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One of the oldest tasks confronting a father in the Jewish tradition s
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ill hand down to his children. Personality is
very largely a distillation of memory. A very significant part of the
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receive from their father. [ therefore begin this discussion of theology
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within the family circle. I do so because of
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during the four days of the German invasion of May 1940. Her family
was among the very few Dutch Jewish survivors of the Holocaust. We
wanted to visit her childhood home as well as to come to know those of
her relatives who had been fortunate enough to survive.

At first it did not occur to me that I might have any interest in
meeting Germans or visiting Germany in spite of the fact that Ger-
many was only a few hours away. Then I began to notice German
visitors, especially at Wyk aan Zee. There were signs everywhere in
German advertising Zimmer frei, “room available.” I remember my
first contact with a German. An elderly man thought I was Dutch and
asked me for directions. I did not know whether to be courteous or
react in rage. At the time I could only see Germans as cold-blooded,
mass murderers of my people. o

Things became more complicated on the beach. My children
often played ball with their Dutch cousins. Occasionally, the ball
would roll near a German family. They would invariably return it.
Eventually, I had to face the question: Could I permit my children to
play with Germans? This may seem trivial, but the question had great
existential import for me at the time. And, I was not able to resolve it
satisfactorily. o .

In August of that year, I took my eleven-year-old son Aaron into
Germany to see the country that had caused our family and our people
so much horror. When 1 first crossed the border, I had the distinct
feeling that I was entering enemy territory. The town we first visited
was Diisseldorf. By accident we met Dr. Hans Lamm and the editors of
the Allgemeine Wochenzeitung der Juden in Deutschland. Through
Dr. Lamm’s good offices, we were invited to attend a briefing which
was being given by the Bundespresseamt, the Press and Information
Office of the Federal Republic, in Bonn. This followed the season of
the “Schmiererei,” the defacing of synagogues which had just taken
place throughout West Germany. ' ' -

My son listened intently during the briefings. He was under

standably very curious. As we drove back to Holland, he began to ask

me questions about Auschwitz. They were not the kind of questions I~
had expected. I thought my son would ask me about the Germans. He

did not. He took it for granted that the murders had been the will o
the German people and their legally constituted government. Most 0
his questions were about the United States. ‘

up possessed of a hatred against Germans
pelled to expend against himself
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near the Westerkerk opposite the Anne Frank House. I noticed that
she was reading and was oblivious of everything around her.

“What are you reading, Hannah?” I asked.

“Anne Frank’s Diary.” - ' -

In June 1969, nine years later, I again visited Germany, this time
to take delivery of a new Volkswagen at the factory in Wolfsburg. We
were visiting Paris at the time. The day before I was scheduled to go,
my younger son Jeremy who was then eleven, the same age his older
brother had been nine years before, asked,

“Daddy, can I come with you?” _ :

After thinking it over, I replied, “Yes, Jeremy, you may.”

The two of us took the night train to Hanover and thence to
Wolfsburg where we picked up the car. We were impressed by the
enormous industrial chimneys which towered above the Volkswagen
plant, but somehow they made us think of the chimneys of the crema-
toria of yesteryear. We returned to Paris by way of Cologne where we
spent the night. While in Cologne, Jeremy began to ask me almost the
same questions his brother had nine years before. Jeremy was aware of
the family history. His reaction was, however, slightly different.

As we stood in the plaza before the great Cologne Cathedral at
about nine in the evening, Jeremy suddenly turned to me and

shrieked. '

“Daddy, get me out of here: I don’t want to be near these people.” 7

I understood his reaction. It was a shudder of utter horror when
he realized the enormity of what the people around him had done.
Nevertheless, as a father, it was my responsibility to help him mature
as an individual who was beyond both hatred and resentment, the
fruitless aggression of the powerless, so that he could deal realistically
not only with Germans but with all non-Jews in the years to come.

Regrettably, there is more to the problem. I am not unaware of -
the history of the Nazi period. Although I would certainly defer to .

historians of the period for some precise details—1 am painfully aware
of the relations between both the Evangelical and the Catholic Church
and the Nazis. There were, of course, individual and group resistance;
but, in general, the record of the Christian Church towards the spe-
cific issue of the extermination of the Jews was less than heroic. The
mystery of Pope Pius XII's reaction to the events remains a painful
question to this very day. It is clear that the Pontiff knew in great detail:
what was happening. For considerations which remain unknown to

daughter involves another visit to Germany,
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rumbled outside his home. He was pastor of a church in East Berlin.
Living in West Berlin he was very upset that he was cut off from his
flock. He began to use the imagery of the biblical theology of history to
describe what was happening.

God was punishing a sinful Germany, he declared. He asserted
that God was making Germans refugees as the Germans had made
others homeless. Having commenced with his biblical interpretation
of recent history, he could not stop until he assert it.had been
te ws. At the
moment t rd _make that a: _had what was
perhaps the most important single crisis_of faith I have ever had.

CZZar.

"I I were a fundamentalist Christian I might be tempted to say to
the Jewish community, “See here, you deluded people. When are you
going to see the light? When are you going to stop being punished by
God and accept his supreme gift to you, by confessing that Jesus Christ
is the Redeemer of Israel?”

Nor do I regard such a question by an evangelical Christian as
Antisemitic. If one accepts the doctrine that God is distinctively in-
volved in the history of Israel, the fundamentalist Christian may in-
deed be right in asserting that the sorrows of the Jews have been
inflicted upon them for rejecting Jesus. Whether one is a fundamental-
jist Christian or a traditional Jew, it is impossible to_regard the sorrows
ewish history as mere rical accidents. They must in some sense

express the will of God as a just and righteous Creator. Either such a

God is a sadist who inflicts pain because he enjoys it or he has a reason

for the misfortune he inflicts. The only morally defensible motive for a

superior to inflict pain on an inferior would be punitive chastisement

which has as its purpose altering the victim’s mode of behavior. If one
takes Covenant Theology seriously, as did Dean Griiber, Auschwitz
must be God’s way of punishing the Jewish people in order that they

An Exchangsr g5

might better see the light, the Jj
: > h -
light of Torah if one is a traditioxllil };)vachnst if one

is a Christian, the

, Ifthe ¢
witz my people stood under the ey olS-GoVenant exists, at

S ever inficted. ithe Cod oo g - E450me curse that God
'"J ,i)iﬂlﬂf.“_at@b’ surd_in_origin and n{eaniiséiatﬁf‘i&«ﬂlmlhﬂmmos
o dissppen iyt VR e prlorte, by,
we are divided bl lsn' tt e‘ﬁlfther proliferation of Iife.’As huma?:u; ings
mankind, to no zltis orical and geographica) accident into the trilfmg;
but & mo,m ol ma:; Teéason or purpose, We simply are th esfo
Chaos. Lile. K(?n K to disappear into the midnight silence of E?tr N (:5
With()l;t the b'bif'}r egaard, I have had to choose betw o
iblical God and the leap into fajth, I have hiilnaasl':?lﬁd
. ightly

different “Either-Or” than Kierkegaard. I have had to decide wheth
er

>

ment does not exist. In other w
) ist. In - words,. I_have to accept wh
Camus has rightly called the Q,QQL%ngQf_ﬂl;;zﬂilnLth&c e
‘nh mea mngless.hpumqs_glgs,s....G.osmosmrather.m than lr;eli;lm:agﬁqt Ql}!e
vho inflicts Auschwitz, n_his.peaple. e

I have done so as a rabb; and a theologian in the full knowl-

)}1 dge that my choi

“NAuschwitz,

Nor does Israel’s victory in the Six Day War of 1967 alter that
argued that the same God who delivered the
t;gave (;hem Jerusalem in 1967. When I stood at
me during th

knevn‘r‘ me came up to me and askegd,' © sommer of 1967: people who

“(\;V};at. do you think .now? God has given us all of Jerusalem!”
the A 1()) fls_hnot on the side of the Jews,” I replied, “nor is he against
o 2k s. - e Jews and t'he Arabs both love this place and consider it
1. We have a terrible conflict, But, to treat the Arab as pillgin




356 ~ HOLOCAUST

rather than enemy is to misconceive the nature of the conflict. I refuse

to say Gott mit uns under any circumstances. "
The Six Day War, tentative as its conclusions may have been, is no

royal road back to the God of History. _
Nor can I make sense out of Auschwitz by regarding it as the latest
of a long series of Antisemitic acts inflicted upon Jews by Christians.
Auschwitz represents something altogether novel and materially dis-
tinct from previous Jewish misfortunes. There is, for example, a differ-
ence between the “civilized” Antisemitism of earlier ages and what
must be called the Antisemitism of the technological barbarians of the
twentieth century. As bitter as was the hostility of Ferdinand and
Isabella, the Catholic monarchs of Spain in 1492, against the Jews,
they must be seen as civilized Antisemites. They reigned at a time
when 781 years of Islamic presence was coming to an end on the
Iberian peninsula. Once the Moors had departed, the monarchs had to
face the problem of whether they had achieved the religious unity for
which their people had fought. As long as there were non-Christians in
Spain, that nation’s sacred consensus eluded them. At the time, the
idea of a secular society was totally unthinkable in Spain. There were
several hundred thousand Jews in Spain. The way the monarchs dealt
with them highlights the difference between civilized Antisemitism
and modern Antisemitism.

They gave the Jews three options: The first was to be baptized and
become part of Christian Spain; the second was to leave the country if
baptism was impossible. Jews who left were permitted to take what
they could carry with them. The choice was a harsh one, but it is
crucial that we understand that Ferdinand and Isabella had no interest
in exterminating Jews simply because they were Jews. Their interest
was in the creation of a Christian Spain, not the extermination of the
Jews.

The Jews had a third, tragic option: they could remain on Spanish
soil as Jews, but they would be killed if they did so. Nevertheless, this
option of extremity was not without dignity. Let us imagine a Jew
saying to himself, “I can neither leave this place which I love nor

become a Christian.”

By his decision such a man elected martyrdom. His death was
freely chosen. It served as a witness both to his love of place and his -
Jewish faith. This is in stark contrast to what took place in the Nazi
death camps. One of Hitler’s greatest victories was that he deprived *

- successfully by the Germans. It is becau
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Furthermore, as Hannah Arendt has pointed out in The Origins of
Votalitarianism, there is today no longer any credible intellectual basis
or affirming the existence of human rights. Such rights in the abstract
re meaningless. The only rights an individual has are those he pos-
esses by virtue of his membership in a concrete community which has
he power to guarantee him those rights. Without such a community, a
fnan can rely on no residue of universally accepted human rights. Such
Lolated individuals can easily find themselves in a situation of total
tightlessness, as did the death camp inmates.

Miss Arendt’s observations are profoundly important theo-
logically. If an individual has no rights beyond those granted to him by
his political or kinship community, then all talk about natural, moral
law or about a God who endows man with a certain irreducible dignity
has been demonstrated by the Germans to be of no consequence when
such talk might really matter. Theologians or | moralists may argue that

all men possess some God-given irreducible measure of dignity, but
such talk will neither deter future emulators ¢ of the Nazi comfort

realistically their victims. T e Germans have proven their point in the

nost effective way possible, by successfully dispatching their victims
with no countervailing force to impede them until it was too late. Even
the verbal impediment of denouncing the Nazis was withheld by those
religious authorities who have been most insistent in their assertion of
the existence of natural law and the reality of human rights under God.
It is not I who have rejected human rights. The German success in
ridding themselves of population elements they deemed undesirable
has made those rights no longer credible.

A very interesting example is cited by Miss Arendt in support of
her argument that human rights are no longer credible. At the conclu-
sion of the war in 1945, the Italian government offered all Jews on
Italian soil immediate Italian citizenship. Almost all of the Jews in-
volved instinctively understood that such an offer, as generous and
well-intentioned as it may have been, was nevertheless an illusory
solution to their problem. They knew that they could not possibly
achieve instantaneous affiliation in one of the many primary commu-
nities which together constitute the larger Italian community. In good
times their citizenship and the rights which accrued to it might be
undisturbed; in times of stress their citizenship would prove as worth-

less as had that of the Jews of Germany. If any reason for the establish-

ment of the State of Israel makes sense to the survivors of the camps,
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ality of men, no matter how praiseworthy such behavior may be when

l;@it is unrealistic to expect much virtue or magnanimity from the gener-

i s unexpectedly. o .
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ancestral story. Both the dance
have their place within the renewed affirmation of earthly

existence. Before the return to Israel, the story seemed to point to a
linear progression of the Jewish people in exile. In reality, the story
was always about a cyclical movement. Exiled from their land for two
thousand years, after Auschwitz they have come home. Auschwitz was
indeed the terminal expression of exile. After Auschwitz the Jews of
Europe had no viable alternative save homecoming if they were to
survive with dignity. The deepest and the most profound of all strivings
in the individual and the group may indeed be the strivi turn to
one’s place of origin, Themg may be conjoined with
return to the archaic gods of the place of origin,

I should like to conclude with an anecdote about my matemnal
grandmother. She came to the United States as a young woman from
Lithuania. She was an Orthodox Jewish woman who never learned to
speak English. Once settled in New York City, she never moved from
what was then the Jewish ghetto in the Lower East Side.

Iremember one day in 1936 when, as a twelve-year-old, T went to
visit her. This was difficult for me because I could not speak Yiddish.
Our communication was, of necessity, almost completely non-verbal. I
accidentally opened up one of her drawers where I discovered a paper
bag filled with dirt. On the outside of the bag, there was the stamp of
the British government of Palestine, The bag, with its dirt, had been
sent to her from the Holy Land., My own Jewish training was exceed-
ingly limited but I had the good sense not to ask her any questions

about the bag. I shut the drawer and did not see the bag until years
later. As they lowered my grandmother’s coffin into her grave, her
oldest son took that paper bag containing the earth of the land of Israel
and poured it on the head of the coffin, At that moment I understood
something about my grandmother for the first time. My grandmother
was a wandering Jew all of her life, but she did not want to wander
forever. Somewhere deep within her psyche, she wanted to go home.
Her way of going home, at least symbolically, was to return to the earth
of her ultimate place of origin as 2 Jew, the Holy Land. She was a child
of earth. In death she wanted her dust to mingle with the dust of the
home of her ancestors. I am also convinced that she was returning to
the Great Goddess of that earth. In her own way, my grandmother was
as thoroughgoing a pagan as I am.
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I1. Wiesel: Talking and Writing and Keeping Silent

In trﬁth 1 think I have never sp'ol]clen al;o:x? tgeti{(t)fl:])lczu::j :xgtiariz 1trllyor;:

i —the very first—where I trie a
El?;)ll:élf\?i};tto face w;t){l the experience. All my sub]inieq&le?; Il:(::}l;:p&;;e
‘built around it. I tried to communicat-e a s-ecreF, a ; nTh(()3 -tseff
and in the Kafka tradition even the eclipse is eclipsed. The secret itself
e Siciet- &:’therefore not stick to the subject I have been given but

th ielrlnec;u afew st(;ries. One of them I heard was told not by z ]t:\i;:
Ea t Er ]ea: Cocteau, a French surrealist. It is on!?i an anecdote,if u
ﬁtls m); and us very well. Jean Cocteau was askg:l, l\éli"l CO(.:;GTF}’I] 3;1(;1:
ouse were on fire, what would you take away?” And he sai (i f'r;f;ou;.
| lly.” I think what we took away from our tales and from
wroing | opean history was the fire.
" Umj‘;} Eé-“tl:'ond story, not by octeau and not about him was =.=.bou;1 a
shammes. A shammes means, in English, a beadle', SOTez:;,;u ec;
erforms certain tasks in the synagogue.. In An‘llerlcan y A
?here is no beadle—they are all very high officials, lveg e ge ntly
dressed. The shammes is one type that has completely t;]sapgeadle
from our American Jewish scene. Usually the sh.amnwsl, eak abou,t
or man, often hunchbacked, usually taciturn. 1 speal
one in 1 "M(;ishe-the-Beadle," and there is an authentic s;cl)rs
OEC inanr::(her- Somewhere in Russia, in a ghetto, a shammes calle
?\d:));;he went ;nad; day after day he wmlllld é:otme ttl?,etgzlgzltg[?dg?:;
i ind of podium, bang his fist on \
?(S)C(eﬁ‘:::(li tl‘l‘;?i’;g?r’z: ‘:‘(Il;?({;lfm, Master of ththnil:'erse,tlI1 ;vzg; sy;):rttso
know tl,lat we are still here.” I?ay after day. T anefvg::l ot
The ghetto was decimated; it had ffawer an o e o he
beadle came, mad as he was, and w1t-h at%il; s(;er as it laughtor, he
‘j(ﬁi’gsl;:dkz:)ﬁ: I;;:ljﬁ:;eﬁiy;gﬁ;ﬂy came the last transp(())rr:,'
d he was the only Jev . i reasoi,
ew who remained in the ghetto. Fo.r some
:;11;1 ]rfag::etllll?v(;ﬂyl]eft behind, as they remained behind in Lnyaz:;z
town. He was alone in the ghetto. He came to the sy&nﬁigsog; ;gainst
ascended the bima, opened the sanctuary, and bange  bis fst agal)
the sanctuary, “Master of the Universe, I want you to A
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here.” And then he stopped, only to murmur: “But you-—where are
you?”
 Idon’t know what happened to Moishe-the-beadle. I don’t even
know what happened to Him, the One he addressed. | don’t even
now whether I am here. I say it because, when I think back twenty-
five years—one generation, a quarter of a century—sometimes I
onder whether the person inside me who was a child during the war
omes from the same root as I, has lived the same experiences, hag
een what I have seen. T wonder whether there was a Holocaust at all.
The first three days of the war—in 1944—when the child entered
the Kingdom of Night, I remember that the child did not believe-—for
three days he did not believe that there was a war; that there was such
a thing as war. And for three days I didn’t believe that the Jews were
being killed. I still remember the dream I thought I had: T was with my
father, and for three days and three nights the child I was kept saying to
his father over and over, “It’s not true; it cannot be. It is impossible that
Jews could be killed in such 4 manner, and the world remain silent?”
That was my question: Could the world remain silent? Later I found
out that the world was silent and that the things which I thought
happened did indeed occur.
But during the war all the Jews who were trapped inside had no
idea that the outside world was aware of what was happening. I
listened today to Dick Rubenstein. Of course re his anger and his
despair. Indeed you must know it was fi e that Jews s in the camps
didn’t realize what was ha 1d. Had the Jews in the
camps known _that Roosevelt and. Churchillami. Say nd. the
Pope and everybody knew, and no one cared, Lthink they would have
i de. I think the Id have chosen not to survive.
The only ones who did know were those who went to their death.
I don’t know whether you have ever had an occasion to see albums—
albums of pictures taken as souvenirs by German officers, amateur
photographers, to entertain their guests. It is unbelievable: they were
taking pictures. I spent hours looking at those pictures, wondering
OW any man could have taken them, and how the life immobilized
there is still there.
When you look at those pictures, what strikes you are the eyes.
And then when you see the eyes, you understand what they were
thinking. They went to their deaths without anger, without hate,
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without sadness, and without shame. I think th.fzt they- went tl;) the.ir
deaths with a terrible feeling of pit)i. 'I.'hey ijeLt ’f)}:tyl-:pltl)re f]ogreto?‘s:h:;
ide world who could go on living wit he know ‘
33:5 (l)ll;t;;)eiizg inside. And here I must disassomatz (Iinyselfﬁ'on}ll 'Diic}]:.
i isturbing address, in which he
i very moving, eloquent, and distur . s, in
E‘ii(;vtaj :xplgn his philosophy of how one survives or lives in a iaue’:li
cold world of absurdity, what he termed the “God-is-dead world.” 1
never spoke of God in_that wayLlDiikL"%-!le:]y%L sokIwasa Yeshw I.
i tetl and because
Maybe because I come from a little s nd because [ .
ti i , years an
Bocher—and still am, in a way. And maybe bec yea ‘
:acrs throughout my childhood, I learned that before I said . Go?l is
zlive ” 1 had to be prepared. I remember we had to go tothe M tlif'w —
the ;'itual bath-—in order to be worthy of affirming something as

important as “God is blessed”; God is God.

Therefore, I never speak of God now. I rather speak of men who

d. How strange that the
survivors. Those who came

out with the so-called God is dead theology, not one of them had been

in Auschwitz. Those who had never said it. T have my problems }\;vith
N AUSChWINZ. 1ROSC WO NAc NEYe
God, believe me. I have my anger and I have my quarrels ant.i I have

my nightmares. But my Qmu&ﬁammhbﬁm.ld t t:
i didn’t understand how men

you called i Dick. I still don’t understand it. Maybe because I.come

from_a Yeshiva and that

our.neighbors;. we-cannot.even

S ate:

Let me tell you something else. Strange as it may sound, th:e/;z
was no hate involved in the relationship between Jevy aﬁd Germalrtl. Ve
didn’t hate the Germans, and the Germans didn’t hate us. e
worse. You can hate only a human being. To them wle): were 0 Je aré
Man doesn’t hate objects. And we didn’t hate them {(aicanﬁse ;;alach
incapable of hate, especially as they then represenf? }; e e
Hamavet, the Angel of Death. How can you hate deat ow

5. .o‘not..hatej..rthe,.‘Arabs. }f‘“ .
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hate something which is beyond you and which sometimes wears the
mask of God? How can you? We didn’t.
Furthermore, when I think

Talmud, straight to Birkenau. And for three days I was in a daze, I
couldn’t believe what I saw, Then I awakened and I remember that
immediately after, it must have been on the fourth or fifth day, I was
sent to a commando. I have never told this story, because I consider it
too personal. I was sent to a commando to carry stones. The man with
whom I carried stones—I never saw his face, only his neck and I
remember only his voice—the very first day he asked me, “Where do
you come from?” I told him. “What do you do at home?” I said I was a
Yeshiva Bocher:; 1 studied. He said, “What tractate did you study?” 1
told him. He said, “What page?” I told him. He said, “Let’s continue,”
I said, “Are you mad? Here? Without books, without anything and
why?” He said, “We must continue. That is the only way.” And believe
it or not, we continued. He was a famous Rosh Yeshiva, the famous
head of a famous Yeshiva Talmudic school in Galicia. He used to recite
a passage and I would repeat it, day after day. We studied Talmud to the
very end. That a man like this not only studied but also taught Talmud
in Auschwitz, that is a source of wonder to me. Also the fact that he Wwas
not the only one.
‘ There was a man who smuggled in a pair of tefillin, phylacteries. It
cost him 1 don’t know how many rations, portions of bread, He smug-
gled them in and there were at least two hundred Jews who got up
every day one hour before everybody to stand in line and to perform
the Mitzvah. Absurd! Yes, it was absurd to put on the phylacteries. Do
you know there were Jews there who fasted on Yom Kippur! There
were Jews who said prayers! There were Jews who sanctified the name
of Israel, of their people, simply by remaining human!
Wlthimihasyﬂenwhhmncﬂﬂnaﬁon_mmnnemjngmy
strange took place. The first to give in. the first to collahorate—to save
their live—ware_thewinteﬂegmals,mthﬁ.lihexalshth&humanist&ihe
professors of ..theJMauMdenlyMthh
concept of the 1 bro y.had nothing to lean on. Very
few Communists gave in. There me, but very-few.. They had
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their own _church-like_organization—a secular church, but very well
organized. They were the resisters. Fiven fewer to give in were the

ests. There were very few priests who, wﬁhﬁggwthg_“émps
orated with the torturer. Yet there were
und one._single.
you—among_all the kapos or among an of the ers_who_helc
positions of power in_the camps.

You say, Dick, that Hitler deprived the Jew of martyrdom. That is
not true. Many Jews, especially the rabbis, could have saved their lives.
In my town all the rabbis could have saved their lives, and do you know
who wanted to save them? The priests. It's not the first time in history
that they wanted alibis. The priests came to our rabbis—we had some
thirty of them in our center-—offering them refuge in the monastery, in
the church. But, of course, what rabbi would choose it? I think there
were two, out of at least fifty thousand rabbis in Eastern Europe, two
who chose to escape individually. All the others preferred voluntarily,
knowingly, to go with their Jews. How did these rabbis maintain their
Jewishness and their humanity? That is the wonder! After all the system
was so strong and the whole world was an accomplice!

What the Germans wanted to do was not only to exterminate the
Jewish people physically; first of all, they wanted to exterminate them
spiritually. Therefore, they invented this whole society—what we call
in France univers concentrationnaire—with its princes and priests
and high priests. The Germans wanted to deprave, to debase the Jew,
to have him give up all values and dehumanize him. That was the first
thing. Even the language in the camp—what kind of language was it?
The most obscene language you could imagine, meant to create a

climate, to impose an inhuman concept of man and of the universe

upon the Jewish people.
There is a joke which is not funny. The joke is that, in one ghetto

an SS officer tortured a Jew, and at one point clobbered him on the

head while at the same time firing a blank shot. When the Jew came to,
there was the $S man laughing, saying, “You are dead. But you don’t

know it. You think that you escaped us? We are your masters, even in .

the other world.” It’s a macabre joke, but it contains some truth. What

the Germans wanted to do to the Jewish people was to substitute-
themselves for the Jewish God. All the terminology, all the vocabulary

testifies to that. And in spite of all, here were these men who remained
human and who remained Jewish and went on praying to God.

Laoose. to. live, wi d. Car
liever to that of the. i¢

.'&LMama of the believer.

It took me ten years to write my first book. It was not a coincid i
: eliberate. I took a vow of silence in 1945, to the effe (:ltf}llf-‘l would
Wallf telll years to be sure that what I would s,ay would bc o
beginning people did not talk about what happened ove etlime. T
who surviv-ed refused to reveal the darkness they had se:an ‘;reél Shose
?;vg n:?ivegsts an[:i sociolli)gists, you have everybody writing‘al)((;uatui’ty;lll
€ early days, those who w i it i :
Why diont deoap o, I_nany i;zstolize did not touch on it; it was fire,
First, because they were afraid that no one would believe th
Second, they were afraid that, in the very process of telling th te;n.
they would betray it. Certain tales must be transmitted ora]lg ; ie’
all,'must be transmitted like secrets, as a whole from mouthytor r ?t
whlspersj—like the real oral tradition which vt:as never trans(:ne":, :ln
never written down according to the Kotzker rabbi. I think :: vas
Braflue who said that literature is a wound tumed fire; and w wore
.'tcxl:!iraltilv to i}lll.vite that fire. You remember in the Bible wha:t happt:;:(;3 :g
Wittah ﬁ:e(; ildren of Aaroni Hacohen, the high priest? One doesn’t play
' So we didu’t speak about it because we were afraid « ai
:;-tlnfg a sin. Even today all of my friends have the fe(fliiil}?a? f\sﬁglnm\:ft ,
'write b(’)oks and publish them, we have committed a sin. Do’n’t ask m:
why. It’s irrational. Something is wrong, something is impure. Th
real story, perhaps, will never be told. The real truth will nev;ar b:
lcgg:gl?tr;lcated. The real vision can never be shared, so why speak
I'll go even farther. Today, twenty-five years after the event, I
wonder whether we shouldn’t have chosen silence then. For SOI;]
reason, I believe that had all the survivors gathered in a .secret con‘-3
clave-, somewhere in a forest, and decided together—I know it’s a
poetic image, unfeasible, but I feel this sense of loss of this
f)pportlfnity——if we had then all of us decided never to say a word about
it, I think we could have changed man by the very weight of o
silence. But then I also believe that mankind wouldn’t have been abllltla.
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to bear it. It would have driven man and peoples to madness. That is
why, I think, we spoke.

Then we also spoke for a different reason. Somehow the Jew in us
is so strong that we believe in communication, we believe in transmis-
sion, we believe in sharing. I think the single factor in Jewish existence
is this need to communicate. Therefore, we begin always with names;
the Bible is full of names. Why do we have all these names—the father
and the son, the father of the son—why? To give us this feeling of being
linked, of having to continue. We must communicate. This is the
central theme of Jewish existence and has been—always—throughout
the four thousand years of our history. During World War II it was even
more so. Hundreds of people in ghettos sacrificed themselves to en-
able one of them to get out of the ghetto and tell the tale.

When Shimon Dubnov, probably the greatest historian we have
had, was led to the mass grave in Riga together with all the Jews, he
shouted, “Jews, open your ears and open your eyes! Take in every
cloud; take in every smile; take in every sound. Don't forget!” He was
even then, even there, obsessed with the need to communicate, to tell
us certain tales. In Auschwitz—worse, in Birkenau, in the Son-
derkommando, the commando that worked in the crematoria—there
were historians; men who wrote down, day after day, fact after morbid
fact, dryly and soberly. They were conscious of the necessity to trans-
mit. Why? Why did they do it? And what for? In whom could they

,abelieve? In man? That is what bewilders me and astonishes me: that
‘ithey could still think of man and of God and of us, while they lived and

Uidied in an age in which both Jew and man were betrayed by man and
“God. This story of spiritual strength—I won’t call it “resistance” be-
cause the word itself was devaluated—of the Jew has to be told. I think
this is what makes us so humble. But here we touch, I believe, the very
substance of what I call Jewishness—because I don’t like the word
Judaism. There are too many isms in this world. What do I call
Jewishness?

There is a story in the Talmud, a very beautiful one. And it’s

relevant, because you spoke of martyrs, and we speak of martyrs. The

story goes: When Rabbi Ishmael, one of the ten martyrs of the faith in
Roman times, was led to his death, 2 heavenly voice was heard, saying,
“Ishmael, Ishmael, should you shed one tear, I shall return the uni-

verse to its primary chaos.” And the Midrash says that Rabbi Ishmael

was a gentleman and did not cry. And I couldn’t understand for quite a
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e hell with it! If thys i the price to pay,
Who wants to live in it?

while: why didn’t he ery? Th
who needs it? Who wants this kind of world?
Yet there are many reasons why he didn’t ¢ :

One, he was a martyr. Fwo g

us a lesson in Judaism. Rabbi Ish — ]
nent, Rabbi Akiba—was a rationar;;: oty
‘ teach us a lesson: Yes, I could d
i{deserves to be destroyed. But to b
.Lthiggr.l.g_tg_.igm;aaudmau . y! To_ be a Jew is to hay
fgﬁfg@:.;:ith_e wltl)rllil.to hate.the Germans and not to hate themeo be a
ew Is to have all the reasons in the world to mistrust the church and
0t 10 hate it To be a Jow is to have all the reasen - g1 rch and
hgvgfalthm language, in singing, in prayers, and in God bi-lt_"i;)ﬂm)txto
ta'e_llmg_the tale, t0 g0 on carrying on the didlogue and toila o
silent prayers and. quarrels with.God. -~ ey owm
That is the lesson that Rabbi Ishmael, when he died, taught me;
‘but then he was Rabbi Ishmael and I am only a teller of h’is taiges 1];3
then, perhaps, that is the meaning of Jewish existence, especially‘for a

? m

Postscript

On“September 29, 1988, Harry James Cargas conv. i

on Elie Wiesel: The Man and His Work.” Ig-Ield at \:fzigt;s%l:]}g:}?;m
in S.t. Louis, Missouri, the symposium celebrated both the thirti ttl);
anniversary (E)f Wiesel's Night and the writer’s sixtieth birthday. 'I?he
pltlrocev?d'mgs included a paper by Franklin Littell, who referred b{:le to
t e orl,gmal exchange between Rubenstein and Wiesel. When it wa
Wiesel's turn to respond to the presentations he had heard all day | S
he toicil?t a szary lz:bout that first conference in 1970: Yo

er hinishing his response to Rubenstein that eveni i

rﬁf:alls, R.uber}stein stood up and stated that he wished tonfz:yvsvngz-l
thing. Wiesel's expectation was that Rubenstein would try to refute

him. Instead, Rubenstein’ i
. ead, eins reply to Wiesel was simply: “ i
want to give you my blessing.” Pyt Las arabbi

o his classical ¢

. a ppo-
t. Even while dying, he wanted to
estroy the world, and the world
© 2 Jew is to have all the reasons in

he

L —
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to bear it. It would have driven man and peoples to madness. That is
why, I think, we spoke.

Then we also spoke for a different reason. Somehow the Jew in us
is so strong that we believe in communication, we believe in transmis-
sion, we believe in sharing. I think the single factor in Jewish existence
is this need to communicate. Therefore, we begin always with names;
the Bible is full of names. Why do we have all these names—the father
and the son, the father of the son—why? To give us this feeling of being
linked, of having to continue. We must communicate. This is the
central theme of Jewish existence and has been—always—throughout
the four thousand years of our history. During World War II it was even
more so. Hundreds of people in ghettos sacrificed themselves to en-
able one of them to get out of the ghetto and tell the tale.

When Shimon Dubnov, probably the greatest historian we have
had, was led to the mass grave in Riga together with all the Jews, he
shouted, “Jews, open your ears and open your eyes! Take in every
cloud: take in every smile; take in every sound. Don't forget!” He was
even then, even there, obsessed with the need to communicate, to tell
us certain tales. In Auschwitz—worse, in Birkenau, in the Son-

derkommando, the commando that worked in the crematoria—there
were historians; men who wrote down, day after day, fact after morbid
fact, dryly and soberly. They were conscious of the necessity to trans-
mit. Why? Why did they do it? And what for? In whom could they
believe? In man? That is what bewilders me and astonishes me: that
they could still think of man and of God and of us, while they lived and
jed in an age in which both Jew and man were betrayed by man and
od. This story of spiritual strength—1I won't call it “resistance” be-
cause the word itself was devaluated—of the Jew has to be told. I think
this is what makes us so humble. But here we touch, I believe, the very
substance of what I call Jewishness—because I don’t like the word
Judaism. There are too many isms in this world. What do I call

Jewishness?

1]

There is a story in the Talmud, a very beautiful one. And its
relevant, because you spoke of martyrs, and we speak of martyrs. The

story goes: When Rabbi Ishmael, one of the ten martyrs of the faith in
Roman times, was led to his death, a heavenly voice was heard, saying,
“Ishmael, Ishmael, should you shed one tear, I shall return the uni-

verse to its primary chaos.” And the Midrash says that Rabbi Ishmael .

was a gentleman and did not cry. And I couldn’t understand for quite a
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while: why didn’t he cry? ith i
ry? The hell with it! If this is the price
. . . to ,
\{(Vho lr:eeds it? Who wants this kind of world? Who wantsl:o live ixf ?:]?
et toere all;e many reasons why he didn’t cry.
ne, ne was a martyr. Two, he obeyed. Three, the las
' . , . . tand
poetic ultm?ate reason why he didn’t cry is because he wanted to t::::sl:
us a lesson in ]l'ldalsm. Rabbi Ishmael—contrary to his classical oppo-
:1:31:;; Rabbi f&klba—;vas a rationalist. Even while dying, he wanted to
us a lesson: Yes, I could destroy the world a’nd
| , the 1d
}{deserves to be destroyed. But to be a Jew is to have all the reas;:;rin

t&\igl_‘l.itg_dﬁs_m;gand_namdgstmg! To be a Jew is to have
reasons.in the world to hate.the Germans and not to hate them/
Jew is to have all the reasons in the world to mistrust the church and
Egt:‘?c} hcilte it! To be a Jew is to have all the reasons in the world not to
have faith in language, in singing, in prayers, and in God, but 1o go on
elling the tale, to go on carrying on the dialogue, and to have my ows
silent prayers.and.-quarrels with God. %= ey o
That is the lesson that Rabbi Ishmael, when he died taught me;
'but then he was Rabbi Ishmael and T am only a teller of h’is taIges lr]lglet’
then, perhaps, that is the meaning of Jewish existence, especially.forua

storyteller, to tell tales lived so many ti
’ any time
only one of them. v s by so many Jews, and 1 am

Postscript

On“SeI')tem.ber 29, 1988, Harry James Cargas convened a symposium
on Elie ijsel: The Man and His Work.” Held at Webster University
in S.t. Louis, Missouri, the symposium celebrated both the thirtieth
anniversary (.)f Wiesel's Night and the writer’s sixtieth birthday. The
fﬁoce(?d.mgs included a paper by Franklin Littell, who referred b:;ck to
e onglnal exchange between Rubenstein and Wiesel. When it was
Wiesel's tun to respond to the presentations he had heard all da |
he to;l\cflt a stf;)ry lallbt:)ut that first conference in 1g970: Yo
er finishing his response to Rubenstei eveni i
rev_::alls, R.ubel’lstein stood up and stated that hl:e t\l;?sthz‘(;ertlcl)nsga: ‘Ziif:l
tl?mg. Wiesel's expectation was that Rubenstein would try tz: reﬁJte-
him, Instead, Rubenstein’s reply to Wiesel was simply: “I as a rabbi
want to give you my blessing,” - i




