal position between speech and silence but also as the fraught subject position of the speaker. In “Making the Ghosts Speak,” Wiesel says:

I evoke memories that precede my own; I sing the song of ancient kingdoms; I describe swallowed-up worlds. I exist by what I say as much as by what I hold back. To protect my silent universe, I speak of the world of others. To avoid painful subjects, I explore others: Biblical, Talmudic, Hasidic, or contemporary. I evoke Abraham and Isaac so as not to reveal the mystery of my relationship with my father. I recount the adventures of the Besht so as not to dwell on the fate of his descendants. In other words, literature has helped me look away. The tales that I recount are never those that I would like to tell, or ought to tell.8

Here the author reveals a kind of deflection in his writing, which serves a protective function and also creates a certain oscillation—almost like a divine mystical inhalation-exhalation rhythm. In “Why I Write,” noting that the vast majority of his books do not “try to penetrate the realm of the dead,” Wiesel observes:

In my other books, through my other books, I try to follow other roads. For it is dangerous to linger among the dead; they hold onto you, and you run the risk of speaking only to them. And so, I forced myself to turn away from them and study other periods, explore other destinies and teach other tales: the Bible and the Talmud, Hasidism and its fervor, the shtetl and its songs, Jerusalem and its echoes; the Russian Jews and their anguish, their awakening, their courage. At times it seems to me that I am speaking of other things with the sole purpose of keeping the essential—the personal experience—unspoken. At times I wonder: And what if I was wrong? Perhaps I should have stayed in my own world with the dead.9

Needless to say, the dead remain, and if the bulk of Wiesel's corpus is focused elsewhere, the dead remain the black hole at the center, around which the other tales circle inexorably, laden with a certain degree of the author's self-doubt.

This may all seem self-evident. But it is nonetheless essential to understanding Wiesel's testimony. “Only those who lived [the truth of Auschwitz] in their flesh and in their minds can possibly transform their experience into knowledge. Others, despite their best intentions, can never do so.”10 I think Wiesel would oppose the current proliferation of vicarious witnesses and witnessing projects, preferring to conserve the literal truth of Holocaust testimony within, and perhaps, despite, its temporal and experiential limitations. This is one of the many cruelties of Nazism and its legacy: the attempt to obliviate the future possibility of the testimony of its victims, which almost succeeded. That the past twenty years or more have seen a renewed interest in recorded testimony of the Shoah is itself testament to the ultimate failure of Nazism, and to the victory of testimony—the necessity of speaking—over its absence—the inability to speak. In Wiesel's work, this victory is more nuanced; it is expressed often as a tension between speech and muteness, memory and forgetting.

It is also expressed as a conflict between the necessity of speaking about people Primo Levi called the “true witnesses”—those who were murdered—and the impossibility of speaking for them. At his testimony at the Klaus Barbie trial in 1987, Wiesel addressed the court: “Your Honor, gentlemen of the bench, gentlemen of the jury, I thank you for inviting me to appear before you today. I will try to speak about some of the nameless absent—but not for them. No one has a right to speak in their name. If the dead have something to say, they will say it in their own way. Perhaps they are already saying it. Are we capable, are we worthy, of hearing them?”11 And in his 1986 Nobel address he asked, “Do I have the right to represent the multitudes who have perished? Do I have the right to accept this great honor on their behalf? I do not. No one may speak for the dead, no one may interpret their mutilated dreams and visions. And yet, I sense their presence. I always do—and at this moment more than ever.”12 Indeed, testimony can make the dead present even without speaking on their behalf; one might say that the best testimony allows auditors to hear other, still silent, voices. In fact, this is what Agamben means by his claim cited above.

Perhaps it is in what testimony reveals that we may move from “testimony” to “testament.” The difference is subtle but noteworthy: if testimony is something one gives, a testament is something one leaves behind. Wiesel's moving novel The Testament turns our attention from Holocaust testimony to the fictional testament of one Paltiel Kossover, a composite character assembled from the lives of the thirteen Yiddish poets and other artists secretly executed by Stalin on August 12, 1952, in the basement of Moscow's Lubyanka prison. The story is told through the eyes of Grisha Kossover, Paltiel's son, who has just emigrated from Russia to Israel in July 1972, and it unfolds over the course of one night, the eve of Yom Kippur 1973. Grisha has managed to smuggle his father's testament out of Russia, and as he rereads it that night so do we; this story within the story comprises the bulk of the novel, in which we learn Paltiel's life story. It is the narrative of twentieth-century Russian-Jewish idealism, of a boy who survived a pogrom in his youth, learned Talmud and Jewish mysticism, discovered communism, and slipped away to avoid military service—an alternative narrative of a twentieth-century Jew. His father, Gershon (for whom Grisha is named), knows of his secret activities, and while he is uncomfortable with communist irreligion, he supports his son's fight against injustice; in his last words to him before his departure he asks that he remember only one thing: “You're a Jew, a Jew first and foremost; it is as a Jew that you will be helping mankind. If you care for others to the detriment of your brothers, you will eventually deny everyone. You may, if you wish, consider this my last will and testament.”13 And he asks Paltiel to promise to put on his tefillin every day.

He doesn't. But he does carry them around with him on his odyssey across Europe and the Mediterranean: Berlin, Paris, Palestine, Spain, Russia—eventually returning to his family's home during the war only to discover they were long gone into the abyss of the Holocaust—and everywhere serving the communist cause. Only toward the end, immediately before his arrest, after the birth of his son, does Paltiel again put them on, reclaiming his Jewish identity through the talismans he has kept with him. In fact, his tefillin can be read as a symbol, not only for his enduring connection to Judaism, but also representing the eternality of the divine-Jewish connection: tefillin are an [image: images]ot, a sign of that connection, and thus themselves testify to Jewish continuity and divine sovereignty. Their return also coincides with Paltiel's sudden disfavor with the communist authorities.

During his interrogations, Paltiel proves remarkably resilient. At the nadir of his suffering, in solitary confinement, forbidden to speak a word, even in his own head, he becomes a slave to silence, an intense suffering about which he writes, “I didn't know that it was possible to die of silence, as one dies of pain, of sorrow, of hunger, of fatigue, of illness or of love. And I understood why God created heaven and earth, why He fashioned man in His image by conferring on him the right and the ability to speak his joy, express his anguish. God too, God Himself was afraid of silence.”14 Confounded, his interrogators finally seize on the perfect weapon to use against him: his desire to write. Feigning defeat, they allow him pencil and paper to write his testament, read nightly by his judges as a confession. And before he is completely finished, he is executed.

Grisha has possession of his father's testament because the court stenographer smuggled it out of prison out of his admiration for the Jewish poet. Too insignificant to the tribunal, he is the “perfect witness”;15 he transmits the testament to Kossover's son and in so doing himself testifies to the horrors of the communist system. This silent act of resistance, this subtle testimony, is, however, eclipsed by the symbolism of the son who, inheriting his father's tale, takes his place and takes on the role of surrogate witness, speaking on behalf of his dead father despite the fact that he—Grisha—is mute. As Zupanev, the stenographer, muses, “Who will tell our truth whose witnesses have been murdered?…The mute poets will cry forth our truth.”16 Or, as Paltiel himself wrote, in a letter to his son, in which he worries whether Grisha would ever read his testament, “I fear not. Like all the writings of prisoners it will rot in the secret archives. And yet…something in me tells me that a testament is never lost. Even if nobody ever reads it, its content is transmitted. The call of the dying will be heard; if not today, then tomorrow. All our actions are inscribed in the great Book of Creation: that is the very essence of the noble tradition of Judaism, and I entrust it to you.”17

He might have written the “great Book of Life,” for the scene of Grisha's receiving his father's testament is, we will recall, [image: images]erev Yom Kippur, the eve of the annual day of final judgment—on which we Jews testify to divine judgment—on which ritually we switch from wishing ourselves and others that we be inscribed in the Book of Life to wishing we be sealed in it. That particular Yom Kippur, in real-life Israel, was different. The eerie silence of the holy day was shattered by the infamous attack. The entire book takes place against this looming specter of which only the reader can be aware: the devastating 1973 Yom Kippur war that is about to begin—to some a divine decree of great misfortune, that, while eventually averted, temporarily brought terrifying, apocalyptic memories of the threat of total destruction back to the forefront of Jewish consciousness worldwide.18

These senses of transcending judgment and comprehensive testimony lead us, finally, to the third meaning of testimony explored here. For beyond a strictly legal sense, and beyond the etymologically connected notion of testament, there is something more all-encompassing and grand, more enduring, in Wiesel's corpus that suggests, perhaps, a desire to write a new “testament.” This more religious connotation of testimony actually capitalizes on a mistake in nomenclature: the Testaments commonly referred to as New and Old are really meant to express the concept of “covenant”—more a relationship with the divine than testimony to divine sovereignty. It is beyond the scope of this essay to assess the entirety of Wiesel's output as a complete Book with aspirations to quasi-biblical status, aside from the fact that the author's notable humility makes such a claim even more unlikely than it would be for any other writer; Wiesel himself is certainly not claiming anything of the sort. Rather, it is within the pages of his writings that one may find an enduring belief in the power of story and narrative that, expressed again and again, establishes at least the possibility that Wiesel sees a new or at least reestablished relationship with the divine and the redemptive power of language emerging. And this allows the reader to see his considerable body of writing as testamentary.

Perhaps. What is more certain is that at least one text by the author aspires to something approximating neo-testamentary and even liturgical status: The Six Days of Destruction: Meditations towards Hope, by Wiesel and Albert H. Friedlander, commissioned by the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the institutional body of Reform Judaism. It is clear from R. Joseph B. Glaser's foreword that this text was to be considered “neo-biblical”—a separate new “scroll” to be added to the existing canon of biblical scrolls (Ecclesiastes, Esther, Song of Songs, Ruth, and Lamentations) read on five separate Jewish holidays, which would also serve as an interfaith liturgy.19 The text is divided into six sections; each begins with a translation of the biblical passage describing the creation of each of the first six days followed by a new, parallel prayer invoking the divine spirit but also referring to the Shoah and the “Days of Destruction” as a counterweight to the biblical creation texts. Those opening passages are followed by illustrations by Mark Podwal and then by stories authored by Wiesel, written in a mythical tone with archetypical characters (first names only), and at times evoking biblical language, that focus the reader on different periods in the progression of the Holocaust—persecution, ghettoization, deportation, resistance, incarceration, the “Final Solution.” The book concludes with some comments and guidelines pertaining to its liturgical use.

Each story repeatedly invokes the refrain vayehi erev, vayehi voker (“and there was evening, and there was morning”), which concludes each biblical day's creative events: if the fact that biblical days always begin with nightfall might not have drawn a reader's attention previously, here the temporal rhythm calls to mind the nightfall of the Holocaust itself, while the words mock the divine law behind that rhythm. Indeed, the sixth tale makes it explicit: “And it came to pass at that time that the days were all the same for a Jew who was being pursued, tracked down and humiliated. The nights too.”20 The style serves to link the tales with the biblical and meditative passages; as the authors remark in their introduction, “Not only the events but also the continuity of the dialogue with God are part of any tale which begins with ‘…now it came to pass in those days…’ Is it enough? As Wiesel said in another text: only the story itself remains. And it must suffice.”21

But there is yet another way in which the religious sense of “testimony/testament” is invoked in Wiesel's work, and this is in the more direct engagement with a Christian mode of witnessing. I turn here to the author's most famous work, Night. I do not wish to revisit the issue of Wiesel's self-translation from the earlier Yiddish version of the memoir to its French version, via its Catholic midwife, François Mauriac, which, as Naomi Seidman has shown, resulted in a version of the narrative more acceptable to Christian readers.22 Rather, I only wish to highlight one memorable passage from the book that resonates so powerfully in a Christian context—affirmed by many of my own Christian students over the years—that it contributes significantly to a further shading of the notion of testimony in Wiesel's corpus. I refer to the disturbing episode of the young pipel arrested in connection with the sabotage of the electric plant at Buna and condemned to death by hanging, along with two adults found in possession of arms (the episode also appears in the Yiddish version of the book, thus escaping any of the criticisms pertaining to translation and adaptation23). While the two grown men shout their defiance and die quickly, the boy remains silent and suffers due to his light weight:

And so he remained for more than half an hour, lingering between life and death, writhing before our eyes. And we were forced to look at him at close range. He was still alive when I passed him. His tongue was still red, his eyes not yet extinguished.

Behind me, I head the same man asking:

“For God's sake, where is God?”

And from within me, I heard a voice answer:

“Where He is? This is where—hanging here from this gallows…”

That night, the soup tasted of corpses.24

The images are inescapable, and I am surely not the only one to note the resonances: three men condemned, one suffers visibly, the public execution by oppressive, foreign authorities, even the allusion to the Eucharist in the taste of the soup, and, most significantly, the literal reading of the statement that God hangs before the speaker. This passage can be seen as a reenactment of the crucifixion on a death camp stage, and the author places himself in the position of paradigmatic (Christian) witness to the death of God, a literalization of the original Christian testimony, only without the accompanying witness to Christ's resurrection. And without that key component, I must note, this is but a partial allusion, resonant but not transcendent. It remains, in the final analysis, a Holocaust testimony, whose religious connotation exists only for some readers. It resists transformation into something beyond itself.

But allow me to conclude with a postscript to the issue of religious testimony, as it were. For if the fundamental mode of testimony in Wiesel's work occurs in that space between speech and silence, the fundamental relationship is that between fathers and sons, as we read in The Testament and many of the author's other works. And as recounted poignantly in the author's essay “Kaddish in Cambodia,” every year on the eighteenth day of the Hebrew month of Shevat, Wiesel recites the mourner's Kaddish to commemorate his father's yahrzeit, the anniversary of his death. One particular year found him in a Thai village bordering Cambodia, searching desperately for the nine other Jews required to make the minyan, the prayer quorum, which would allow him to say Kaddish. He was not caught unawares in that remote village at that time; he chose to be there in solidarity with starving Cambodian refugees, on a March for the Survival of Cambodia, despite the challenge the location would pose for his religious obligation. The Kaddish, I should note, famously says nothing about death directly and is focused entirely on divine sovereignty and glory. It is a testament to those exalted qualities, and reciting it is testifying to divine glory. Wiesel succeeded in finding his minyan, and as he intoned the Kaddish, a young man appeared behind him, repeating the words. “‘For whom are you saying Kaddish,’” Wiesel asked him. “‘For your father?’ ‘No.’ ‘For your mother?’ ‘No.’ He grew reflective and looked toward the frontier. ‘It is for them,’ he said.”25
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AMÉRY, LEVI, WIESEL

THE FUTILITY OF HOLOCAUST TESTIMONY

ALVIN H. ROSENFELD

THE OBLIGATION TO record and remember is a constant in the literature of testimony and, more than anything else, defines its character and purpose. Jews suffering under the Nazi siege, lacking significant arms and allies, sought recourse in the only form of resistance available to most of them: the written word. They knew it would not save lives, but believed it would assure that those going to their deaths would not be forgotten.

Were they right? A close reading of Jean Améry, Primo Levi, and Elie Wiesel shows a significant strain of authorial doubt regarding the efficacy of Holocaust testimony. All three have given us exceptionally important work about the Nazi crimes against the Jews. At the end of their careers, however, Améry and Levi came to believe their writings lacked decisive effect, if not, indeed, were fated to fail altogether. While sometimes recording similar moments of doubt, Wiesel, by contrast, has avoided becoming ultimately despondent. What has kept him from succumbing to the sense of futility that oppressed Améry and Levi and has enabled him to continue writing into his eightieth year? These are some of the questions I want to raise and try to answer in this essay.

For our purposes, Améry's crucial text is his first book, At the Mind's Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor on Auschwitz and Its Realities.1 In its original German edition, the book appeared in 1966 as Jenseits von Schuld und Sühne. It was reissued with a new and revealing author's preface in 1977, one year before Améry's death.

At the Mind's Limits is a slim book that exerts a powerful effect. In its five essays, the author reflects upon his personal experiences as a wartime victim of Nazism and, at the same time, describes the torments and traumas of Holocaust victims in general. The “limits of mind” that Améry delineates help to define the limits of some of our most basic cultural assumptions about the individual and his place within the social order of modern political reality. One reads this author and learns anew the meanings of personal integrity and human vulnerability—the first, an essential condition of life that must be asserted no matter the cost; the second, the inevitable condition of life as it becomes devalued under the pressures of social meanness and degraded under a program of political barbarism. Améry, a militant exponent of the value of individual dignity, knew on his flesh the extreme difficulty of maintaining any semblance of dignity in a system such as that of German National Socialism. His writings speak forcefully on behalf of humanist values even as they testify to the massive failure of so many people of his time to uphold them.

In the preface to the first edition of his book, Améry noted that in writing these essays he broke twenty years of silence to offer his readers what he called “a phenomenological description of the existence of the victim” (xxiii). He further noted that he was not writing for his “comrades in fate,” for “they know what it is all about,” but for “the Germans, who in their overwhelming majority do not, or no longer, feel affected by the darkest and at the same time most characteristic deeds of the Third Reich.” He added, “I would like to relate a few things here that until now have perhaps not been revealed to them.” He then concluded by expressing the idealistic hope that his writings might reach “all those who wish to live together as fellow human beings” (xxiv).

In 1977, Améry reissued his book with a new and important author's preface. Gone is any sign of hope for a better future. Instead, the preface begins on a despondent note and moves toward despair: “Between the time this book was written and today, more than thirteen years have passed. They were not good years…. Sometimes it seems as though Hitler has gained a posthumous triumph…. Given this, what is the good of my attempt to reflect on the conditio inhumana of the victims of the Third Reich? Isn't it all outdated?” (xvii).

What troubled Améry most of all was the return of antisemitism within Germany, especially among his colleagues on the left. At so-called anti-Zionist rallies in German cities, a familiar street cry was once again being heard among the self-styled “antifascist “ German youth: “Death to the Jewish people.” Améry was alarmed and appalled. He was also beset by a depressing awareness that in his writings about the victims of Hitler's crimes he was speaking into the wind, and this growing sense of rejection led to feelings of anger, resignation, and, finally, indifference (110).

Améry was also troubled by efforts under way within Germany to relativize the Nazi crimes. In his reflections on the historiography of the Third Reich, Améry discounts the plausibility of any of the existing explanations of Nazism and describes it as a unique evil, “single and irreducible in its total inner logic and accursed rationality.” Furthermore, he finds that nothing but obfuscation is to be gained by relativizing Nazism as part of a general theory of “fascism” or twentieth-century political barbarism. “It did not happen in a developing country, nor as the direct continuation of a tyrannical regime,…nor in the bloody struggle of a revolution fearing for its existence…. It happened in Germany. It issued, so to speak, through spontaneous generation, from a womb that bore it as a perversion” (xviii). One can try to describe the particular terror of German National Socialism, but one cannot satisfactorily explain it. Most of all, Améry argued, one must not attempt to explain it away through the application of ready-at-hand categories of conventional Enlightenment thinking: “Clarification would amount to disposal, settlement of the case, which can then be placed in the files of history. My book is meant to aid in preventing precisely this. For nothing is resolved, no conflict is settled, no memory has become a mere memory…. Nothing has healed, and what was perhaps on the point of healing in 1964 is bursting open again as an infected wound” (xxi).

Améry reissued his book at a time in his life when an accumulation of outward events and inner troubles weighed heavily upon him. Absent from the preface to his 1977 edition of At the Mind's Limits is any appeal to “all those who wish to live together as fellow human beings.” Instead, in a prose that registers a sense of resignation alternately with something approaching desperation, he declared his intention to continue to speak forcefully about the victims of the Third Reich, but he manifests no particular confidence that he will be heard where his words most need to be heard. “I can do no more than give testimony,” he wrote (xviii). He was dejected and evidently had reached limits of his own. For in October 1978, during a visit to his native Austria, Jean Améry took his own life.

An ending of this kind no doubt has more than a single cause, and it would be a mistake to explain Améry's self-chosen death solely on the basis of his brooding sense of futility as a writer in revolt. Nevertheless, it must have been a contributing factor, for some of his despondency was almost certainly owing to the conviction that his testimony had failed to register on the people who most needed to hear it. Wiesel's remarks about suicide are sorrowfully apt here: “Nothing makes a survivor despair more than knowing that he is useless.”2 And at the end of his life, Améry felt he had been rendered useless.

Can the same not be said about Primo Levi? With the publication of his first book, Se questo è un uomo (1947; If This Is a Man, 1959), Levi offered as definitive an account of life and death in Auschwitz as any we have and thereby helped to educate generations of readers about the dehumanizing effects of the Nazi camp system. Yet that is not the way he came to regard his work. I Sommersi è I Salvati (1986; The Drowned and the Saved, 1988), Levi's last book, written some forty years later, concludes on a similarly disconsolate note as Amèry's final work, and for many of the same reasons: in Levi's view, the Germans, with only few exceptions, had chosen to remain willfully ignorant about the crimes of the Third Reich. He had tried to reach them but, as he saw it, had failed. The older generation of Germans remained by and large deaf, blind, and dumb. As for the younger people, he believed that accounts such as his speak to them, if at all, of a world that is “distant, blurred, ‘historical’” (198).3 Levi was generally not a cynical or fatalistic writer, but toward the end of his life he felt himself to be anachronistic and increasingly irrelevant when it came to the Germans. His final words on the subject carry uncharacteristically forceful tones of bitterness and of something approaching despair:

Let it be clear that to a greater or lesser degree all were responsible, but it must be just as clear that behind their responsibility stands that great majority of Germans who accepted in the beginning, out of mental laziness, myopic calculation, stupidity, and national pride the “beautiful words” of Corporal Hitler, followed him as long as luck and the lack of scruples favored him, were swept away by his ruin, afflicted by deaths, misery, and remorse, and rehabilitated a few years later as the result of an unprincipled political game. (203)

On the evidence of these words one would have to conclude that Levi had more or less given up on the Germans. In his “Letters from Germans” he reports that most of the people who wrote to him from Germany either tried to whitewash the past or expressed a sincere but helpless guilt over its worst aspects. Moreover, many responded to Levi's plea to understand the Germans by confessing that they themselves could not understand them.

Levi's later writings reveal an author increasingly beset by preoccupations with pain, guilt, shame, self-accusation, futility, and failure—in sum, struggling with the anguish of his own survival. This struggle finds forceful expression in The Drowned and the Saved, which is, in its mode, as painfully aggrieved a meditation on the sorrows and torments of survivorship as any in the whole corpus of Holocaust literature.

Levi initially had looked upon writing as a means of inner liberation, and he had actually begun his first book while still a prisoner in Auschwitz. He saw himself then as a chronicler of a historic crime like no other, and, as both a victim and a witness of that crime, he had dedicated himself to assuring that others would know of its enormity. To the question posed in his first book about whether “it is necessary or good to retain any memory of this exceptional state,” therefore, the only conceivable answer for the author of Survival in Auschwitz was an emphatic yes.

It is doubtful whether the older writer could have replied with such confidence in the saving powers of memory. Indeed, by the time he came to write the sometimes bitter, sometimes brooding chapters of The Drowned and the Saved, Levi evidently had experienced second thoughts, and he shows serious reservations about the quality of his own witness. “Have we—we who have returned—been able to understand and make others understand our experience?” he queries (36). His answer, implicit in the question itself, is hardly affirmative. It reveals that the young Levi who had lived, as he put it, “in order to tell,” is succeeded by an older, sadder author who evidently came to doubt the accuracy and the efficacy of his own tellings. In his last years Levi seems to have faced the melancholy conclusion that the fundamental reality of his life—the full truth of Auschwitz itself—might never be accurately known. Here is how he put it in “Shame”:

The “saved” of the Lager were not the best, those predestined to do good, the bearers of a message: what I have seen and lived through proved the exact contrary…. The worst survived, the selfish, the violent, the insensitive, the collaborators of the ‘gray zone,’ the spies…. The worst survived, that is, the fittest; the best all died….

I must repeat: we, the survivors, are not the true witnesses…. We…are not only an exiguous but also an anomalous minority: we are those who by their prevarications or abilities or good luck did not touch bottom. Those who did so…have not returned to tell about it or have returned mute, but they are…the complete witnesses, the ones whose deposition would have a general significance. They are the rule, we are the exception. (82–84)

If one takes this passage as indicative of Levi's final sense of himself and his work, the conclusions one draws are unsettling. On both moral and literary grounds, the author of The Drowned and the Saved seems to call into question the value of the testimony offered in his earlier books. The survivors are not the true witnesses, Levi comes to acknowledge, but “speak in their stead, by proxy.” The story they have to tell is “a discourse ‘on behalf of third parties,’” not the narrative of an experience personally lived through. Those who touched bottom remained submerged, their stories unspoken and unheard; as for those who survived and have attempted to speak for them, “I cannot see any proportion,” Levi concluded, “between the privilege [of surviving] and its outcome…. We who were favored by fate tried…to recount not only our fate but also that of the others, indeed of the drowned; but…the destruction brought to an end, the job completed, was not told by anyone” (83–84).

It seems clear that in writing his last book Levi suffered from a belated sense of his own inadequacies as a survivor-witness. Was he moved as well to call into question the value of his survival itself? We shall probably never know for certain, but the suddenness of his death, in April 1987, and even more, its appearance as a suicide, brought with it a sense of shock and dismay that has not entirely receded to this day.4

I turn now to Elie Wiesel, whose dedication to preserving and transmitting memory of the Shoah has been fundamental to shaping his life's work as a writer, teacher, and public speaker. Wiesel's contributions to the literature of testimony are so seminal as to make it virtually impossible to consider this body of writings without attending to his books and essays. Central to the author's large and still-growing corpus are the figure of the witness and the imperative to remember: “Our deep conviction,” he writes in “Art and Culture after the Holocaust,” is “that anyone who does not commit himself to active remembering is an accomplice of the executioner, for he betrays the dead by forgetting them and their testimony.”5 It was out of such conviction that the young Wiesel wrote his now famous memoir of Auschwitz and Buchenwald and that the mature author has produced most of the books that have followed it. In “Why I Write,” he declares: “The only role I [have] sought is that of witness…. I knew the story had to be told. Not to transmit an experience is to betray it; this is what Jewish tradition teaches us.”6 More than anything else, fidelity to this tradition, and especially to its injunctions to remember, has animated and defined Wiesel as a writer and a Jew (in his case, the two are inseparable).

At the same time, Wiesel, like Améry and Levi, has experienced moments of dejection that come with believing the public at large is simply not interested in absorbing what he has had to say. One hears that downcast note in many of his writings, including, astonishingly, his very first book, which includes these lines at its close: “Today, ten years after Buchenwald, I realize that the world forgets…. The past has been erased, buried…. Books no longer command the power they once did. Those who yesterday held their tongues will keep their silence tomorrow.”7 Readers of Night will likely not know these lines, for they appear only in the original Yiddish version of the memoir. The cautionary words suggest that, even as he was writing a book that was destined to assume canonical status within the corpus of testimonial literature, Wiesel expressed, right from the start, a sense of pessimism about the efficacy of such writing. Some of that pessimism was rooted in personal doubts about his abilities as a writer. Were his literary powers sufficient to describe the extremity of experience he had known? It troubled him that they might not be. His gravest doubts, however, concerned his audience: for even if he were to prove capable as a writer, how many people would really care to hear his tale? Not nearly enough, he feared.

“Was it not a mistake to testify[?]” he asks in One Generation After. He answers, rather forlornly, “Nothing has been learned; Auschwitz has not even served as warning.”8 The conclusions that Wiesel then draws from these melancholy thoughts parallel similar conclusions one finds in the late writings of Améry and Levi:

If the witness happens to be a storyteller, he will be left with a sense of impotence and guilt. He was wrong to have forced himself upon others, to have badgered a world wishing to take no notice. He was wrong to have thrown open the doors of the sanctuary in flames; people did not look. Worse: many looked and did not see.

Thus, writing itself is called into question.9

These are sober, dispiriting thoughts and inevitably lead to the question: what, in fact, has kept Wiesel writing over the years? No doubt a number of things, but for present purposes, I will highlight three in particular. One, no doubt, is simply temperamental and is a consequence of Wiesel being who he is—an individual who thinks and acts as he does as a result of a particular intellectual bent, emotional makeup, and spiritual disposition. Another stems from the fact that he is, by training, loyalty, and commitment, a learned and religiously observant Jew and understands reality within Jewish historical and conceptual frameworks. And a third involves his aesthetic choices.

The temperamental, or personal, factor is reflected almost everywhere in Wiesel's oeuvre. One can see it, for instance, in the novel The Testament, when the book's central character, Paltiel Kossover, declares, “I am writing because I have no choice.”10 Wiesel also has had no choice. Given who he is and what moves him to write, he knows he has been charged to testify about the nature of his experiences under Nazi rule and, thereby, to combat forgetting. In this regard, there is little to distinguish him from Améry and Levi. In one crucial respect, however, Wiesel stands out from these other authors: unlike them, he has located the source of this charge within Jewish religious traditions and identifies his vocation as a writer with the imperatives of Judaism itself. In his own words: “To be a Jew…means: to testify. To bear witness to what is, and to what is no longer…. For the contemporary Jewish writer, there can be no theme more human, no project more universal.”11

Améry and Levi would not have put it in these terms. For while each identified as a Jew, they were far more the products of secular Enlightenment culture than of Jewish culture, and the largest questions they asked regarding the Nazi crimes pointed to a crisis in the rationalist and humanist traditions of Western modernity. In their own ways, each reflected sensitively on what Améry called “the necessity and impossibility of being a Jew,”12 but neither felt a sustained need to search their wartime experiences for deep Jewish meaning. Their attention was directed elsewhere: to the causes and consequences of Nazi terror, to its political, cultural, and psychological ramifications, to questions of individual and collective guilt and responsibility, to complex issues of moral compromise and ethical collapse: in sum, to the many ways that the ideas and actions of Hitler's Germany undermined the foundations of Western civilization as they knew it and valued it. These authors felt both damaged and diminished by what they had suffered in the murder camps and feared the damage was permanent. It might be mitigated, but only if those responsible for the Nazi crimes owned up to their culpability and thereby helped the victims of those crimes find a necessary degree of intellectual clarity and inner peace. As the late writings of Améry and Levi reveal, both authors required and actively sought understanding and justice, which they felt could be obtained only through a difficult but necessary engagement with people in Germany who would truthfully confront their country's past. Yet they were disappointed and even brought to the point of despair by what they saw as postwar Germany's unwillingness to engage in such a reckoning in a forthright way.

These concerns appear in Wiesel's work as well, but at least in his strongest writings, they are not primary. Rather than seeking redress from the Germans, Wiesel's most sustained and impassioned quarrels have been with the God of Israel, whose ostensible absence during the years when the people of Israel was being subjugated and slaughtered has been an inexplicable mystery and an intolerable affront. To pierce that mystery and reply to that affront has been among his life's major goals. Such theological issues play virtually no role in the writings of Améry and Levi, both of whom were basically not religious and sought explanations for their wartime experiences within the major categories of European thought. They failed to find them, for Auschwitz defied and subverted the rational and ethical traditions of the culture that had formed them. In Améry's memorable formulation, “no bridge led from Death in Venice to death in Auschwitz.”13

Wiesel's cultural formation has been markedly different. It is true that from his postwar years in France until today he has absorbed influences from European literature and philosophy, as well as from some of the sacred writings of Indian religious thought, but in his soul of souls Wiesel is fundamentally the product of another world—Hungarian Hasidism and its traditions of learning and piety—and consequently he has framed the challenges posed by the Shoah in radically different terms. The crisis he has faced is not, in the first place, one of thought, at least in modern or Cartesian terms, but of belief. It arises not so much from the silence of the Germans but from the silence of God. In book after book he has sought to probe that silence and make audible the spiritual pain and dilemmas that accompany it. His quest has taken him on a broad search through Jewish religious texts and has enabled him to discover within those texts a language to carry on an impassioned, at times confrontational, engagement with God. It has been a demanding and difficult quest, but it has energized and directed him as a writer for almost six decades now.

It has also told him he is not alone, for the questions he has been driven to ask situate Wiesel within a tradition of God-seeking and God-wrestling that dates back as far as the story of the Akedah and the torments of Job. “Everything seems to bring me back to Jewish memory,” he has noted. “Everyone I meet is an old acquaintance.”14 Hence Wiesel has discovered options as a writer that were largely closed off to Améry and Levi, such as the turn to Midrash, which has enabled him to interpret later experience against earlier. His questions remain, and he may still conclude that “if God is the answer, it must be the wrong answer,”15 but he knows that in asking the question, he is keeping alive a tradition of interrogation that validates who he is: “To me, the Jew and his questioning are one.”16

As here, Wiesel has made certain aesthetic choices as a writer that set him apart from the other writers we have been considering and provided him with resources to continue that they may have lacked. Both Améry and Levi tried their hand at fiction, for instance, but their major work was done in the more personal forms of memoir and essayistic reflection. They excelled in these forms, but in using them they could gain little, if any, distance from themselves. If they wrote about trauma, for example, it was their trauma, and writing about it to some degree must have retraumatized them all over again. When Améry declares, and Levi repeats, that “he who has been tortured remains tortured,”17 he is referring to his own experiences as a victim of Nazi atrocities, even as his insights into the phenomenology of torture extend beyond to all who have been subjected to such cruelty. What makes such writing so vivid, but also so costly to the writer, is precisely the subjective or autobiographical element. Because it is directly rooted in personal experience, writing of this kind can achieve a level of testimonial authority that other kinds of writing may not readily reach. But it does so at a very high price to the writer. “After Auschwitz, everything brings us back to Auschwitz,” as Wiesel put it.18 That is especially true for those who write about their camp experiences in personal, highly confessional modes.

As a first-person memoir, Wiesel's first book was written in such a mode, but he soon turned to fiction and thereby found a means to develop many of the same themes that first appeared in Night by using voices other than his own. The advantages gained by writing in less personal literary genres can be saving: human pain may still be forcefully registered, but it is imagined now as someone else's pain: Elisha's, in Dawn; Gregor's, in The Gates of the Forest; Elhanan Rosenbaum's, in The Forgotten; and so on. Like so many of Wiesel's books, these novels are rooted in aspects of the author's personal history, but in refracting that history in fictional, and not autobiographical, terms, they rely on the development of literary characters, who are no less true for being imagined.

Wiesel's protagonists are often intent on searching out ways to return to life after a prolonged and punishing encounter with death. Engaged in missions of retrieval, they pursue traces of their former lives, seeking to rescue, if only for memory, whatever might remain of a past they cherished but know has been destroyed. Along the way, they frequently intermingle with, and sometimes begin to resemble, madmen and mystics, beggars and dreamers, poets and mutes, children and grave diggers. What virtually all of these figures have in common is that they are largely pre-rational or post-rational types—“messengers of God,” as Wiesel sometimes calls them. By populating his fictional worlds with these figures, and investing them with deep intuitive insights, Wiesel has opened his writings to a range of imaginative intensities—madness, obsession, reverie, fantasy, parable, paradox, and prayer—that comprise a spiritual vocabulary basically unknown to Améry and Levi. One prizes these latter writers for the lucid and disciplined ways they described and attempted to understand Auschwitz, but lucidity could take them only so far, and at some point they reached the mind's limits, beyond which they could not advance. Add to this cognitive impasse the discouragements they felt in believing their intellectual and literary efforts simply did not matter among the people who most needed to hear them, and one can understand how they came to assess their work as ultimately irrelevant. Of course, we know it was anything but that and esteem them for their writings, without which our understanding of Auschwitz and its aftermath would be greatly diminished. Nevertheless, in their last years Améry and Levi both felt extraneous to the younger generations in Europe and believed themselves to be anachronistic, marginal figures, who tried their best but, in the end, went unheard.

As noted earlier, Wiesel has also experienced a sense of futility about his work and has sometimes expressed remorse for writing at all: “The survivor…has tried to bear witness; it was all in vain,” he confesses at one point. And at another: “The witnesses would speak,” but “to no avail.”19 At such times, Wiesel has been tempted to forgo speaking and writing altogether. To give in to silence, however, would be to surrender his obligation to speak for the dead and thereby let the executioner have the last word. That would be an act of both betrayal and despair, and “to be a Jew means not to despair, even when it seems justified.”20 What has kept Wiesel going, then, is bound up with his being the kind of Jew he is, which is one and the same with being the kind of writer he is. “Ultimately to write is an act of faith,”21 he has said, and through the exercise of this faith, he has maintained a conviction that “the call of the dying will be heard; if not today, then tomorrow…. A testament is never lost.”22 That certainty runs deeper than doubt in Wiesel's work and has given him his charge as a writer-witness. Here is how he has formulated the obligations that come with that role: “Let us tell tales—all the rest can wait; all the rest must wait. Let us tell tales—that is our primary obligation…. Let us tell tales so as to remember…. Let us tell tales so as not to allow the executioner to have the last word.”23

All the rest is commentary—in the case of this author, essential, irreplaceable commentary, offered in dozens of books over more than half a century. In the tenacity, volume, and impact of his work, Wiesel's achievement resembles that of few others, and his legacy as a Jewish writer-witness is likely to last for generations.
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WITH SHADOWS AND WITH SONG

LEARNING, LISTENING, TEACHING

ALAN ROSEN

AN EARLY 1963 ESSAY by Elie Wiesel is of a piece with most of those collected in his book Legends of Our Time. Titled “My Teachers,” it tells of key figures who made up life in Sighet, the author's hometown.1 When the author wrote it, he was not a teacher but a writer. And it would be a decade before he embraced the path of teaching.

But the essay “My Teachers,” ahead of its time in some respects, also turns out to be essentially about writing, and thus is relevant, even indispensable, when considering Wiesel's literary vocation. Indeed, the essay reveals the underpinnings of the writer in the course of paying tribute to the teachers. Moreover, it shows the debt to be reciprocal in that teaching is preserved by writing. But I want to suggest that the influence of one on the other is even more palpable.

First and foremost a writer, Wiesel had a path to the classroom that did not take place overnight. Rather than take for granted the fact of his being a classroom teacher, I want to ask, What had to happen in order for that to take place? What had to change in order for that to become a possibility and actuality? The entry into the classroom was bound up with several other watershed events, personal and professional. So while the role as classroom teacher is interesting in its own right, it also, especially in association with these other events, marks an important “new path” in Wiesel's career. Indeed, it may mark a divide, an opening up of several new directions that have become so much a part of Wiesel's vocation that it is hard to recall that there was time before.

The classroom is not just any classroom but that of a university. Wiesel's approach toward classroom teaching must be seen in the context of university teaching in general. Again, Wiesel's training for such a role was different from most, having taken place generally outside the university and outside the classroom. This unconventional background may have something to do with the innovative and challenging character of Wiesel's classroom teaching.2

Teaching about Writing

The essay “My Teachers” has its counterpart in portraits of teachers contributed to numbers of Yizker bukhen, the volumes commemorating Jewish communities destroyed in the Holocaust. These short Yiddish or Hebrew essays, titled “Our Teachers and Guides,” or “My First Teachers,” or “My Teacher,” often take the form of memoir, telling of the author's experience in a classroom or with a teacher.3 It is thus no surprise that Wiesel follows the convention, offering portraits of three teachers, a brief sketch of their classrooms, and the students’ reactions. Like these authors, Wiesel describes the classroom's harsh conditions as well as the teacher's exotic habits and personalities. But his portraits differ from the conventional in several important respects. First, the author's brush with postwar teachers—“strange and sometimes inspiring men”—pales in contrast with those of his hometown. And second, Sighet's teachers continue to exert an uncanny hold on their student: “My real teachers are waiting, to guide and urge me forward, not in awesome, distant places, but in the tiny classrooms filled with shadows and with song, where a boy I use to resemble still studies the first page of the first tractate of the Talmud, certain of finding there answers to all questions. Better: all answers and all questions.”4 The teachers wait in the realm of memory, ready for their student, nearly two decades later, to review their lessons. But for all the tribute paid to these teachers, the lessons are no longer easily accessible; the war has driven a wedge between what was learned once and its vibrancy in the postwar present: “My masters are waiting and I am ashamed to make them wait…. I have betrayed them: I no longer know how to sing.”5 To learn the lessons responsibly one has not just to speak but to sing them. “Singing” here refers to the inflection, the way of learning, the cadence that serves as a conduit for tradition. It is “the key” that has been lost. Surprisingly, it is not the shadows but the songs that most oppress.

Yet while the essay mourns those who were lost and the rupture in tradition that was the tragic outcome, it also details the lessons about language that shaped Wiesel (circa 1963) into the writer he is. Indeed, language is the second key: “The key, my children,” spoke Wiesel's first teacher with tenderness, “what is it? The [Hebrew] alphabet. So repeat after me, with me, aloud, louder: Aleph, bet, gimmel!”6 Language provides the key to face the loss. But it also makes its own stringent demands: “Be careful with words,” one teacher is quoted as saying, “nothing is as dangerous as giving free rein to words.” This injunction served as Wiesel's guide, a primer on the disciplined, laconic style that refuses to give words free rein.7

This gives a clue why the idea of writing as tombstone frames an essay on teachers. “For me,” writes Wiesel in the essay's prelude, “writing is a matzeva, an invisible tombstone, erected to the memory of the dead unburied.”8 The lack of tombstones, of burial, of cemeteries, symbolizes the problem of memorializing the Holocaust's victims. Writing, for its part, acts as a surrogate, giving back to the teachers what they gave: an alphabet, a language, even the means to describe the rigors of hell. The essay concludes as it began: “Perhaps I, [my teacher's] disciple,” confesses the author, “am nothing more than his tombstone.”9 And, one might add, nothing less, as Wiesel's vocation as a writer has served so crucially to honor the memory of the “dead unburied.” But the link may be more direct. That the forceful image of a life lived as a matzeva dominates an essay on teachers may presage the vocation of teaching also as a matzeva, as a standing-in for those who did not return.

Teaching in a Four-Part Movement

Ten years later Wiesel revisited the vanished world of his teachers but with a critical difference. The venue was the Eternal Light Radio Program, a Sunday night series sponsored by the Jewish Theological Seminary to which Wiesel periodically contributed.10 “My Teachers” aired in four installments in April 1973, the penultimate segment taking place on the evening before Passover (a holiday crucially tied to teaching) and the last one on the intermediate days of the festival. Faithful to the content and spirit of the original essay—the first episode draws heavily on it—one segment each was devoted to before, during, and after the war respectively, and the final one to teachers today. The decision to return to the topic likely came at the urging of Saul Lieberman, great talmudic scholar and Wiesel's main teacher during this period, who would regularly bring to Wiesel's attention topics to which he had not given their full due.11 So it was fitting that the teacher of the present prompted the recollections about those of former years. But the series came when it did, I want to suggest, also in response to a number of broader developments.

For one, it took place only after Wiesel had become a classroom teacher in 1972. Previously he had coupled journalism with belles lettres. The entry into the classroom had to unfold at its own pace. Half a dozen years earlier he had received an invitation but turned it down: “No more solitude, no more trips, no more adventures. No, I couldn't give up all that. I wasn't ready.”12 The classroom would have to wait until formidable changes had taken place: marriage (in 1969) and a child (born in 1972). Wiesel himself makes the connection between the “new path” of classroom teacher and these watershed life events. Recalling the June 1972 proposition to join the faculty of CCNY, “I realize that if I accept I will become a father and a professor in the same month. I accept.”13 The role of father seems to make possible the acceptance of the limitations imposed by the classroom. And the classroom, in turn, set the stage for the sustained reflections on teachers before, during, and after the war aired on the Eternal Light Radio Program.

To these developments I would add a third: the watershed year of 1972 witnessed the first publication of a book devoted exclusively to Jewish life and learning. Indeed, Célébration hasidique launched the third triad of Wiesel's writing, adding commentary to memoir and fiction.14 From here on out, commentary on traditional Jewish texts and personalities becomes a staple of Wiesel's writing. The particular vehicle of Hasidism offered something even more: the opportunity to speak freely. “There I feel no need to censor myself. I am less fearful of revealing what ought not to be revealed. There is no danger of blasphemy. I know what words need to be said; I only have to repeat those I heard from my grandfather's lips.”15 The new liberating mode completes the identification with his grandfather set in motion at the beginning of Legends of Our Time, where, in one of Wiesel's most remarkable images of exchanged identity, he notes that perhaps “the time has come for Dodye Feig's grandson to take my place at the typewriter.”16 The ties with teaching are profound, since his grandfather was and is for Wiesel the paradigmatic teacher.

The 1973 radio series on teachers follows on the heels of these three momentous developments. So while the series draws heavily on the earlier essay, it revises the approach and conception from that penned ten years before. The earlier essay, recounting “classrooms filled with shadows and with songs,” speaks solely of the period of childhood before the war. All of that was destroyed. The radio broadcast's first segment (adding to “My Teachers” the subtitle “Once upon a Time”) recapitulates the original essay but adds several glosses, the most crucial of which redefines the essay's purpose and character:

I was convinced that all my teachers were gone: I was convinced that even these three teachers were gone forever.

But I was wrong. Not long ago, I received a letter, one of the most moving and disturbing letters I have ever received. It was from one of my teachers. He had read the story. For years he had known that I was alive. He had followed me, he had read the writings disapprovingly. He had been convinced that I had rejected all the words he had entrusted to me. So he refused to contact me. Only when he read this special prayer, for it is a prayer, a prayer about teachers, only then did he understand that actually I had nothing but admiration and, above all, gratitude for him and the others.17

This prayer about teachers showed that what seemed to be rejection was really admiration, what seemed rupture with the past was really continuity with it, and, generically speaking, what seemed to be a memoir describing what had vanished was really an offering on their behalf.

The three new installments that follow go even further in healing the rift between past, present, and future. On April 8, Wiesel dedicated the second to “teachers inside the kingdom of night.” The opening lines show that, if anything, teaching “inside” takes on an unprecedented urgency: “And then came the tempest and then came the fire. And in the tempest and in the fire, there were men, young and old, or rather, ageless, who taught their friends and their companions, and me, how to live and how to die.”18 But school lessons also continued, conducted in abominable conditions:

I remember one teacher I had in Auschwitz. I don't remember his name. I don't even remember his face. I only remember his neck, and his voice. We used to carry the stones together. I was in the back, and I saw his neck, and I heard his voice. And every day, while we were carrying the stones, he used to teach me Talmud…. And day after day we would learn by heart. If I still go on learning today, and I do, it is because I try to recapture his voice and his words.19

The third segment, “My Teachers: After the Tempest,” focuses on two postwar teachers, Mordechai Shushani and “Stephan,” who we elsewhere find out is François Wahl. Importantly, the segment ends by marking Wiesel's transition from student to teacher: “Stephan taught me French. He gave me the instrument. But words, the words and the soul of the words, the nigun and the melody of the words, I gave him. So I became his teacher.” The final radio segment, “My Teachers Now,” tells both of present-day teachers and of how those from the past, particularly Wiesel's grandfather, inhabit the present, the “now”: “My grandfather Dodye Feig, my teacher of today, is one of those who are no longer alive, and yet, their teaching is alive, because I am.”20

In both the early and later essays, Wiesel carries forth his teachers’ legacy. But in contrast to the 1963 essay, where postwar teachers paled in comparison to prewar, the radio broadcasts ten years later demonstrate that the destruction of the first teachers and their classrooms did not annihilate the tradition they transmitted or the sacred task of teaching they embodied. Indeed, song, which in the original essay was lamented as the lost key to tradition and meaning, reappears at the end of the radio broadcast as a lifeline between generations: “I tell [my grandfather's] tale, I sing his songs, I try to become a link among all of my teachers, those who are alive and those who are not.”21 Coming in spring 1973, toward the conclusion of Wiesel's first year as a classroom teacher, these broadcasts view the teachers in an unbroken chain, à la Pirke Avot, the chapter of the Mishnah that begins by tracing the generations of Torah sages from Moses to the teachers of the Mishnah themselves.

Shushani and the Problem of Humiliation

Not every teacher thus honored performed their task with equanimity of spirit. Many were angry, some morose. But Mordechai Rosenbaum (aka Harav Mordechai Shushani) presents a special case. His brilliance, erudition, and devotion to study are legendary, as experienced by Wiesel, Emmanuel Levinas, Sholem Rosenburg, and other members of an elite group of students.22 He was eccentric in appearance, behavior, and method, dressing poorly, maintaining secrecy in his comings and goings, saying little about his past, and holding marathon classes some days and disappearing for long stretches on others. Apparently born in Lithuania and a child prodigy in Talmud, he was based in France in the postwar 1940s.

Wiesel devotes a segment of the third radio broadcast as well as two essays and a portion of one memoir chapter to his volatile mentor, this “mysterious Talmudic scholar.” The effect on his student was singular: “For two or three years he taught me unforgettable lessons about the limits of language and reason, about the behavior of sages and madmen, about the obscure paths of thought as it wends its way across centuries and cultures.”23 The importance of this mentor can be gauged by the fact that the essay that eulogizes him is titled “The Death of My Teacher.” It thus mirrors the title of Wiesel's first and perhaps most significant early essay, “The Death of My Father.”

While Wiesel praises Harav Shushani's vast learning in all spheres of knowledge and his spellbinding manner of lecturing, he also characterizes Harav Shushani as rude and abrupt, stooping so low as to mock, humiliate, and torment his students. Indeed, humiliation set the tone from the word go. On one occasion, having heard him brilliantly explicate a passage, Wiesel told his teacher “That was beautiful.” Harav Shushani was, however, anything but pleased by his student's approbation: “He approached me, seized me by the shoulders, shook me violently, and began to shout with contempt. ‘That's all you can find to say? That it was beautiful? You imbecile, I scoff at beauty.’”24 Harav Shushani did everything, in other words, that his student wouldn't think of doing. Wiesel's way is not to humiliate but to humanize.

Indeed, the relationship between Rav Shushani and his admiring student—humiliation on the one hand, loyalty on the other—replays how Wiesel some years later described the relationship between the renegade talmudic master, Elisha ben Abuya, and his lone remaining disciple, Rabbi Meir. Despite the latter's steadfast devotion, Elisha subjected him to humiliation. And among the subversive Elisha's quiver of transgressions, it is this humiliation of a student that, in Wiesel's eyes, is “the least forgivable.”25 In the final analysis, the tables are turned and it is the student who—in terms of posterity, in terms of distilling the noble elements of his thought and teaching—through his loyalty in spite of the humiliation, is able to “save” his master. The analogy, of course, shouldn't be pushed too far. Wiesel never refers to Shushani as an apostate (though others apparently did).26 The question was more the effect of his teaching on the faith of others rather than on his own. Nevertheless, what they shared was a pedagogy that had room for the humiliation of their closest disciples.

What then did our teacher learn from his own about teaching? Perhaps he learned what not to do; perhaps we learn, indirectly and paradoxically, that sometimes one chooses a master (or a master chooses a student) from whom one eventually diverges 180 degrees. But then again, it may be that Wiesel's classroom teaching draws on Shushani's, while filtering away its excesses.

The Classroom and Beyond

Having chosen to pursue a gentler kind of pedagogy than that of his most influential teacher, Wiesel nevertheless approaches university teaching in a manner that challenges standard practices in a number of ways. I will speak to five:

1. Limits of the classroom: Wiesel's classroom for an hour and a half is electric, intense, bristling with challenge and surprise, alive with a cross section of world cultures and humanity. But the university classroom has its limits. That is why it is obligatory for every student to meet with Wiesel at least once a semester—a beyond-the-classroom meeting that is often the high point of the course. That is why, moreover, on some memorable occasions class sessions began at noon and went into the evening (what we fondly referred to as “marathons”). Not being confined to conventional modes of space and time, the classroom expands horizontally and is stretched vertically.

2. Transparent convictions: The ethos of the liberal university, as Alasdair MacIntyre terms it, assumes the professor will entertain various views and diligently analyze all positions. It does not require, reward, or encourage professors to state their belief, religious or otherwise. In contrast, Elie Wiesel lets the student know where he stands. The phrases “I love…” or “I believe that…” flow regularly from him. Wiesel himself frames the contrast between the “Hellenic” and the “Jewish” attitudes toward teaching. In the former, one can simply entertain ideas, as in playing a game; in the latter, one's life and practice must conform to the ideas one espouses.27

3. Lessons: Teaching is not information, skills, or even knowledge but lessons. The question, “What do we learn from all this?” is the necessary coda to every class session. Again, most liberal university education teaches what can be tested. Wiesel, for his part, teaches moral lessons, meaning that which puts to the test the student's beliefs, attitudes, and perhaps above all, actions.

4. History as a verb: History is not only a subject to be studied but a force or energy that is lived and shaped by word and deed. The transformation of history comes by way of Wiesel's stories, oral memoir, and accounts of remarkable meetings that resuscitate what the newspaper or textbook deadens and puts out of reach. This resuscitation takes place by way of offering students the possibility of speaking to history. When in the 1980s, for example, Wiesel was preparing to meet with then USSR president Mikhail Gorbachev, Wiesel asked the advice of his students on what he should say to President Gorbachev. And students were not afraid to offer it. History, at that moment, was no longer abstract, inert, dumb, but rather became actual, urgent, and speakable.

5. Listening: Surprisingly, students were often frustrated by the class protocol, whereby in the first part of every class two students commented on the reading assigned for that week. “Why,” they said, “should we have to listen to other students? We took this class because it was taught by Professor Wiesel; we want to hear what he has to say.” Their point was well taken. Wiesel is known worldwide for his eloquence, in four languages on at least four continents. Why was he so resolute then about listening?

There is an important historical precedent. “One of the great qualities of the Baal Shem,” writes Wiesel of the founder of Hasidism,

was that he knew how to listen. When he listened to a hundred people, each had a feeling that he listened only to him. When he spoke to a thousand people, each had the feeling he spoke only to him.

The quality of listening is basic to Hasidism. So all these rebbes listened.

But what were they listening to? To miseries, only to miseries. When someone was happy he did not come to the rebbe….

These rebbes listened to so many tales of horror and so many tales of sadness that naturally, at one point, they had to be contaminated by the sadness. And they gave in to dark thoughts….

But these masters all [with the exception of the Kotzker] succeeded in overcoming their afflictions.28

Listening, then, becomes a risky business. In the classroom, however, what transforms the potential harshness is the class, the group, the community. What is listened to, is listened to together. And in addition, the students in the class learn to listen to other students.

These five qualities—limits of the classroom, transparent convictions, lessons, history as a verb, and, above all, listening—revolutionize conventional university education, creating a demanding sense of intimacy and a singular sense of empowerment. And this is exactly what Wiesel, as a professor of humanities, is meant to do. In introducing Wiesel twenty-five years ago, Alasdair MacIntyre spoke about how the designation “professor of humanities” must be viewed in the context of the fragmentation of university disciplines, which has made it impossible for today's university to secure a moral vantage point.29 As a professor of humanities—a designation that transcends any single discipline—Wiesel is given a mandate to teach moral lessons.

We have seen how Wiesel has prepared for this task by reflecting on teaching and teachers, on learning inside and outside the classrooms of shadow and song, of becoming, in Geoffrey Hartman's phrase, a living Yizker book. These reflections have the goal of unifying history even while addressing the tempest and the fire that erupted in its midst. Yet even these did not stop the teachers, but made their tasks more vital. We have also seen how Wiesel's reflections have sought to join the vocation of teaching with that of writing under the rubric of language. Even when some keys were lost, others were preserved. And finally, we took note of how one element of Wiesel's writing and life builds on another. That is why it made sense to begin with Wiesel's earliest writing on teachers and teaching. In this light, one can cite the pedagogic dictum of the great hasidic master, the maggid of Mezritch: he who lies on the ground cannot fall down.30
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TEACHING THROUGH WORDS, TEACHING THROUGH SILENCE

EDUCATION AFTER (AND ABOUT) AUSCHWITZ

REINHOLD BOSCHKI

REMEMBRANCE AND EDUCATION are closely related concepts. In some sense they are synonymous. If people have learned something they remember what others have told them or what they have read. After a process of learning students remember facts and stories, recollections of former events, tales of the past and historical incidents. In short, students have learned at least some aspects of “tradition,” meaning teachings and tales that have been passed down for centuries or even longer. In an ideal world learners bring what they remember in close contact with their own life experience or make it part of their life-world and identity.

In this light Elie Wiesel's words, work, and message devoted to memory have had a tremendous educational impact. The book Night1 is the cornerstone of an opus magnum that—like an ellipse—has two foci: (1) the remembrance of the Shoah and (2) humanistic values for today's world and for the future. The scope of his work thus encompasses both past and future. These two dimensions are central for any education, because young people must learn things that come from earlier times (language, writings, literature, historical events, any form of tradition, art, music) in order to understand themselves and the world in the present and to be prepared for the future. In the remainder of this contribution I shall explore Wiesel's writings in order to highlight aspects that are of educational relevance.

Education as the Author's Obsession

The main argument for the educational relevance of Wiesel's writings is the author's self-interpretation. He identifies himself as a teacher.2 The motif of the teacher is omnipresent in his work—concerning himself as a witness, concerning figures in his novels, or the rabbis and rebbes in talmudic and hasidic tradition that he reinterprets in the shadow of the Shoah. In his chapter “Learning and Teaching” in the second volume of his autobiography, Wiesel quotes the Talmud: “To quote a Talmudic sage (Rabbi Hanina, according to the Tractate of Taanit, or Rabbi Yehuda Ha-Nasi, according to the Tractate of Malkot): I have learned a great deal from my masters, but I have learned much more from my colleagues, and above all I have learned from my pupils.”3 Not only in his position as a university teacher does Wiesel address young people. Youth is linked to remembrance and education. In an interview he emphasizes:

The two are the same: Education occurs through remembrance, and remembrance through education. Education implies remembrance. Without memory we could not study Goethe, Shakespeare, or Plato. Only while remembering Moses, Isaiah, or Buddha can I learn from them. I believe in remembrance more than anything else. I have more trust in education than in the work of politics or in the organized religions. I believe in young people, who are committing themselves, and who in Germany are confronting their past.4

The Leitmotif of the Witness

The main educational emphasis is connected with Wiesel's concept of a witness. Whether willing or unwilling, the witness has a pedagogical role: “A witness is a link. A link between the event and the other person who has not participated in it. A witness is a link between past and present, between man and man, and man and God.”5 The motif of the witness can be found in his novels, essays, and religious writings.6 Indeed, the whole Jewish religious tradition shows the dominant role of witnesses. Wiesel understands the main biblical characters, the talmudic rabbis, and the hasidic masters as witnesses who teach us about human behavior and the relationship to God.

Concerning the witnesses of the Shoah, the main question in Wiesel's work is: How can the “message” of remembrance be transmitted? Is there a “message” at all? And is it at all possible to teach about the Holocaust? Could someone who has not been in that “Kingdom of Night” ever understand the testimony of the witnesses? Wiesel writes, “What he [the witness] hopes to transmit can never be transmitted. All he can possibly hope to achieve is to communicate the impossibility of communication.”7 Wiesel's narrative strategy in confronting this “negative hermeneutics” of the Shoah is to use the leitmotif of silence. Mute characters, silent messengers, and communications without words are the devices he employs to ask the question of transmission. In the end, to be silent about Auschwitz and to speak about Auschwitz both fail.

Let me give two examples: First, the paradigmatic figure of all witnesses and messengers in Wiesel's work is Moishe the Beadle, a Jew living in Sighet, Wiesel's hometown, at the foot of the Hungarian and Romanian Carpathian Mountains. In Night, Wiesel writes that Moishe became his teacher but was deported with the first group of Jews because he was a foreigner. A few weeks later Moishe returned to Sighet—completely changed. He has become a stranger because he had witnessed a mass murder:

He told me what had happened to him and his companions. The train with the deportees had crossed the Hungarian border and, once in Polish territory, had been taken over by the Gestapo. The train had stopped. The Jews were ordered to get off and onto waiting trucks. The trucks headed toward a forest. There everybody was ordered to get out. They were forced to dig huge trenches. When they had finished their work, the men from the Gestapo began theirs. Without passion or haste, they shot their prisoners, who were forced to approach the trench one by one and offer their necks. Infants were tossed into the air and used as targets for the machine guns. This took place in the Galician forest, near Kolomay. How had he, Moishe the Beadle, been able to escape? By a miracle. He was wounded in the leg and left for dead….

Day after day, night after night, he went from one Jewish house to the next, telling his story and that of Malka, the young girl who lay dying for three days, and that of Tobie, the tailor who begged to die before his sons were killed.

Moishe was not the same. The joy in his eyes was gone. He no longer sang. He no longer mentioned either God or Kabbalah. He spoke only of what he had seen. But people not only refused to believe his tales, they refused to listen.8

Moishe did not manage to transmit the message. What he had to tell was beyond the capability of his listeners’ understanding. And it was beyond the ability of words to capture such a message. Words and language failed. One day Moishe disappeared and was never seen again.9

The second example is not autobiographical but fictional. It illustrates that not only words and language can fail, but also silence. In Wiesel's novel The Oath an Eastern European Jewish community is in danger of destruction. A pogrom is taking place, and just before all inhabitants are murdered and the village is set on fire, Moishe speaks to the assembled Jews who are waiting for the tragedy to strike: Jews had endured so many massacres and outrages, he said to them. Always they believed in the transmission of the message and in the memory of the next generations. At least one who survived became a witness and told the tale.

Words have been our weapon, our shield; the tale, our lifeboat…. Now we shall adopt a new way—silence…. We are going to start on an unexplored path, one which does not lead to the outside, to expression. We shall innovate, do what our ancestors and forebears could not or dared not do. We are going to impose the ultimate challenge, not by language but by the absence of language, not by the word but by the abdication of the word…. We shall testify no more.10

All Jews of the community bind themselves under the sign of a herem, the dreadful agreement that anyone who breaks the oath shall be cursed. Azriel, a young boy, is the town's only survivor. He is the novel's main character and has to live with that oath until he is an old man. But he fails to convey the message through silence. Nobody understands him. And he fails as well in keeping the oath—at the end he breaks it in order to save the life of another person. Words fail, silence fails. For an “education after Auschwitz” this point of the double failure is one of the most important. It is both a dilemma and a paradox that one must speak about the Holocaust knowing that words are incapable of transmitting what happened. But silence also is the wrong way: it could be misunderstood as suppression and as actively forcing aside the memory of the past. “Education after Auschwitz” must at very least keep this dilemma in mind—although it is unable to resolve it.

The Learning Process for the Third and Fourth Generation in Germany

How does Wiesel's approach to education after Auschwitz bear on Germany today? In Germany, the third and fourth generation after the Shoah did not have any more direct personal relations to the Nazi era. The first generation was directly involved (as perpetrators, spectators, or bystanders), the second was indirectly involved via the close relationship to their parents. But in most cases the grandfathers would not tell their grandchildren stories about the time of atrocities, and never about their direct involvement. The young generation was left to get information “about” the Holocaust in school and via media. Soon they felt saturated with too many facts, statistics, and figures. And of course they felt guilty and ashamed for the deeds of their grandparents. At this point they turned away from dealing with the time of the Holocaust. Many of them said: “I can't hear it anymore. We have heard it too often.”11

Teaching about National Socialism and the Holocaust is an obligatory part of German school curricula. In an ideal world, schools should no longer only pass on facts and information, because the relevance of facts for the development of “historical consciousness” is very low.12 “Historical consciousness,” according to historian Jan Rüsen, is a mental capacity experienced as “historical orientation,” the ability to connect the meaning of historical events with one's own life and with events in society today.13 For this reason school teaching is more than transmitting facts and figures, as important as they are. Classroom teaching should provide a platform and forum for dialogue and engagement with historical topics in order to reinterpret them for today's challenges.

Wiesel's work is the opposite of impersonal information. It touches the listener and the reader in his or her inner soul because Wiesel always focuses on the victims in concrete and true stories. In his autobiographical works, the stories are factual. But even in his fiction, the author refers so intensely to his own experiences as well as to the experiences of other survivors and victims that the stories turn into memory and are the opposite of mere fiction: the reader can never escape and say, “It's just a story!”

Wiesel's stories insist that the reader be personally involved, urging one to think: What would I have done in this situation? What would have been my way? Would I have left the country in time—or waited too long? And by means of this involvement, the reader learns about the dilemmas of so many victims. Thus, the historical fact that the frontiers of the “Third Reich” were absolutely closed one day becomes something personal and engaging. Wiesel's writings serve as a personal guide to approach the unapproachable. And that personal and emotional dimension is necessary for any ethical learning. In the words of Emmanuel Levinas it is the “emergence of the other” that breaks through my “horizon.” The horizon, a term of phenomenological philosophy, “spans the field of vision within which I move and whose middle point I constitute.”14 “The other,” the concrete person whom I encounter, breaks into my self-centered world and brings me to an awareness of what is human at all: not I for myself am the center of my existence, but I in relation with others.

Ethical learning goes along with discovering the other human being. The face of the other contradicts his negation. As Helmut Peukert quotes Levinas: “Being-face-to-face is thus the impossibility of negation, a negation of the negation. Concretely, the twofold articulation of this formula means this: The commandment ‘Thou shalt commit no murder’ is inscribed in the face of the other and is that which constitutes his otherness.”15 In Wiesel's writings “the other” always is the victim: “I owe the dead my memory,” Wiesel writes.

I am duty-bound to serve as their emissary, transmitting the history of their disappearance, even if it disturbs, even if it brings pain. Not to do so would be to betray them, and thus myself. I simply look at them. I see them and I write…. Why do I write? To wrest those victims from oblivion. To help the dead vanquish death.16

Wiesel makes us look at the victim's face. Through his words the experience of the victims emerges also for the reader. Pupils or students in schools or high schools who have read his memoir Night in class feel that they have heard and read about concrete persons and not only about statistics and historical facts. Now the anonymous victims have become a face.

A decisive point of the Holocaust education or “education after Auschwitz”17 is the orientation toward the testimonies of the victims. Remembrance can never be “general,” but is bound to a specific group of victims. Those who want to remember the Holocaust must understand the testimonies of those who disappeared and of those who have survived. The catastrophe of Auschwitz cannot be measured through historical facts only, no matter how important historiography is for the understanding of National Socialism.

In the educational work of remembrance with youth, the victim's perspective enables access to historical events, a tactic much more effective than a mere history lesson.18 A crucial step in the educational work is the emotional processing of information. The memories of the victims have to be put in the context of the historical events; they must be discussed and understood contextually. Wiesel's work provides both personal experience and historical reflection.

Fighting Indifference as an Educational Goal

The result of the emergence of the other—in Wiesel's work the victim—is not empathy or identification with the victim. Those who were not in the situation of the victims cannot understand what really happened. “If we could possess, grasp or comprehend the other, he would not be the other…. I refuse the thought, that the relation to the other is a fusion. The relation to the other is the absence of the other.”19 Not empathy or identification but “non-indifference”20 is the core of this ethical approach that can be found in the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas as well as in the work and message of Wiesel. Non-indifference is a leitmotif in everything that Wiesel writes and says. At a conference in Germany in 1986 he said, “The keyword of my Weltanschauung is the fight against indifference…. Indifference is a danger, indifference is an evil…. I always did believe that the opposite of love is not hate but indifference. The opposite of hope is not despair but indifference.”21 The fight against indifference has its roots in the author's experience. In Night he remembers the day of his deportation in 1944: “Behind their windows, behind their shutters, our compatriots looked out at us as we passed.”22 Years later, Wiesel takes this memory of the silent spectators and makes it a central scene in his novel The Town beyond the Wall (1962). A Jewish ghetto is to be completely wiped out. The Jews were made to gather in the yard of the synagogue. Michael, the main character, was still a young boy when he and his family were deported together with all Jewish inhabitants of the town. At that moment, standing at the yard, Michael perceived a face in a window of a house nearby, a face watching the scene with utter indifference. The face of a spectator. With no emotion or compassion, not even with hate the spectator observed the Jews as objects, until they vanished from the scene.23

The image of the spectator, the paradigmatic figure of an indifferent person, became an obsession for Wiesel: “Auschwitz was possible, because few people cared…. The killers killed, and children died, and the world was silent, and Auschwitz became possible because of the indifference surrounding it…. In other words, indifference to destruction is complicity; indifference to death is death.”24 While Wiesel stresses becoming aware of the mechanisms of indifference, he fulfills exactly what Adorno referred to when he demanded an “education after Auschwitz,” a “general enlightenment that creates a spiritual, cultural and social climate that permits no repetition of such monstrous action, thus a climate in which motives that have led to the horror become conscious to some degree.”25 Many motives paved the road to Auschwitz. One of them was indifference. In Wiesel's perspective only memory is able to overcome indifference. Memory sensitizes us to “the other,” to persons near us and far from us who suffer and need our help—at the very least our compassion. To be sensitive to the suffering of the past means to be sensitive to suffering in today's world. To nurture this sensitivity is a foremost task of education.

Educating against Racism and Antisemitism

Wiesel does not stop with the mental realization of the danger of indifference. The cognition must turn into action. The fight against indifference has led Wiesel to a passionate struggle for human rights all over the world. He has undertaken to travel to many places where oppressed peoples have waited despairingly for someone to tell them that they are not forgotten, that someone cares and is willing to give a voice to those who have no voice. Fighting against apartheid in South Africa in the 1970s, against the war in Cambodia, against oppression in the former Soviet Union, against genocide of Indian peoples in Latin America, against war and war crimes in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Chechnya—Wiesel has involved himself in so many efforts on behalf of peace and human rights that young people from every walk of life have had the chance of identifying with the witness of Auschwitz.

Throughout his work, explicitly in his collections of essays, we find educational elements that are based in memory. Memory can be a source of hope for today. Remembering the past could lead the way to creating a human future: “Auschwitz and Hiroshima: These names are frightening. And that is good. They should frighten us. Because this fright will save us. Perhaps.”26 With regard to Auschwitz as the epitome of absolute inhumanity, ‘’education after and about Auschwitz” is synonymous with ‘’education toward humanity.” Through confrontation with historical topics, learners acquire an understanding not only about past situations, but also about the present as well as about themselves. Anyone who learns to analyze the mechanisms of exclusion, concentration, deportation, and extermination learns to understand that these mechanisms remain at work even today. A fundamental and unavoidable, if uncomfortable, insight that results from the study of Auschwitz is that ‘’a return to barbarism will always remain a possibility.”27

Between the memory of the Shoah, the current human rights education, and defense of the manifest and latent antisemitism in the fourth generation after the Shoah,28 there is an overlap that is essential for the social discourse against racism. Through remembrance, the past is “made present” in other words, it is set in the present day. Wiesel's work puts past events of atrocities into the presence of the reader's and listener's awareness. Therefore the past is no longer only a matter of history but has become part of the present—and future.

Learning processes in the context of remembrance enable a ‘’moral contemporariness” in the learner, based on the ability to successfully ‘’negate inhumanity.”29 Thus, students primarily learn humanity as the negation of inhumanity. As Wiesel stated at his June 2009 visit to the former concentration camp at Buchenwald with U.S. president Obama: ‘’Remembrance must bring people together.”

Religious Education

Exploring Wiesel's work through an educational perspective should also focus on the religious learning that dominates so many of his books. The question of God's relation to the ultimate evil haunts not only believers.30 In the work with pupils and students I always have experienced how meaningful this question is for young people. It is the question of theodicy—sometimes asked implicitly, sometimes explicitly. Wiesel's writing on religious tradition happens after the Shoah and therefore always deals with the question of God facing the suffering. Religious learning can occur in sharing the questions of the author and having students pose their own questions concerning the suffering and death in the Holocaust.

Education as Mutual Interaction and Respect

Dialogue figures prominently in Wiesel's work and especially of course in his special genre known as “Dialogues.” In the collections of essays (One Generation After, A Jew Today, Paroles d'étranger, Signes d'exode, From the Kingdom of Memory),31 we find “Dialogues” between young and old, friends and enemies, survivors and children. Moreover, letters and speeches to young people also illustrate the emphasis Wiesel puts on dialogue, which is crucial for the educational processes. Wiesel's dialogues let us think of Plato's dialogues: Within a dialogue truth is brought forth.

To teach and to learn is a mutual interaction, rather than a one-way enterprise; the learner stimulates the teacher just as the teacher stimulates the learner; the one is as important as the other. To study together, therefore, means that both student and teacher are learning.

Usually, education is narrowly defined as a method of training and the formation of skills. Students are supposed to learn specific facts and skills in order to prepare them for specific jobs and positions. The main interest of such training is sufficiency, and the main method to achieve these skills is the learning of facts. People are seen as well-educated provided they have learned a lot of facts, know a lot of things, and can talk about these things to other people. The concept of mutual learning I experienced under the university teacher Wiesel was completely different.

There are numerous times where the history of teaching and learning has been a history of tears and despair for pupils. The teachers, supposed to be positive examples as well as spiritual and human guides to their pupils, actually turned out to be persons of power using inhuman methods of teaching and blaming the pupils if they did not learn exactly what the teachers wanted them to learn. Teachers used violence, striking children with hands or sticks. This can be called the “black” or “dark history of education,” especially in educational institutions such as schools.32 Teaching was replaced by harsh law and order, learning with severe discipline.

Thankfully, a different history of education can also be found in various traditions and cultures. The teacher as a spiritual leader is an ideal of both Hinduism and Buddhism: learning in the presence of a spiritual leader is one of the most powerful educational practices. Likewise, in the ancient Greek tradition we find the first academies, acting as a forum of teaching and learning around a great philosopher. The most famous academies were those of Plato and Aristotle. As far as we know, Plato began with informal gatherings with friends and students at a place outside of Athens devoted to the goddess of wisdom called Athena.33 The olive grove they met in was called “Academia.”

During the meetings, Plato posed philosophical problems that were studied and discussed by the members. One legend says that during these sessions Plato, the teacher, went back and forth together with his students while giving lectures and discussing problems. It was a kind of learning by moving.

One of Plato's teaching methods was the famous maieutics, a technique that gives assistance to the student to find the answer to a problem himself or herself, within his or her own spirit. The philosophical background of this educational method is Plato's teaching of the Anamnesis.34 Anamnesis means: to remember the things of the “ideal world” or the so-called world of the ideas, in which everybody lived before he or she was born. Knowledge, awareness, and cognition are but memories of the forgotten world of the ideas. All ideas of the ideal world are somehow present in the spirit of every human being, because Plato was convinced of the immortality of the soul. The soul preserves the memory when it is reborn in a human being. To teach, according to Plato, means to gradually bring the hidden memory to consciousness.35 Learning, therefore, also means to remember.

Another educational tradition stems from Jewish heritage.36 Here we find not only a few privileged students from a select elite who were allowed to study, but students from all social backgrounds. Whoever was (and still is) willing to study the Torah and the Talmud, the Mishnah and Midrash, the holy Scriptures of the Jewish tradition is welcome in the Torah and Talmud schools. The essential point is that in terms of the reading, studying, and debating of holy texts, nobody stands above anybody else—not even the scribe, the teacher. Everybody is given the same right to give his or her own interpretation of the Bible or its commentaries. In my view, this studying, teaching, and learning on the same eye level is the truly great educational innovation of the Jewish tradition. The core of the relationship between a Jewish teacher and his students is based on mutuality and mutual respect.

One of the most impressive examples for this teaching of mutual respect in Jewish tradition of the twentieth century is the work and life of the pediatrician, educator, and writer Janusz Korczak.37 Living in Warsaw he devoted his life to the most underprivileged of society: the orphans. Korczak built and ran several homes for Jewish orphans. He never married, living instead with “his” children and sharing his time, his solidarity, his energy with them, and ultimately sharing their fate: the Nazis deported him, together with two hundred Jewish orphans, straight from the Warsaw Ghetto to the death chambers of Treblinka. All of the children—together with their teacher—were murdered. It is in Korczak's fifteen volumes of educational writings38 that we encounter one of the most radical educational positions of the twentieth century.39

It is not possible here to write extensively about Janusz Korczak, as we could easily have an entire volume on his life's work and message. Instead, I would like to focus on a single point. Korczak was teaching and educating his pupils at the same eye level. In contrast to the position of his contemporary Martin Buber, who was convinced that there has to be an asymmetry between a teacher and his pupils,40 Korczak was radical enough to put the pupil on the same level as the teacher. He called his way of education an “education of respect.” He wrote:

 

The child isn't stupid. There are not more fools among children than among adults.

Let us respect their innocence…

Let us respect their attempts to find knowledge…

Let us respect their failures and tears…

Let us respect the present hour and the present day…

Let us respect each single moment because it will fade away and never come back. When I play with a child or talk with a child, two equally mature moments of his and my life are melting together.41

 

Korczak did not invent new teaching methods or forms of didactics. All of his writings, as well as the example of his own teaching and being together with pupils, are aimed to stimulate other teachers’ attitudes. Everything depends on the teacher's attitude toward the learners.

Wiesel's work and his life as a university teacher are like a mirror reflecting the Jewish way of education—including Korczak's educational approach. Wiesel does not give simple answers or solutions from above but gives the reader or the student impulses to find his or her own answers, his or her own solutions to the problems of today's world.

 

Wiesel's work is deeply rooted in the religious as well as humanistic tradition of mankind. It is also rooted in the historical experience of the author and the Jewish people, in the experience of community, friendship, and the richness of Jewish culture—as well as in the experience of persecution, suffering, and death. All this comes together in a work that is fascinated by the vision of a future that is more human than the past. Therefore Wiesel's work and message is definitely a work with an important educational impact. All dimensions that are important for education can be found in Wiesel's books. His educational approach is not a simplistic one. The many aspects culminate in the statement that all education after the Shoah is education about the Shoah and its implications for humanity.

Wiesel does not like to speak of “teachings from Auschwitz” or “lessons from Treblinka,” because these “lessons,” as Wiesel puts it, have nothing to do with the matter itself.42 A “lesson” would seem to give a meaning to Auschwitz. But never is there a meaning of the Holocaust. And never is there a pedagogical meaning of it. Wiesel: “We know how hopeless our battle may appear, we have to fight murder and absurdity, and give meaning to the battle, if not to our hope. This is not a lesson; this is not an answer. It is only a question.”43 Wiesel does not see himself as a philosopher, historian, or theologian. Indeed, he sees himself as a teacher and educator who asks questions together with his students in order to find answers together, or at least to find more common questions. Those who have confronted his work or had the chance to join his classes at university know about his emphasis on teaching. Teaching, education, and remembrance in Wiesel's sense means sensitizing,44 to sensitize oneself in order to sensitize others.
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TOWARD A METHODOLOGY OF WONDER

ARIEL BURGER

RABBI HANOCH HENICH of Alexander told the story of a man who was so forgetful that, when he awoke in the morning, he didn't know what to do with the strange things he found in his room. Every morning saw him painstakingly trying to determine what each item of clothing was for, looking them up in research books, and finally putting them on correctly. One day he decided to label everything in his house. The next morning, he woke up and looked around. Following the labels’ instructions, he dressed. He recognized a chair from its note and sat on it. As he was leaving, his eye fell on the mirror by the door. He looked in the mirror, and, bewildered, whispered, “But who am I?”1

Introduction

The topic of Elie Wiesel's approach to education is marked by urgency, and the question of how precisely he inspires, educates, and awakens students is not merely academic. For his self-described task as a teacher for over three decades has been nothing less than to quicken minds, and to fight for memory, the searing memory that transforms and that may serve as guardian and barrier against the darkness within men.

Remarkably, this urgency is accompanied by a wondrous sense of joy in learning. Wiesel's curiosity, his almost childlike capacity for wonder at the turns of a text, constitute an invitation to do the one thing students don't always expect in the classroom: to have deep, sound fun. The moral of this tale is that it is possible to sensitize with wonder, imagination, and delight in text, subtext, and context. It is in the midst of this startling dance of urgency and wonder, sadness, and joy that Wiesel's students are transformed.

The Problem

Wiesel's teaching is defined by a problem, the disintegration of knowledge and its betrayal. It is a problem that acknowledges a painful historical reality: that irresponsible readings of the texts that carry cultural knowledge and values—especially sacred texts—have so often served as justifications for racism, antisemitism, oppression, murder, and genocide.2 How many times have congregants or crusaders, inspired by fiery sermons, left places of worship to commit atrocities with the blessing of their religious leaders? “Theology is a dangerous business,” Wiesel often reminds his students. The knowledge carried by sacred texts, which claim the invested belief of millions, can build and grow communities, can heal the sick, and can bring new life to the living. Or it can explode into a consuming fire.

The twentieth century can to an extent be characterized by the radical separation of ethics from knowledge. As Wiesel has written: “Knowledge alone is not enough…. The killers had college degrees”3; and many of those responsible for the destruction of European Jewry were doctors, whose Hippocratic oath did not immunize them against evil. One of the painful lessons of the Holocaust, according to Wiesel, is that “it is possible to acquire knowledge and to use that knowledge against mankind.”4 Neither grand literary nor august philosophical traditions provide protection against fanaticism; as a result, even ideas and the words used to express them became suspect.

On the opposite side of the moral universe, Wiesel's own relationship with knowledge—as well as that of myriad fellow Jews—can be characterized by radical disruption. His early education in the heder, where he learned classical Jewish texts in the traditional modalities and melodies of study, came to an abrupt halt (although he continued to study without books in the Kingdom of Night). His first request upon arriving in France after the war, for a Talmud folio, in order to pick up at the exact place where his study had been interrupted, is a key to understanding both his quest for restoration and its method.5

Wiesel's teaching is therefore defined by the quest for a worthy response to the problem of the disintegration of knowledge: both the betrayal of learning by the killers and the disruption of learning for the victims. How can one restore knowledge to its place at the center of human life? Wiesel's response is simple and yet seemingly impossible: memory. This is why his series of courses at Boston University for thirty years have appeared under the heading “Literature of Memory.” Memory is the challenge, the path, and the goal. “We must remember. And we must bear witness.”6

Memory is, to quote Wiesel, our only shield. “My goal is always the same: to invoke the past as a shield for the future.”7 He is fond of quoting the great Jewish historian Shimon Dubnov's last call to his people: “Open your ears, look well, listen well, and write everything down on paper,”8 as well as the Besht, the founder of Hasidism, who equated memory with redemption, and forgetfulness with exile.9 Wiesel's teaching is restorative, an attempt to heal the rift between the old world of indigenous folkways, traditions, and methods of study and the new, colder world of post-Holocaust modernity. For it is memory that warns us of the dangers of compartmentalized knowledge, and it is memory of morally integrated knowledge that shows us the way. As Wiesel stated in his Nobel acceptance speech, “If anything can, it is memory that will save humanity.”

Wiesel has often expressed the concern that when the last living voices of memory, the survivors of the Holocaust, are still, the young will forget, and the memory will be either lost, or worse, trivialized. How can those of us who are members of what may be termed the bridge generations, who have known the voices of memory, transmit their message to our students and children? It is not simply a matter of knowledge, nor is our task to impart historical information; it is not even to share great ideas and insights about the past and what it means to be human. Our task as educators, according to Wiesel, is to transform, to awaken, to quicken young minds and hearts; it is to raise up new leaders with deep integrity and authentic authority. In a word, Wiesel's word: to sensitize. This means of course to sensitize students to the needs, hopes, and concerns of other human beings; it also means to sensitize to language itself, so that they will never use words like “collaborate” or “selection” without shivering.

Wiesel's method of awakening holds essential answers to that question. Although so much of what happens in his classroom is an expression of the uniqueness of this modern master, his ineffable experience, his negotiation of silence and the word, of madness and hope—we can still learn from his way of teaching; we can study and apply his methods in hopes of a deeper kind of pedagogy, so that, as the parched traveler said to the tree, “your offspring may be like you.”

But how does one educate toward memory? How does one transmit memories that predate students’ experience? How does one instill memory in such a way that it is truly “owned,” integrated by the student, and not just acquired as information is acquired?

In order to better understand the problem, I will turn for a moment to a historical, and spiritual, precedent. In the first centuries, Jewish teachers were trained to memorize vast sections of the unwritten Law, the oral tradition that it was forbidden to write. But the leader of his time, the famed Rabbi Judah the Prince, determined to break the law in order to save it. The law stated clearly: we are not to commit to writing that which has been transmitted orally. The oral tradition is too precious, too intimate, and requires too much flexibility and precise tailoring to be frozen in written form. The oral tradition, which, significantly, is poetically described by the Sages as “Night,” is so defined by its element of human expression and fluidity that transmission without a guide can be dangerous. But Rabbi Judah saw that the Jews were forgetting the unwritten traditions in the course of their long exile, and so he determined to write it down.10

Like Rabbi Judah the Prince, torn between sacred awe and fear of forgetfulness, Wiesel has been torn between silence and the word. But here the text in question is the Jewish and human catastrophe of the twentieth century, the unutterable history of his generation. As is well known, he took a sacred oath that for a period he would not speak or write of the events he'd lived through and witnessed.11 And when that period was up, he began to compose the work that would become Night. He committed that which cannot, must not, be written to writing—lest the world forget.

And, like Rabbi Judah, Wiesel did not simply write. He also taught, raising up generations of students, somehow transmitting the ineffable memory face to face. How has he accomplished this miracle?

Pedagogy

The fundamental principle of Wiesel's teaching is that knowledge should never be used against humanity. We see sins of knowledge all around us: the use of knowledge against the weak; and sins of omission, as for example when medicines are withheld from the poor who cannot pay. Knowledge is to be judged by morality, and the integration of knowledge and humanism must be the aspiration of a true teacher. As Wiesel has said, “A minute of life is more important than all the books about life.”12

This finds expression not only on the large scale of his human rights activism or his writing, but in the content and dynamics of his classes at Boston University. The diversity of the class roster, composed of undergraduates, graduate students, and elder students, overseas visiting students and professionals, is a natural expression of Wiesel's hospitality. This hospitality extends to his welcoming of students’ biographies, their own experiences and unique tales, to the classroom conversations. And this attitude of hospitality is expressed in the centrality of relationships to learning: relationships between teacher and student, student and student, and student and text. Students are expected not only to read and master a text, but to apply it authentically and personally to their own lives. This is where the transmission of memory begins: with students’ own memory, with their life experiences.

A student with a mentally ill family member; a member of a minority culture who has experienced marginalization; a student struggling to come to terms with her nation's past—students in Wiesel's classes consistently, and with rigor and passion, drew the text close to their own lives, and listened. The messages they heard were challenging or comforting, surprising and deepening, and, when shared with other students, they brought the learning community to a more compassionate place—a place of shared memory.

One of my favorite hasidic tales concerns the young Hanoch Henich, later the rebbe of the Polish township of Alexander. He was a student of Reb Simcha Bunim of Pshyschka, the great existentialist intellectual rebel. For almost an entire year, the young Hanoch Henich felt the desire to speak with his master, but he was too shy. Held back by unnamed fears, unable to articulate even a single question, he kept to himself, avoiding the one man who he knew could set him free. Finally, he summoned the courage and found the words. He approached his rebbe and said, “Rebbe, I know what the commandments are, I know what the tradition teaches, but there is one thing I do not know: I do not know why I am here. What am I supposed to do with the life that I have been given?” The master, Reb Simcha Bunim, replied: “I struggle with this question every day of my life. Come—you shall eat the evening meal with me tonight.”13 The miracle of this tale is the simple, unassuming solidarity between master and disciple. This identification is an essential dimension of learning from Wiesel. In spite of the total uniqueness of his life experience, he has the ability to truly share the questions of others, and to invite them to “share the evening meal”—a meal of learning, of books, of questions—which creates a safe and sturdy vessel into which memory can be poured.

Particular and Universal

The interplay of the Jewish historical experience and its universal human lessons is a central aspect of Wiesel's classroom. On a simple level, his class takes place between heder and university, in a sort of dual curriculum, both sacred and secular. For example, in examining the contemporary question of the moral limits of extracting confessions from suspected terrorists, Wiesel turns to the Talmud, using his childhood learning to clarify a modern issue. And the authentic Jewish tradition of arguing with God, from Abraham to Moses, and later from Reb Levi-Yitzhak of Berditchev to Wiesel himself, provides a new theological tool with which students can confront the events of the twentieth century—and the twenty-first. His use of Jewish traditions, texts, and tales to learn human lessons is a model. The method requires examination, so that the principles may be applied to other traditions.

There is also a comparative component to Wiesel's approach to learning. For example, we compared the binding of Isaac in Genesis with the Quran's account of Ibrahim's test; God's theophany to Job and Krishna's to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita. In pursuing such comparisons, we unlearned what we thought we knew—which had prevented our truly seeing the text—and we were able to see familiar text with new eyes, moving us from the complacency of answers to the adventure of new questions.

For as he has stated many times, for Wiesel, knowledge is defined not by answers but by questions. Influenced by Talmud study, by iyun, or contemplative learning, he has sought out the right questions, those that will lead to insight and wonder. Questions are inherently liberating: they deny any authority absolute dominance. “Questions are not dangerous. Answers are.”14 Wiesel teaches students to question authority, but also to question their own assumptions, and to question the text and its interpreters.

Here are some of the questions he asked us: Are there heroes in this work of literature? Where is hope here (and if there is none we must invent it)? What is missing in the text? What, ultimately, is this story about? And sometimes he asked a question with a subtle shift in facial expression. These and other questions are granted their own silence; there is no fear of silence, and a question deserves its own silence…until someone has a true response—an answer, or, better, another, deeper question.

Wonder

Here we come to what is, in my opinion, the essential element in Wiesel's pedagogy: beyond specific questions, there is wonder. It was clear to those of us in his class that Wiesel's inner child was in the room with us. He shared a story with the class. When he was a child studying in heder, he arrived home one day and announced with great excitement to his mother: “Mama, Sarah is pregnant!” “Which Sarah?” she asked. “Sarah, Avraham's wife! She's 90 years old, and she's pregnant!”15 In his eyes, the biblical tale was real, and it was happening for the first time—which it was, and, as he has taught, continues to do whenever a reader invests it with his or her fullest attention.

Wiesel teaches us that the best way to awaken wonder is through stories. After all, according to the Yiddish saying, God created the world because He loves stories. In response to a question concerning ways to woo students out of their shell, he said: “You tell stories. You may have to tell a thousand stories before you find the one story that will awaken them. But everyone has one story he will react to.”16

So, then, another story told by Wiesel about the child he once was: I suppose it must have been later in the same year. By now the class was studying the biblical story of Joseph and his brothers. At the point in Genesis when Jacob sends Joseph to Shechem, where his jealous brothers are waiting, the young Elie cried out, “Joseph, don't go there!,” as if he could alter their fates.

He could; we can. He has taught us that the text is alive, and we participate in its unfolding. Just as immoral interpretations of texts have led to devastation, slavery, murder, and genocide, so our reading of the text can lead to a better world. The memory of his childhood wonder in learning leads students to the power, responsibility, and joy of reading, interpreting, and choosing words with care. In this sense, the text is alive. This is to say that although we think of ourselves as questioners of the text, it is equally the case that the text questions us: how we read tells us and others more about ourselves than any explicit statement or position paper could.

Horror and Hope

Finally, Wiesel's class exists in the narrow place between horror and hope. Every word, every tale must contain both the cry of Jewish tragedy and the song of Jewish joy. The electric current created between the two energies startles one awake like a Zen koan, like a shofar blast, like a bird flying in an open classroom window.

On the one hand, Wiesel's students learned that to deny evil is as dangerous as to deny God, and so we asked: where is Mephistopheles, where is evil, in every work we read. The answer was always different: evil was in one character, or another, even in the hero of a work; evil was hidden; evil existed in the space between action; in silence; in a million small acts of selfishness; even, in the case of one work of literature, in the participation of the reader.

But somehow, in our examinations of literature and of history, we approached despair—and went beyond it, in what we may call a leap of hope. Recall the following Midrash: After Cain killed Abel and received God's decree that he wander the earth, as well as God's protection and its mark, the first killer met his father. Adam asked him: “Didn't you murder your brother Abel? And God did not end your life?” To which Cain replied, “Yes, I killed my brother, but I did teshuva, I repented.” And Adam, overcome, slapped his forehead in awesome regret. “One can do that? One can return to God, even after having sinned?”17

For he, of course, had not known this secret when he ate from the Tree of Knowledge, and he had not learned it in all the years of his long exile from the Garden. This could have been the moment of his greatest despair, of his greatest tragedy: too late, too late, he learned of repentance too late to salvage all those wasted years. But the Midrash portrays this moment in a different way: at this moment, they have Adam…sing. He sings Mizmor shir l'yom haShabbat, a song of the Sabbath, and a song of and about repentance. In the rabbinic imagination, the first man's despair is translated into song. This is, I think, the transformation Wiesel himself has offered the world.

Often, after discussing a text created under conditions of oppression, from the Diary of Anne Frank to Death and the Maiden—and, on one occasion, Wiesel's own memoir, Night—students wrestled to find hope. After all that has happened, they asked, genocide and barbarity continue in the twenty-first century. If the world hasn't changed after Auschwitz, how could it ever possibly change? To this Wiesel replied, “Where there is no hope we must create it.”18 We must hope in spite of despair, because of our despair; we must not give despair the victory. And the joy and wonder we saw in Wiesel's face as he recalled a hasidic tale from his youth, or an illuminating anecdote, or a clever and cutting play on biblical words, anchored us in joy, so that we too could face darkness and continue to hope.

And so we come to the central question with which we started: how does one educate toward memory? Wiesel's answer is that “listening to a witness makes a listener a witness.”19 He writes:

In our tradition, anyone who teaches you something, a word, a sentence, a story, becomes your teacher. So I have many teachers…. The Jewish tradition is a tradition of teaching: disciples one day become teachers. We are teachers because we are disciples. We are disciples because we know how to listen…. My grandfather Dodye Feig is one of those no longer alive, and yet his teaching is alive, because I am.20

In other words, the disciple who listens, who receives, brings to life the teaching that is transmitted. “Listening to a witness makes a listener a witness”: our connection to the tales told by Wiesel, and to those who told them, is direct, is alive. By being a true witness, he allows us to know his grandfather, his teachers, and the masters whom he evokes. A miracle: we remember that which we never knew. And, miracle of miracles: we can pass these memories on. Is this not the very nature and essence of education?

In the final class meeting of each course, Professor Wiesel asks: what have you learned, and what will you do with what you have learned?21 I believe he means by this: How have you changed, who are you now that you have indeed received something—from your teacher, from the literature, its authors, characters, their contexts and the historical events surrounding them, from your fellow students, from yourself? Who are you now? And, most importantly: What is the nature of your witness? In asking such questions, Wiesel does something so very rare: he gives his students permission to be transformed, and to become teachers and leaders based on that transformation. If despair is contagious, so is hope. And so is memory: of the past, of the self, and, as the hasidic master Rebbe Nachman of Bratslav would say, of the future.

Wiesel has words for a young teacher who wishes to follow him in the difficult and rewarding path of teaching: “How can you educate a person who doesn't feel, when she or he witnesses moments of grandeur or tragedy? There are ways; you will find them.”
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WIESEL'S CONTRIBUTION TO A CHRISTIAN UNDERSTANDING OF JUDAISM

JOHN K. ROTH

Where are we going? Tell me. Do you know?

—Elie Wiesel, “A Mother and Her Daughter,” in A Jew Today

THE BEST OF ELIE WIESEL'S versatile writing includes the brief Holocaust-related dialogues that appear in his books from time to time. Spare and lean, they often consist of a few hundred words or less. These dialogues are distinctive not only for their minimalist quality but also because their apparent simplicity, their unidentified settings, unnamed characters, abrupt and open beginnings and endings raise fundamental questions in moving ways. In Wiesel's A Jew Today one of these dialogues comes from “A Mother and Her Daughter.” “Where are we going?” it begins. “Tell me. Do you know?” The mother tells her daughter, “I don't know,” but then when the child asks again, “Where are we going?” her mother says, “To the end of the world, little girl. We are going to the end of the world.”1

This dialogue is ominous and dark. It is so personal and poignant that I hesitate to draw upon it. But considering Wiesel's contribution to Christian understandings of Judaism leads me immediately to this particular dialogue and its life-and-death question, “Where are we going?” Christian understandings—better identified as misunderstandings—of Judaism have produced immense suffering and sorrow. They contributed mightily to the end of the world that took place on the ramp at Auschwitz, when a family was separated and Wiesel never saw his mother and little sister again but was left to imagine what they, and hundreds of thousands like them, might have said to each other as life and love were stolen from them.

It is an understatement to say that Christian understandings of Judaism are important. The Holocaust itself bears witness to that. Although they have come too late and may be too little, post-Holocaust Christian understandings of Judaism, fortunately, are much better than they were before and during the Shoah. What parts has Wiesel played in those developments? I cannot presume to answer that question in a way that covers the entire Christian tradition. Instead, I will respond to it by illustrating how Wiesel has decisively influenced some Christian understandings of Judaism, a process that has usually involved his profound impact on individual Christians.

A story: During one of my visits with Wiesel in New York, the mood turned dark. He wondered whether his work had changed the world very much, whether it had made a substantive difference. I have known him for forty years, but still it is an awesome experience for me to be in his presence, and often I scarcely know what to say when we meet. On that occasion in New York, however, my reply was not hesitant: “Well,” I said, “you definitely changed me, and I am not alone.” Such a response, I know, is not sufficient to banish discouragement and despair, but I spoke those words as a Christian whose understanding of Judaism, and much more, has been significantly and positively changed by Wiesel's life and work. By no means am I alone in that regard.2

In my case and others, there are at least two ways in which Wiesel has definitively changed some Christian understandings of Judaism. I put the accent on some because Wiesel's mood of discouragement during that meeting with him some years ago was not misplaced when it comes to the specific issue of his influence on Christian understandings of Judaism and his lasting contributions in that regard. For it is one thing to say that his life and work have deeply affected individual Christians but quite another matter to assess how much Wiesel has changed Christians’ and Christianity's understanding of Judaism overall. Running the risks of generalization, I would say that Christians may know six things about Wiesel: He is (1) a Jew, (2) a survivor of the Holocaust, (3) a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, (4) a defender of human rights, (5) a founder of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and (6) perhaps most important of all, the author of the widely read Holocaust memoir called Night. If that depiction is valid, it means that Christians do not think of Wiesel primarily as a novelist or as a post-Holocaust interpreter or reinterpreter of Judaism, although his fiction and his writings on Jewish religious traditions and themes are among his most sustained and significant accomplishments. Only for a relatively small number of Christians does Wiesel loom large as a thinker and writer who has changed—and is changing still—Christian understanding of and appreciation for Judaism.3 I hasten to add the hope that the influence of that group, over time, will be out of proportion to its actual numbers.

Return now to the two ways in which, I believe, Wiesel has definitively changed some Christian understandings of Judaism. First, Wiesel calls into question Christianity's conventional wisdom about Judaism. While Christians know and interact with Jews, Christianity's conventional wisdom about Judaism still remains too often stuck in a New Testament interpretation that sees Judaism as eclipsed, superseded by Christian “truth.” Contesting that view, Wiesel underscores that Judaism is a vibrant, rich, and living religion whose continuity and development have at times been ruptured by history but which still persisted in immensely difficult circumstances that have included dispersion, persecution, genocide, and post-Holocaust conflict in the Middle East. Wiesel helps Christians to understand not only that Judaism has autonomy, authenticity, and appeal that are independent of Christianity but also that Judaism tests and challenges Christians and Christianity, particularly by making us Christians consider profoundly what we ought to preach and how we ought to act. The first of Wiesel's major contributions to a revised and renewing Christian understanding of Judaism is that he can help Christians to be better Christians by leading us to confront Judaism's ongoing challenge to Christianity. Dwell on this point a bit further, for it is instructive to do so.

To the extent that they are good, all religious traditions should celebrate their own existence. On that basis, we Christians have reasons to rejoice—but not too much. We can begin to become rightfully, painfully, aware of the “not too much” by considering another moment in Wiesel's A Jew Today. That book begins by reflecting on his initial awareness of Christianity as a boy growing up in Sighet, Romania. Early on, he understood that his Jewishness made him a minority in such a way that “everything alien frightened me.”4 In his circumstances, Wiesel emphasizes, alien was synonymous with Christian. Thus, for this young Jew—and he speaks for millions before and after—Christmas and Easter were not holidays. To the contrary, “they imposed a climate of terror upon our frightened community.”5

As Wiesel recounts these early relationships with Christianity, the account becomes even more telling. It does so because he underscores that their effect was not to breed within him curiosity about Christianity or even animosity toward it. “We seemed to intrigue them,” he observes, “but they left me indifferent.”6 Powerful though Christians might be, dependent on them though the Jews surely were, the effect that Christianity had on the young Wiesel was to render that tradition so utterly incredible that it was not to be taken seriously as a religious faith.

Before we finish, it will be clear that Wiesel came to have a different appraisal of some Christians and of some aspects of the Christian tradition. If we Christians are to find ourselves within that affirmation, however, we need to start with Wiesel's boyhood impression, which was empirically grounded in his experience with Christians and churches. That impression convinced him that Jews should be wary of Christian power, but by virtue of the same fact, Christian tradition showed itself to contain little if anything that was worth spiritual inquiry.

For anyone like me who has lived within the Christian tradition and found it rich and meaningful, Wiesel's challenge is nothing less than shocking. The shock, it must be emphasized, is not that of receiving an undeserved affront—it is far from and much deeper than that. Rather, the shock is one of recognition. Rooted in historical awareness, such recognition produces understanding that Wiesel's Jewish boyhood appraisal of Christianity is precisely what it should have been—not in the sense that his appraisal is what Christians ought to desire but, to the contrary, in the sense that his appraisal is what Jewish honesty could rightly produce, given the relations Christians have too often and too long sustained with Jews.

Wiesel's boyhood appraisal of Christianity existed before the Holocaust. With good reason, it intensified after Auschwitz, as a further statement from A Jew Today testifies: “For we had been struck by a harsh truth: in Auschwitz all the Jews were victims, all the killers were Christian…. It is a painful statement to make, but we cannot ignore it: as surely as the victims are a problem for the Jews, the killers are a problem for the Christians.”7 Wiesel has long opposed theories of collective guilt, and, one must stress, his intent is not to heap guilt on Christians. He does want, however, to encourage Christian responsibility. Thus, he would be the first to distinguish between Christians who are genuinely faithful and those who are not. Apparently the problem for Christians, however, is that it took the Holocaust to drive home much of what that distinction entails.

After Auschwitz, Wiesel helps us Christians to see—and to see through a challenging reunderstanding of Judaism—that the genuine Christian must give priority to mending the world and to repairing Christian-Jewish relations in particular. Before and during the Holocaust that same priority should have existed. The fact that it did not goes far toward explaining how and why Auschwitz scars the earth. Those who destroyed the European Jews, and also those who stood by while the process of destruction occurred, were products of and even baptized within a Western civilization that remains indelibly Christian even in a so-called post-Christian age. If the perpetrators and bystanders did not practice their Christianity as they should have done, that fact is a problem for Christians. If they practiced genocide instead, or observed it without protest, that is a problem for Christians even more so. At least it must be for those of us who are persuaded that Christianity—in spite of, and even in some ways because of, its shortcomings—still has valuable contributions to make.

Wiesel's challenge to Christianity and his contributions to a renewed and renewing Christian understanding of Judaism emerge not only from a profound sense of the injustice that the Christian tradition has done to his. It emerges even more from a yearning based on the hope of friendship. The friendship Wiesel has in mind accents honesty, deplores domination, and encourages mutual trust and esteem. Such friendship is what he contemplates when he writes, again in A Jew Today, “I believe that no religion, people or nation is inferior or superior to another; I dislike facile triumphalism, for us and for others. I dislike self-righteousness. And I feel closer to certain Christians—as long as they do not try to convert me to their faith—than to certain Jews…. I have more in common with an authentic and tolerant Christian than with a Jew who is neither authentic nor tolerant.”8

Suggestions about what Wiesel can admire as authentic and tolerant in Christianity appear throughout his writings. Wiesel has not forgotten, for example, a Christian boy named Pishta, who was different from so many others in Sighet. He helped Wiesel after the Germans established the ghetto in Sighet before deporting its Jews to Auschwitz in May 1944.9 Wiesel recalls, too, that Maria, his family's Christian housekeeper, was “part of the family.” As the Nazi threat came closer, she offered safety in a mountain cabin. She slipped through ghetto barricades to bring food and friendship to the family she served. Wiesel massively understates the case when he says, “Dear Maria. If other Christians had acted like her, the trains rolling toward the unknown would have been less crowded.” “It was a simple and devout Christian woman,” Wiesel adds, “who saved her town's honor.”10 Maybe Maria saved some of Christianity's honor, too.

Perhaps in honor of Sighet's Maria, Christian women with that iconic name appear more than once in Wiesel's writings. In the drama The Trial of God, for example, Maria keeps house for Berish, a Jewish innkeeper in Shamgorod, and she warns against Sam, who is a father of lies, before the village is ravaged and Berish's daughter is raped before his eyes during a murderous pogrom in 1649. In Wiesel's novel The Gates of the Forest, Maria protects a Jewish refugee at her own risk. Another novel, The Fifth Son, includes “some good honest people” who are willing to hide a Jewish child from the Angel of Death in Hitler's Europe.11 The examples could be multiplied. They even include a recollection in Night of a Hungarian police inspector who had promised to alert the Wiesel family about Nazi danger in Sighet. After the war, Wiesel learned that the policeman had acted on his promise by trying to give them a warning.12 The policeman did not succeed, nor did the honest people in The Fifth Son who tried to save a Jewish child. Nonetheless, the fact that they tried, when so many others did not, gives them a special place in Wiesel's memory. Often these caring non-Jews are not specifically identified as Christians in Wiesel's writings. Whether they were or not, they provide challenging examples that we Christians need. Wiesel's contributions to a Christian understanding of Judaism supply other things that Christians need as well, among them elements of spirituality and theological insight that can enrich Christian traditions. Thus, I turn to a second major way in which Wiesel has contributed to a Christian understanding of Judaism.

Biblical themes, at least traces of them, pervade virtually all of Wiesel's many books.13 As these writings by Wiesel nurture a specifically Jewish spirit, they also contribute to Christian understandings of Judaism and convey important insights for Christianity, especially insofar as Christian conviction stresses the importance, the goodness, of something like a face-to-face encounter between God and human individuals.

The Bible frequently refers to faces.14 One of the most moving and poignant examples is found in a benediction that plays important parts in the Jewish and Christian traditions: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace” (Nm 6:24–26). Can contemporary men and women still receive and extend that ancient benediction? Would face-to-face encounters with God be occasions for celebration, thanksgiving, and rejoicing—even after the Holocaust, Cambodia, Rwanda, and Darfur, to mention only some instances of atrocity and genocide that defaced the twentieth century and now the twenty-first century, too. Wiesel explores questions akin to those, and in the process, I have found, he contributes to a renewed and renewing Christian understanding of Judaism and thereby of Christianity, too. To elaborate these themes, and particularly the motif of protest, which I find especially compelling and important in Wiesel's Judaism, consider some of the portraits of key biblical figures that are found in his writing.

Driven from the Garden and apparently rejected by God, Adam and Eve discover paradise lost, shattered bitterly for reasons-without-reason. True, they still have each other, but even that relationship is a mixed blessing. Once, the sheer goodness of life had been its own purpose. No more. The purpose of life was now a question. Then something happened: in their anguish not only did they find themselves closer than ever before, but “suddenly they discovered a purpose to their existence: to perfect the world which until then had been no more than created.”15

Centuries later an ageless dialogue sounded yet again.

 

“God, who is perfect, took six days to create a world that is not, how is that possible?”

“Could you have done better?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“You could have done better? Then what are you waiting for? You don't have a minute to waste, go ahead, start working!”16

 

Those lines are clear enough, but still there is confusion. Who speaks? Is the conversation between God and humankind, and if so, who plays which part? Is the dialogue between two people, or is it carried on in one mind alone? Or is it all of these at once and forever? No matter. All the versions make work the issue…and it is.

A question for Wiesel: what is work to you? Answer: “Justification. I have to justify every second of my life.”17 Thus we come to Messengers of God, a series of biblical portraits and legends that deal with work, with justification, with every second of our lives and God's. Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Abraham and Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, and Job—the task that Wiesel sets for himself in this book is to tell and retell their stories. Its premise? “Only today, after the whirlwind of fire and blood that was the Holocaust, do we grasp the full range of implications of the murder of one man by his brother, the deeper meanings of a father's questions and disconcerting silences. Only as we tell them now, in the light of certain experiences of life and death, do we understand them.”18 Strange that Noah is missing, survivor of the Flood, recipient of God's rainbow-promise: never again. But then it must be remembered that Wiesel is a protestant.

Sometimes, some Christians think that category is theirs. Not only is Jewish “protestantism” far older, but also it is often more profound than its more recent Christian versions. Discontent merely to affirm God's sovereignty, God's disappointment with human life gone wrong, and the importance of grace experienced through faith, a Jewish protestant gives equal time to other themes: faithfulness must contain allegiance to God that includes disappointment with God's use of power. Affirmation of the importance of grace must be balanced with honesty that yearns for human well-being and thus strives for God/against God.

Not without reason, Messengers of God omits Noah's story. Its absence is a protest, for that story is one-sided. God sent the Flood because of displeasure with humanity. Understandable, at least in part, but what is unacceptable is Noah's acquiescence. According to the biblical record, no words of protest on behalf of creation came from his lips. He simply followed orders, and one sad result led to another: disappointment with God was doubly warranted. Not only over the sheer waste of the Flood, but because the new world that began with Noah's survival was not new enough. Its foundation was indifference. For that reason, Noah's legend is not repeated. Its lesson speaks best in silence. As for those whose stories do appear, their lives are flawed and imperfect, but all are protestants—Jewish-style.

One thing more about Wiesel's Jewish protestantism: it recognizes that God, too, may have a protestant face. Free as God is, God protests that human beings must release the world from bondage to evil and thereby undo much of what God has permitted. Source of all courage, God protests that we must encourage God not to give up on the world, and that we must do so by making life worth living even when it seems not to be. Claiming that God wants obedience, God apparently breaks divinely given laws by doing too little, contending in turn that the only workable corrective is for men and women to lodge their own protests through justice and compassion that take obedience one step further. Wanting reconciliation with humanity, God's seeking of us is so disturbing that it says: be reconciled to me in striving or not at all. Wanting love, God forces debate and defiance to be among its qualities. Hiding, God insists that God wants to be known. Aiming at victories, God asserts that the best ones come when God is defeated, when action for God / against God prevails.

Such thinking seems far removed from Protestantism of a Christian variety; it is too close to blasphemy or to no faith at all. But the point is to underscore that for Wiesel such expressions are not only possible from inside a community of faith; they are indispensable. If God is not seeking rebels to take a stand against misery, absurdity wins hands down. And for a person in a community of faith—Jewish or Christian—that victory is one that neither God nor humanity must be allowed to have. Of course, everything depends on how a rebel decides to stand. It is one thing to rebel against God or the teachings of one's tradition as steps in rejecting or denying them. It is quite another to do so as the means of pursuing them more profoundly and passionately.

Bound together strangely, with protest-as-love and love-as-protest among the most important links, God and humankind strive for and against each other. According to Messengers of God, the worldly task for humankind is monumental: “It is given to man to transform divine injustice into human justice and compassion.”19 Life is not fair. Although the Holocaust escalates that reality, unfairness was also a fact in the beginning. Not in detail perhaps, but in outline things were destined to be that way. Error, deception, and guilt were originally seeds in the Garden of Eden. Bias, favoritism, hurt feelings, vengeance, and murder formed the brotherhood of Cain and Abel. Promises, tests, obedience, trust, survival, and hope—these did not make a world of rationality and justice for Abraham and Isaac, but they did create a people.

Jacob fought to secure a blessing, and the world still shakes trying to fathom its nature and portents. Wily Joseph escaped jealous brothers, worked his way to the top, handled Potiphar's wife beautifully, made himself a zaddik, a just man. His success was too much. Unfairly, his people paid the price. Leadership and the law—these link with Moses. But even this man, closest to God of all, was told by God that “you cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live” (Ex 33:20). Moses had to glimpse the future from so far away that he wondered about the One in charge. God's unseen face—was it ugly beyond belief or simply blank, expressionless? Or if not those, then why concealed? Too dazzling, too awesome, too sublime, too good for a human being to see? Inappropriate, if not impossible, for a creature to be so familiar with the Creator? Partial reasons. Not enough to satisfy one made to question “Why?” nor for God to be self-justified unless the question is put to God constantly and God's returning silence is found unacceptable. And Job, our contemporary (Jewish or not, who knows)?—life had been unfairly good to him. So his testing should be (unfairly?) commensurate?

Wiesel's messengers imply that one face of God is that of unfairness and injustice. It is also a mask that reveals through human rebellion that God elects for us to have hard, impossible, moral work until and through death. What about the face of this God who incites, permits, suffers, endures, and survives a universe fractured by the Holocaust and ruined by so many other atrocities and genocides? When everything is totaled, does the face belong to friend or foe? The messengers answer: Both…and the degree to which it is one or the other largely depends on how we choose to live.

Even now a protest must be entered. Holocaust experiences leave Wiesel suspicious about finding answers to ultimate questions. Answers oversimplify, falsify, settle what is rightly unsettled and unsettling; they relax tension where it should be felt ever more. Wiesel has put the point as follows: “I have nothing against questions: they are useful. What is more, they alone are. To turn away from them would be to fail in our duty, to lose our only chance to be able one day to lead an authentic life. It is against the answers that I protest, regardless of their basis. Answers: I say there are none.”20

That saying is hard to understand and accept. As for the understanding, Wiesel's protest is not a total rejection of answers to questions. It is directed instead at explanations, particularly explanations of the Holocaust that would claim to be authoritative in any final sense. More specifically, the target is theological explanations of that kind. Short of claims for finality, completeness, obviousness, answers are not so bad or impossible. We can scarcely live without them. But the need and the protest are refusal to rest content with any of them. Answers are made to be probed, tested, found wanting. They exist to be questioned, to be turned into questions that force us beyond. Religiously speaking, such action means to find God through encounters in which God seems lost from view, just as it means that in giving our lives for others we find ourselves.

In the beginning…at the end…in between: questions, uncertainties. Such conditions are not the demise of religious thought and practice. Far from it. They are the challenge and the opportunity that clarify too easily forgotten tasks that both have had all along: “To use the experience…. To transmit. To communicate by deed and word. To safeguard. To tell the tale, omitting nothing, forgetting nothing.”21 And for what purposes? Here the answer is straightforward: to liberate and heal, not by settling anything but by caring so that people—and even God—may move each other beyond indifference, numbness, and the giving-up of hope.

“One part of him yearned for God, the other for escape from God.”22 So Wiesel describes Adam's post-Fall condition. For many people, perhaps even most of them, that tension no longer exists. It relaxes in the conclusion that God is dead or never was and that we must place our bets on men and women or lose by default. There is truth in that view, although it is not as neat and simple as might be wished. One difficulty is that ours is a world that, arguably, is sliding away from optimism and trust in “progress” toward ever-greater uncertainty. Conviction hangs suspended: will or can we come out ahead in facing twenty-first-century dilemmas?

Driven, at least in part, by awareness of the Holocaust and its aftermath, including more genocide, the erosion of an optimistic humanism takes varied forms. They include: increased cynicism and despair, renewed determination to restore confidence, and even revived yearning for God. Where the latter occurs, however, the need may do well to have a crucial twist, one that reinstates the tension that Adam felt. Such yearning will not be simply the response of a creature acknowledging faults penitentially to a perfect creator and then going on the way rejoicing, born-again. A sense of having been defeated and judged by God may be present, but having tasted the reality of freedom and power, human yearning for God in a post-Holocaust world may well contain anger and rebellion against God for the uses made of God's own creative urges. Times of trouble are times of opportunity for religion. After Auschwitz, however, religious life that excuses God without trying God equally will fail to meet and inform raw emotion—feeling that could nourish a revival of a realistic humanism-with-God rooted in acceptance/protest of the fact that “it is given to man to transform divine injustice into human justice and compassion.”23

Abraham was favored by God. Wiesel describes him as “a man for all seasons, blessed with all talents and virtues, deserving of every grace.”24 Abraham would be the father of a people, but the drama of his life centers on an original holocaust: God's commanding test that Abraham should offer his only son, Isaac, as a burnt offering. Such testing was contrary to reason; it was beyond reason, and yet Abraham acted obediently. But the point is that Abraham's obedience was not just obedience—not as Wiesel tells the story. Abraham also tested God to see how far God would go. Abraham won. God relented. A perverse reversal of the biblical account? Perhaps, but after Auschwitz, Wiesel urges us to read the Bible with new eyes. Too often God has not relented. Abraham discovered God's guilt, but the greatness of Abraham is in his refusal to give up on God, in his protesting intercession with God for the sake of his people, because and in spite of the hard responsibilities laid upon them.

Moses opens up still other dimensions of the divine-human encounter. “After him,” says Wiesel, “nothing was the same again.”25 Life without Moses? Think of it. No Torah. Nothing to set Jews apart from other human groups. No Christianity, no antisemitism, and no Holocaust. None of us Jews or Christians—not even God, at least as those traditions have understood God. But there is Moses standing before those homeless wanderers, setting before them life and death, urging them to choose well. That Moses—he set so much of history's course.

Moses knew God as One who sets people free. He also knew God as a consuming fire, and even as One who “tried to kill him” (Ex 4:24). Far from Moses's own first choosing, “he filled two equally difficult roles: he was God's emissary to Israel and Israel's to God.”26 More than one writer contends that the God of history, not to mention God's covenants with human creatures, went up in smoke from Nazi ovens. That conclusion is hard to resist, if we see the faces of God only in terms of traditional notions of full omnipotence and total goodness, but Wiesel's Moses never had such illusions. He recognized the sovereignty of God and knew that to confront God was to stand on ground that was holy but not simply good. Thus, he came to understand that to enter self-consciously into relation with God is to find oneself in a struggle for liberty that requires people to contend with God as well as with themselves and each other.

Moses discovered that Gods of history come in many stripes and colors, and what he came to realize is that the One dealing with humanity is a God who cares, but who does so largely by leaving people to sort out a gift of freedom that is at once incredibly vast and wonderful and yet immensely destructive. Directives are given and pacts are established as part of the bargain, but they increase the tension more than they dissolve it. Amazing, then, that Moses did not find God to be a cosmic sadist, a hollow mask of indifference broken only by mocking laughter.

Reasons why? First, Moses saw that people are forgetful, foolish, cowardly—and even worse that they are deceitful, calculating, treacherous, ready to sell souls for almost any price. And yet the counterpoint was that people could be different. Perfectible? Not likely. But surely less imperfect. Second, an irreplaceable source of courage to struggle for good against evil could come through a sense of covenant with God, so long as it was understood that human service for God required one to be against God, too. Moses, so often pictured as the obedient leader who constantly had to deal with a people stubborn in their rebelliousness, that Moses was actually the most profoundly rebellious of all. Without God, Moses could be nothing. With God, Moses saw ways to bring people to places from which they could at least catch glimpses of a promised land. One religious task, Wiesel's Moses suggests, is to explore whether we can see not the face of a God of history who pulls the strings of events, nor even who uses people as instruments of God's own judgment, but rather One whose covenant with a world of freedom requires us to break it in moral rebellion if that world's goodness is to flourish.

Visions of persuasion and power—further implications for Jewish and Christian religious life are focused by hearing Cain speak to God: “I could bring this farce to an end; that may even be what You want, what You are driving me to. But I shall not do it, do You hear me, Master of the Universe, I shall not do it, I shall not destroy, do You hear me, I shall not kill!”27 And then? Cain did it. He murdered his brother Abel.

Why did Cain murder Abel? A common interpretation is that Cain was jealous because Abel's gift to God had been found more acceptable than his. But there is more, at least in Wiesel's version. Cain also felt himself tormented by God, pushed by God toward going against God. Not that the going-against would always be wrong, but in this case it would bring needless waste. The only hitch is that neither Cain's awareness nor God's forestalled murder. Deliver us from evil? More than Jesus, Cain may be the author of that prayer.

Cain's perceptions about divine persuasion rub many human hopes the wrong way. God structures the world intentionally so that it may yield madness, violence, brutality of real but unimaginable proportions? Such things do occur, but it does not seem right to accuse God. It is our fault. Thus, we tend to settle for a purely good God or no God at all. It is safer that way, more comforting. But those conclusions resist keeping when Cain is recognized as a contemporary. We might like to think that God is always doing the best God can, but in a Holocaust Universe, a God who is doing the best God can is either not as good as was thought or scarcely deserving of trust. What has to be asked religiously is whether we should settle for an innocent but ineffectual God, or whether we must run the risks of relating to a God who is really Master of the Universe but less than perfectly good by standards we can comprehend. The fragmented, mystical quality of Wiesel's faces of God leaves any final picture clouded, but Wiesel may incline toward the second view. True, God's power is limited by virtue of the decision to underwrite human freedom, but this limiting is a self-limitation that God elects in creation, and there is ultimately nothing to necessitate that the decision cannot be modified to permit God's intervention. Moreover, although Wiesel has said that “God does not want man to suffer; man suffers against God,” he has also said of his people: “Who didn't persecute us in history? Even God made us suffer.”28

A God pure but weak, or One who is powerful but of questionable virtue—toward which end of that spectrum should one lean? Is one view more faithful to facts than the other? Does one hold out more hope? We shall have to see. Meanwhile Cain favors the second option. Likewise for Abel.

Messengers of God contains too many messages to relate them all in this essay. A final messenger, however, must have his say. Wiesel gives him a voice this way: “Job spoke his outrage, his grief; he told God what He should have known for a long time, perhaps since always, that something was amiss in His universe. The just were punished for no reason, the criminal rewarded for no reason. The just and the wicked were subjected to the same fate—God having turned His back on them, on everyone. God had lost interest in His creation; He was absent.”29

If Wiesel's Job, a just man, were here today in our post-Holocaust world where atrocity and genocide rage on and on, what would he have to say? Maybe “I would speak to the Almighty, and I desire to argue my case with God…. See, he will kill me; I have no hope; but I will defend my ways to his face” (Jb 13:3, 15). Would he say, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at the last he will stand upon the earth; and after my skin has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall see God, whom I shall see on my side, and my eyes shall behold, and not another” (Jb 19:25–27)? After God “answers” him out of the whirlwind—“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” (Jb 38:4)—would Job say, “Now, having seen you with my own eyes, I retract all that I have said, and in dust and ashes I repent” (Jb 42:5–6)?30

The last passage is especially troubling because it suggests, at the end of the day, a simple resignation. Or is more going on there than meets the eye at first glance? Wiesel suggests that, far from resignation, Job's answer is resistance and rebellion instead, masked and expressed in hasty abdication. Ultimately, God cannot be defeated. That fact may be both Job's and our hope and despair, Job's and our cause for lamentation and thanksgiving. But in confessing—when God, with greater reason to do so, did not—Job, says Wiesel, “continued to interrogate God.”31

Where are we going? In that dialogue between a mother and a daughter with which these reflections began, the little girl tells her mother that she is “really tired. Is it wrong, tell me, is it wrong to be so tired.” Her mother answers: “Everybody is tired, my little girl.” A question in response: “Even God?” And this poignant reply, tinged with defiance and protest in the face of death: “I don't know. You will ask Him yourself.”32 Biblical traces in the philosophy of Wiesel, especially those involving faces, indicate that, although questioning leaves no relationships unchanged, it need not cancel them. Done well, questioning pushes relationships deeper, makes them more profound and lasting. The Lord bless you and keep you? The Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you? The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace? The Holocaust and its reverberations…Elie Wiesel and his protesting reading of Scripture…atrocity and genocide that rage on and on…God…you, me, us…face to face encounters with all of these realities still challenge creation and its Creator to make that benediction work. Perhaps a renewed and renewing Christian understanding of Judaism, fostered by Wiesel's lasting contributions, can be a step in that direction.
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CONSCIENCE

IRWIN COTLER

ELIE WIESEL HAS COME to embody conscience, not only for Jews but for humanity as a whole. Indeed, when the Nobel Committee awarded Wiesel the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986, the choice was greeted with international acclaim, for it is difficult to imagine any citizen in the world who has so commanded the respect and attention of political leaders and the people themselves. One suspects that, if the Nobel Committee had awarded Wiesel the Nobel Prize for literature, the acclaim would have been no less.

Wiesel writes, as the title of one of his books suggests, as a “Soul on Fire.” That flame not only has animated the literary imagination, it has ignited the struggle for peace and human rights worldwide. His eloquence is all the more remarkable because, as he puts it, the Holocaust is beyond vocabulary. In matters such as these, language mocks reality. Yet the man who argues that Auschwitz and Birkenau are beyond communication and comprehension has conveyed not only the particularity of the horror but also the universality of its lessons.

“Author, Teacher, Witness—a Messenger for Humanity”—these are the words inscribed on the Congressional Gold Medal presented in 1985 to Wiesel “in recognition of his humanitarian efforts and outstanding contribution to world literature and human rights.” The same words were repeated by the Nobel Committee in citing Wiesel as one of the foremost moral and intellectual leaders in the global struggle for human rights.

Yet his most significant accolade is that of “conscience of humanity.” His life's work has been underpinned by the biblical injunction tsedek tsedek tirdof (“justice justice shall you pursue”), an injunction equal to all the other commandments combined. This, as my father used to say, is that which should be taught unto one's children, and Wiesel has been the teacher, witness, messenger—and conscience. It is as appropriate that we look to Wiesel's life and work to elaborate nine lessons of conscience.

Lesson 1: The Right of Memory and the Duty of Remembrance

The first lesson is the importance of Zachor, of remembrance. This means the right to remember things in Jewish history too terrible to be believed but not too terrible to have happened; of the Holocaust, as Wiesel has put it so well, as “While not all victims were Jews, all Jews were victims.”1 This establishes the right to memory as a fundamental human right. Indeed, Wiesel has singularly patented this right. This right to memory instructs us, as we recall the six million Jewish victims of the Shoah, that human beings defamed, demonized, and dehumanized serves as a prologue and justification for genocide.

What must be understood is that the mass murder of six million Jews—of one and a half million Jewish children—and of millions of non-Jews is not a matter of abstract statistics. Indeed, we convey by the ritual reading of victims’ names at Holocaust Remembrance gatherings all over the world (gatherings in part inspired by Wiesel) that unto each person, there is a name, unto each person, there is an identity, each person is a universe. As our sages of the Talmud tell us: “whoever saves a single life, it is as if he or she has saved an entire universe.”2 Just as whoever kills a single person, it is as if they have killed an entire universe. And so the abiding imperative is that we are each, wherever we are, the guarantors of each other's destiny.

Lesson 2: The Danger of State-Sanctioned Incitement to Hatred and Genocide: The Responsibility to Prevent

The enduring lesson of the Holocaust—and the genocides that followed in Srebrenica, Rwanda, and Darfur—is that the genocide of European Jewry succeeded not only because of the machinery of death, but because of the state-sanctioned ideology of hate. This teaching of contempt is where it all began. As the Canadian courts affirmed in upholding the constitutionality of anti-hate legislation, “the Holocaust did not begin in the gas chambers, it began with words.” These, as the courts put it, “are the chilling facts of history, the catastrophic effects of racism.”3

Forty years later, in the 1990s, not only did these lessons remain unlearned, but the tragedy was repeated. For we have witnessed yet again a growing trafficking in state-sanctioned hate and incitement, which in the Balkans and in Rwanda took us down the road to genocide. In the present decade we are witnessing yet another time a state-sanctioned incitement to hate and genocide, the epicenter of which is Ahmadinejad's Iran (I distinguish Ahmadinejad's Iran from the peoples of Iran, who are themselves increasingly the target of the Iranian regime's massive repression of human rights). This incitement proceeds by denying the Nazi Holocaust (and aims to provoke a Middle Eastern one); it assaults Jewish memory in its denial of the Holocaust; and it directly violates Article 3 of the Genocide Convention prohibition against the direct and public incitement to genocide. Both U.N. secretary generals Kofi Anan and Ban Ki-Moon have called such a tactic “as false as it is unacceptable.”4

In Ahmadinejad's Iran, one finds the toxic convergence of the advocacy of the most horrific of crimes, namely genocide, embedded in the most virulent of hatreds, namely antisemitism. This combination works by parading in the streets of Teheran a Shihab-3 missile draped in the words “Wipe Israel off the map,” while the assembled thousands are exhorted to chant “Death to Israel.” It underpins the ideology of hate by the illegal pursuit of nuclear weapons. And it warns Muslims who recognize Israel that they “will burn in the umma of Islam.” Moreover, Ahmadinejad's Iran is increasingly resorting to incendiary and demonizing language, including epidemiological metaphors reminiscent of Nazi incitement. The Iranian regime characterizes Israel as “filthy bacteria,” as “a cancerous tumour that needs to be excised,” while referring to Jews as “evil incarnate” and the “defilers of Islam.” Action and words serve as prologue to, and justification for, a Mid-East genocide.5

Wiesel continues to lead and inspire us to hold Ahmadinejad's Iran accountable. He reminds us that a person who incites to hatred and genocide belongs not at the podium of the United Nations General Assembly, but in the docket of the accused.

Lesson 3: The Dangers of Silence, the Consequences of Indifference and Inaction: The Responsibility to Protect

The genocide of European Jewry succeeded not only because of the state-sanctioned culture of hate and industry of death, but because of crimes of indifference and conspiracies of silence. And we have witnessed an appalling indifference and inaction in our own day that took us down the road to the unthinkable—ethnic cleansing in the Balkans—and down the road to the unspeakable—the genocide in Rwanda.

Indeed, the added horror of the Rwandan genocide was that this genocide was preventable. No one can say that we did not know. We knew, but we did not act, just as we know and have yet to act to stop the genocide by attrition in Darfur. Some 400,000 have already died in Darfur, 2.7 million persons have been displaced, and some 4 million are in need of humanitarian assistance. The Dafur tragedy mocks the lessons of history, betraying the people of Darfur, and repudiating the responsibility-to-protect doctrine.

Wiesel has taught through his words and actions that it is our responsibility to break down these walls of indifference, to shatter these conspiracies of silence and inaction. He has taught us to stand up and be counted, and not look around to see who is standing before we do. In the world in which we live, there are few enough people prepared to stand, let alone be counted. To act against or in spite of indifference reminds us of the words of Edmund Burke that “the surest way to ensure that evil will triumph in the world is for enough good people to do nothing.” As Wiesel puts it, indifference always means coming down on the side of the victimizer, never on the side of the victim. Indifference in the face of evil is acquiescence with evil itself.

And so it is our responsibility to confront evil particularly when it masks itself under the cover of law. Indeed, the Nazis committed mass murder under the cover of law, and South African apartheid was not only a racist philosophy but a racist legal regime.

Lesson 4: The Danger of a Culture of Impunity: The Responsibility to Bring War Criminals to Justice

If the twentieth century was the age of atrocity, it was also the age of impunity. Few of the perpetrators of state-sanctioned mass killings were brought to justice. It took the globalized horror of the killing fields of the 1990s (Bosnia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, and Sudan) to provide a sense of urgency and moral necessity to the idea of international criminal tribunals. The establishment of these international tribunals (including the International Criminal Court, the most important development in international criminal law since Nuremberg) in order to deter mass atrocity, to protect the victims, to prosecute the perpetrators, was a wake-up call to tyrants everywhere. Just as there must be no sanctuary for hate, there must be no haven for the enemies of humankind.

Regrettably, the credibility of these tribunals has been undermined by their failure to bring perpetrators to justice. The International Criminal Court (ICC), establishment of which was delayed by political opposition and protracted negotiation, has yet to begin its first trial or even to indict any head of state. The Hague-based International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, despite some notable successes, was seen by victims as being disconnected from Rwanda. And the fact that former Serbian president Radovan Karadzic, the most wanted man in Europe, was able to remain a free man for thirteen years mocked the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.

Even the Nuremberg trials have been criticized on several accounts: (1) for their allegedly retroactive application of the law; (2) for seeking to prosecute the Nazi killers on the grounds that the transcendental character of the evil was beyond justice, such that the trial would “normalize” the evil; and (3) for dispatching “selective justice” in that only a few of the perpetrators were put on trial, while the selective prosecution itself served to whitewash the millions of other perpetrators. But the power of the Nuremberg Tribunals lay in three crucial dimensions: (1) the bearing of witness; (2) the fidelity to truth; and (3) the “triumph of memory,” as Wiesel has put it, where not only justice but also memory were served at Nuremberg.

Wiesel captured the paradox—and indeed, the pain—of bearing of witness in his memorable lecture on “Witness” that inaugurated the Raoul Wallenberg Lectureship at McGill University:

Justice was served, but, above everything else, in a strange way, in a dark poetic way, it was memory that was confronted and celebrated at Nuremburg. When hundreds and hundreds of witnesses emerged to piece together a story—a story that we all must remember, although our memory and our mind and our soul are too small to comprehend it, to take it all in. Our sanity was at stake. If we remembered everything, we would lose our minds. But then, if we don't remember everything, we also lose our minds.6

Lesson 5: The Trahison des clercs: The Responsibility to Speak Truth to Power

The Holocaust was made possible not only because of the “bureaucratization of genocide,” as Robert Lifton put it,7 but because of the trahison des clercs—the complicity of the elites: physicians, church leaders, judges, lawyers, engineers, architects, educators. Indeed, one only has to read Ingo Müller's book Hitler's Justice to appreciate the degree of complicity of judges and lawyers; or to read Robert-Jan van Pelt's book on the architecture of Auschwitz to be appalled by the minute involvement of engineers and architects in the design of death camps. Holocaust crimes were crimes perpetrated also by the elites.8 As Wiesel stated, “Cold-blooded murder and culture did not exclude each other. If the Holocaust proved anything, it is that a person can both love poems and kill children.”9

If so, it is our responsibility to speak truth to power, and to hold power accountable to truth. Wiesel did exactly this on receiving the Congressional Medal of Freedom, when in 1985 he told President Reagan, scheduled soon thereafter to visit the German cemetery at Bitburg, “Mr. President, that place is not your place.” Those entrusted with the education and training of the elites should ensure that Wiesel is studied in schools of law, medicine, engineering, theology—and not just in classes of literature.

Lesson 6: Antisemitism: A Clear and Present Danger

If the Holocaust is a unique instance of radical evil and genocide, the crime of crimes, then antisemitism is the paradigm of the most ancient, enduring, and radical of hatreds. Indeed, we are witnessing today an escalating, sophisticated, global antisemitism, reminiscent of the 1930s, without parallel or precedent since the end of the Second World War. As Wiesel put it several years ago, even before the latest and dramatic escalation—that he wished “to share with you the feeling of urgency, if not emergency, that we believe antisemitism represents and calls for. I must confess to you, I have not felt the way I feel now since 1945. I feel there are reasons for us to be concerned, even afraid…. Now is the time to mobilize the efforts of all of humanity.”10 This antisemitism overlaps with classical antisemitism, but is distinguishable from it. It found its initial juridical expression in the United Nation's “Zionism is Racism” resolution, which the late Senator Daniel Moynihan characterized as “giving antisemitism the appearance of international legal sanction.”11 But it has since gone beyond it, requiring in truth a new vocabulary. But for now it can best be described using a human rights, equality-anchored, antidiscrimination approach.

Traditional antisemitism is the denial of and assault upon the rights of Jews to live as equal members of whatever society they inhabit. The new antisemitism goes a step further. It promotes the denial of and assault upon the rights of Israel and the Jewish people to live as equal members of the family of nations.

In its benign (if it can be called benign) form, the new antisemitism refers to escalating antisemitic hate crimes, Holocaust denial, boycotts of Jews and Israeli nationals, conspiracy theories where Jews/Israel are blamed as the “poisoner of the wells,”12 accusations of dual loyalty, and the singling out of Israel and the Jewish people for differential and discriminatory treatment in the international arena. In a word, it describes an explosion of antisemitism involving discrimination against and delegitimization and demonization of Jews, Israel, and the Jewish people. It marks Israel as the collective Jew among the nations. In its lethal form, the new antisemitism nurtures state-sanctioned genocidal antisemitism—the state-sanctioned incitement that constitutes a contemporary warrant for genocide—and the racist antisemitic terrorism that targets Jews—in Israel and without—for terrorist attack.

The escalation of antisemitism necessitates the establishment of an international coalition to combat this oldest and most enduring of hatreds. Silence is not an option. The time has come to act. For, as history has taught us only too well, while it may begin with Jews, it does not end with Jews. Antisemitism is the canary in the mineshaft of evil and threatens us all.

Lesson 7: Holocaust Remembrance: The Responsibility to Educate

Wiesel was the inspiration for the historic Stockholm Conferences on Conscience and Humanity, whose generic theme dealt with the importance of Holocaust remembrance, research, and education. Indeed, Sweden is a case study of a country seeking to teach an entire society the importance of Holocaust remembrance. It aspires to engage its citizens in “living history”: in the teaching, learning, and remembrance of the Holocaust, where the particularity of the Holocaust has universal resonance. In particular, the International Day of Commemoration in Memory of Victims of the Holocaust— now commemorated on January 27th each year—grew out of the first Stockholm International Forum on the Holocaust (which Wiesel inspired). States are to follow the forum's declaration that

the Holocaust fundamentally challenged the foundations of civilization…[its] unprecedented character will always hold universal meaning…[its] magnitude…must be forever seared in our collective memory…. Together we must uphold the terrible truth of the Holocaust against those who deny it.

We must strengthen the moral commitment of our peoples and the political commitment of our governments, to ensure that future generations can understand the causes of the Holocaust and reflect upon its consequences.

We pledge to strengthen our efforts to promote education, remembrance and research about the Holocaust….

We share a commitment to encourage the study of the Holocaust in all its dimensions…a commitment to commemorate the victims of the Holocaust and to honour those who stood against it…a commitment to throw light on the still obscured shadows of the Holocaust…a commitment to plant the seeds of a better future amidst the soil of a bitter past…a commitment…to remember the victims who perished, respect the survivors still with us, and reaffirm humanity's common aspiration for mutual understanding and justice.13

Lesson 8: The Vulnerability of the Powerless: The Protection of the Vulnerable as the Test of a Just Society

The genocide of European Jewry occurred not only because of the vulnerability of the powerless, but also because of the powerlessness of the vulnerable. Of these, the first group targeted for killing were the Jewish disabled. The triad of Nazi racial hygiene—the Sterilization Laws, the Nuremberg Race Laws, and the Euthanasia Program—targeted these vulnerable groups “whose lives were not worth living.” And the whole process was anchored in the science of death, the medicalization of ethnic cleansing, and the sanitizing of the vocabulary of destruction.

As Wiesel has taught by word and deed, our responsibility lies in giving voice to the voiceless, as we seek to empower the powerless. This includes the disabled, the poor, the refugee, the elderly, the women victims of violence, the child—the vulnerable and powerless, whoever they may be. As Wiesel spoke so movingly in his lecture on “Witness”:

I could spend centuries speaking in praise of Jewish children. One million or more, they were the first target of the enemy. If, from now until I die, I were to do nothing else but name them, simply recite name after name—and the least they could expect is that their names be remembered—I would die before reaching the end of the list. Those children were brave, and noble, and so generous. They would sneak out of the ghetto clandestinely, risking prison and beatings or death, to bring a potato back to their parents, a piece of bread to their friends. Izhak Katznelson proposed to erect a monument to the Jewish child.14

And so Wiesel has emerged as the leading advocate for children: for the brutalized children of the killing fields of the Balkans, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, Darfur, just as he is a leading advocate for Ethiopian Jewish children in Israel.

Lesson 9: Israel as a Testament to Humanity

Nazism succeeded not only because of state-sanctioned hate and crimes of indifference, not only because of the trahison des clercs, the bureaucratization of mass murder, and the eliminationalist antisemitism, but because of the vulnerability and powerlessness of the Jew. As Wiesel has said, Israel is a testament to humanity as it is an antidote to inhumanity; a testament to justice as it is an antidote to injustice; a testament to action as it is an antidote to indifference; and a testament to the capacity to act as it is an antidote to powerlessness.

We are sometimes told that if there had not been a Holocaust there would not have been a state of Israel. It is rather the other way around. If there had been an Israel, there would not have been a Holocaust. Or at least there would have been a place for refuge. At the Evian conference in 1938, Europe was divided in two: those places where the Jews could not leave and those places where the Jews could not enter. In 1939, the St. Louis—on the “Voyage of the Damned,” as it has been called—sailed from Europe to North America only to be turned away from the United States and Canada, compelled to return to the inferno that engulfed Europe.

Had Israel been able to serve as a refuge, at least some could have been saved, offering an antidote to the radical evil of the Shoah. At least there would have been an antidote to the enduring hatred of antisemitism. At least there would have been a state founded—however imperfectly it may act—on the biblical imperative of tsedek tsedek tirdof—“justice justice shall you pursue.” At least there would have been an old/new state, an ancient homeland for an ancient people, as Wiesel has put it, for the ingathering of the exiles.

Conclusion

Wiesel as the conscience of humanity has made an impact on people worldwide, not abstractly but individually, in their daily lives. As a law professor, for example, I was profoundly influenced by Wiesel's writings, suffused as they were with the pursuit of justice. As a human rights lawyer I was inspired by his passion and commitment to Tikkun Olam, the betterment of the human condition. And as counsel to prisoners of conscience, I found our most powerful ally in Wiesel's voice and testimony.

Some twenty years ago, McGill Law School chose Wiesel to inaugurate their Raoul Wallenberg Lectureship. As the university's principal, David Johnston, said in his introduction: “One suspects, as well, that if Raoul Wallenberg were here—and with the efforts of people like Elie Wiesel, he might yet be with us—he would choose Wiesel to deliver this inaugural lecture. For what has been said of Wallenberg can also be said of Wiesel. Surely, it is the reverence for life, for humanity, for human rights, for peace that comes to mind when we speak of Elie Wiesel, our speaker.”15 The Inaugural Lectureship was a transformative event for all who attended, one such example of how an encounter with Wiesel can be a life-changing experience of the highest moral character. Former Canadian Supreme Court Justice Claire L'Heureux-Dubé was inspired to write a poem; human rights advocates from all over the world sat transfixed; students still recall how the experience changed their lives; the clergy—Christians, Jews, and Muslims—made it the subject of interfaith dialogue. In essence, such an encounter put conscience, in the person of Wiesel, in the center of our lives.
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