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My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner

CHAIM GRADE
1.

IN 1937 I returned to Bialystok, seven years after I had been a student

in the Novaredok Yeshiva of the Mussarists, a movement that gives
special importance to ethical and ascetic elements in Judaism. When 1
came back I found many of my old schoolmates still there. A few even
came to my lecture one evening. Others visited me secretly; they did
not want the head of the yeshiva to find out. I could see that their
poverty had brought them suffering and that the fire of their youthful
zeal had slowly burned itself out. They continued to observe all the
laws and usages meticulously, but the weariness of spiritual wrestlings
lay upon them. For years they had tried to tear the desire for pleasure
out of their hearts, and now they realized they had lost the war with
themselves. They had not overcome the evil urge.

There was one I kept looking for and could not find, my former
schoolmate Hersh Rasseyner. He was a dark young man with bright,
downcast eyes. I did not meet him, but heard that he kept to his garret
in solitude and did not even come to the yeshiva.

Then we met unexpectedly in the street. He was walking with his
eyes lowered, as is the custom with the Mussarists; they do not wish
to be “eye to eye” with the world. But he saw me anyway. He put his
arms behind him, thrusting his hands into his sleeves, so that he would
not have to shake hands. The closer he came, the higher rose his head.
When we finally stood face to face, he looked at me intently. He was
so moved his nostrils seemed to quiver—but he kept silent.
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Among the Mussarists, when you ask, “How are you?” the question
means, What is the state of your religious life? Have you risen in
spirituality? But I had forgotten and asked quite simply, “Hersh
Rasseyner, how are you?”

Hersh moved back a little, looked me over from head to toe, saw
that I was modishly dressed, and shrugged. “And how are you, Chaim
Vilner? My question, you see, is more important.”

My lips trembled and I answered hotly, “Your question, Hersh
Rasseyner, is no question at all. I do what I have to.”

Right there, in the middle of the street, he cried out, “Do you think,
Chaim Vilner, that by running away from the yeshiva you have saved
yourself? You know the saying among us: Whoever has learned Mus-
sar can have no enjoyment in his life. You will always be deformed,
Chaim Vilner. You will remain a cripple the rest of your life. You
write godless verses and they reward you by patting you on the cheek.
Now they’re stuffing you with applause as they stuff a goose with grain.
But later you’ll see, when you’ve begun to go to their school, oh, won’t
the worldly ones beat you! Which of you isn’t hurt by criticism? Is
there one of you really so self-confident that he doesn’t go around
begging for some authority’s approval? Is there one of you who’s pre-
pared to publish his book anonymously? The big thing with you people
is that your name should be seen and known. You have given up our
tranquillity of spirit for what? For passions you will never be able to
satisfy and for doubts you will never be able to answer, no matter how
much you suffer.”

When he had spoken his fill, Hersh Rasseyner began to walk away
with a quick, energetic stride. But I had once been a Mussarist too, so
I ran after him.

“Hersh, listen to me now. No one knows better than I how torn you
are. You're proud of yourself because you don’t care if the whole
street laughs at you for wearing a prayer vest down to your ankles.
You’ve talked yourself into believing that the cloth with the woolen
fringes is a partition between you and the world. You despise your-
self because you’re afraid you may find favor in the eyes of the world,
the world that is to you like Potiphar’s wife. You fear you won’t have
the strength to tear yourself away as the righteous Joseph did. So you
flee from temptation and think the world will run after you. But when
you see that the world doesn’t run after you, you become angry and
cry out: Nobody enjoys life. You want to console yourself with that
idea. You live in solitude in your garret because you would rather have
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nothing at all than take the crumb that life throws you. Your modesty
is pride, not self-denial.

“And who told you that I seek pleasure? I seek a truth you don’t
have. For that matter, I didn’t run away, I simply returned to my own
street—to Yatkev Street in Vilna. I love the porters with their backs
broken from carrying their burdens; the artisans sweating at their
workbenches; the market women who would cut off a finger to give
a poor man a crust of bread. But you scold the hungry for being sinners,
and all you can tell them is to repent. You laugh at people who work
because you say they don’t trust in God. But you live on what others
have made. Women exhausted with work bring you something to eat,
and in return you promise them the world to come. Hersh Rasseyner,
you have long since sold your share of the world to come to those poor
women.”

Hersh Rasseyner gave a start and disappeared. I returned to Vilna
with a burden removed from my conscience. In the disputation with
the Mussarist I myself began to understand why I had left them. If at
the time, I said to myself, I didn’t know why and where I was going,
someone else thought it out for me, someone stronger than I. That
someone else was—my generation and my environment.

2.

Two years passed. War broke out between Germany and Poland.
The western Ukraine and western White Russia were taken over by the
Red Army. After they had been in Vilna a few weeks, the Russians
announced that they were giving the city back to the Lithuanians. To
Vilna there began to come refugees who did not want to remain under
Soviet rule. The Novaredok Yeshiva came also. Meanwhile the Soviets
remained. Hunger raged in the city. Every face was clouded with fear
of the arrests carried out at night by NKVD agents. My heart was
heavy. Once, standing in line for a ration of bread, I suddenly saw
Hersh Rasseyner.

I had heard that he had married. His face was framed by a little
black beard, his gait was more restrained, his clothing more present-
able. I was so glad to see him that I left my place in the line, pushed
through the crowd, and came up to him.

He said little and was very cautious. I understood why. He did not
trust me and was afraid of trouble. I could see that he was trying to
make up his mind whether to speak to me. But when he saw how
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despondent I was, he hid his mouth with his hand, as though to con-
ceal his twisted smile, and a gleam of derision came into his eyes. With
his head he motioned toward the bridge, on which were parked a few
tanks with Red Army soldiers.

“Well, Chaim,” Hersh said to me quietly, “are you satisfied now? Is
this what you wanted?”

I tried to smile and answered just as quietly, “Hersh, I bear no more
responsibility for all that than you do for me.”

He shook himself and pronounced a few sharp, cutting words, seem-
ing to forget his fear. “You’re wrong, Chaim. I do bear responsibility
for you.” He retreated a few steps and motioned with his eyes to the
Red Army soldiers, as though to say, “And you for them.”

3.

Nine more years passed, years of war and destruction, during which
I wandered across Russia, Poland, and Western Europe. In 1948, on
a summer afternoon, I was riding in the Paris Métro. Couples stood
close together. Short Frenchwomen, as though fainting, hung by the
sides of their black-haired lovers.

I saw a familiar face. Until then it had been concealed by someone’s
shoulder, and only when the couples had to move a little did that
corner of the car open up. My heart began to pound. Could he really
be alive? Hadn’t he been in Vilna under the German occupation? When
I returned to the ruins of my home in 1945 I did not see him or hear
of him. Still, those were the same eyes, the same obstinately upturned
nose; only the broad black beard had begun to turn gray. It was aston-
ishing to me that he could look at the couples so calmly, and that a
good-natured smile lit up his melancholy glance. That was not like him.
But after a moment I noticed that there was a faraway look in his eyes.
He really did not see the people on the train. He was dressed neatly,
in a long cloak and a clean white shirt buttoned at the throat, without
a necktie. I thought to myself, He never wore ties. This more than
anything else convinced me that it was he.

I pushed my way to him through the passengers and blurted out,
“Excuse me, aren’t you Reb Hersh Rasseyner?”

He looked at me, wrinkled his forehead, and smiled. “Ah, Chaim,
Chaim, is that you? Sholom aleichem! How are you?”

I could tell that this time when Hersh Rasseyner asked, “How are
you?” he did not mean what he had meant eleven years before. Then
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his question was angry and derisive. Now he asked the question quietly,
simply. It came from his heart and it showed concern, as for an old
friend.

We got into a corner and he told me briefly that he had been in a
camp in Latvia. Now he was in Germany, at the head of a yeshiva in
Salzheim.

“The head of a yeshiva in Germany? And who are your students,
Reb Hersh?”

He smiled. “Do you think that the Holy One is an orphan? We still
have lads, praise be to the Almighty, who study Torah.”

He told me that he had been in the camp with about ten pupils. He
had drawn them close to him and taught them Jewishness. Because
they were still only children and very weak he helped them in their
work. At night they used to gather about his cot and all would recite
Psalms together. There was a doctor in the camp who used to say that
he would give half his life to be able to recite Psalms too. But he
couldn’t. He lacked faith, poor man.

I was happy to meet my old friend and I preferred to avoid a debate,
so I merely asked, “And what brings you here so often? Are you in
business?”

“Of course we’re in business.” He stroked his beard with satisfaction.
“Big business. We bring yeshiva people here and send them off to Israel
and America. We take books back from here. With the help of the
Almighty, I have even flown twice to Morocco.”

“Morocco? What did you do there, Reb Hersh?”

“Brought back students from among the Moroccan Jews, spoke in
their synagogue.”

“And how did you talk to them? You don’t know Arabic or French.”

“The Almighty helps. What difference does it make how you speak?
The main thing is what you speak.”

Unexpectedly he began to talk about me. “How will it be with you,
Chaim? It’s time for you to start thinking about repentance. We're
nearer rather than farther.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” he said, drawing out his words in a chant, “that we have
both lived out more than half our lives. What will become of Reb
Chaim?” He strongly accented the word Reb. “Where are you voyag-
ing? Together with them, perhaps?” His eyes laughed at the young
couples. “Will you get off where they do? Or do you still believe in
this merciless world?”
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“And you, Reb Hersh,” I asked in sudden irritation, “do you still
believe in particular providence? You say that the Holy One is not, as
it were, an orphan. But we are orphans. A miracle happened to you,
Reb Hersh, and you were saved. But how about the rest? Can you still
believe?”

“Of course I believe,” said Hersh Rasseyner, separating his hands in
innocent wonder. “You can touch particular providence, it’s so palpa-
ble. But perhaps you're thinking of the kind of man who has faith that
the Almighty is to be found only in the pleasant places of this world
but is not to be found, God forbid, in the desert and wasteland? You
know the rule: Just as 2 man must make a blessing over the good, so
must he make a blessing over evil. We must fall before the greatness—"

“What do you want, Reb Hersh?” I interrupted. “Shall I see the
greatness of God in the thought that only He could cause such destruc-
tion, not flesh and blood? You're outdoing the Psalms you recited on
your bed in the concentration camp. The Psalmist sees the greatness
of God in the fact that the sun comes out every day, but you see miracles
in catastrophes.”

“Without any doubt,” Hersh Rasseyner answered calmly, “I see
everywhere, in everything, at every moment, particular providence. I
couldn’t remain on earth for one minute without the thought of God.
How could I stand it without Him in this murderous world?”

“But I won’t say that His judgment is right. I can’t!”

“You can,” said Hersh Rasseyner, putting a friendly hand on my
shoulder, “you can—gradually. First the repentant understands that
the world can’t be without a Guide. Then he understands that the Guide
is the God of Israel and that there is no other power besides Him to
help Him lead the world. At last he recognizes that the world is in Him,
as we read: “There is no place void of Him.” And if you understood that,
Chaim, you would also understand how the Almighty reveals Himself
in misfortune as well as in salvation.”

Hersh Rasseyner spoke in a warm voice. He did not once take his
hand off my shoulder. I felt a great love for him and saw that he had
become more pious than ever.

4.

We left the Métro near the Jewish quarter, at the rue de Rivoli, and
we passed the old city hall, the Hotel de Ville. In the niches of the walls
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of the Hétel de Ville, between the windows, in three rows, stand stone
figures, some with a sword, some with a book, some with brush and
palette, and some with geometric instruments. Hersh Rasseyner saw
me looking at the monuments. He glanced at them out of the corners
of his eyes and asked, “Who are those idols?”

I explained to him that they were famous Frenchmen: statesmen,
heroes, scholars, and artists.

“Reb Hersh,” I pleaded with him, “look at those statues. Come closer
and see the light streaming from their marble eyes. See how much good-
ness lies hidden in their stone faces. You call it idolatry, but I tell you
that, quite literally, I could weep when I walk about Paris and see
these sculptures. It’s a miracle, after all. How could a human being
breathe the breath of life into stone? When you see a living man, you
see only one man. But when you see a man poured out in bronze, you
see mankind itself. Do you understand me? That one there, for instance,
is a poet famous all over the world. The great writer broadens our
understanding and stirs our pity for our fellow men. He shows us the
nature of the man who can’t overcome his desires. He doesn’t punish
even the wicked man, but sees him according to his afflictions in the
war he wages with himself and the rest of the world. You don’t say
he’s right, but you understand that he can’t help it. Why are you pulling
at your beard so angrily, Reb Hersh?”

He stared at me with burning eyes and cried out, “For shame! How
can you say such foolish things? So you could weep when you look at
those painted lumps of matter? Why don’t you weep over the charred
remains of the Gaon of Vilna’s synagogue? Those artists of yours,
those monument-choppers, those poets who sang about their emperors,
those tumblers who danced and played before the rulers—did those
masters of yours even bother to think that their patron would massacre
a whole city and steal all it had, to buy them, your masters, with the
gold? Did the prophets flatter kings? Did they take gifts of harlots’
wages? And how merciful you are! The writer shows how the wicked
man is the victim of his own bad qualities. I think that’s what you
said. It’s really a pity about the arrogant rebel! He destroys others, and
of course he’s destroyed too. What a pity! Do you think it’s easier to
be a good man than an adulterer? But you particularly like to describe
the lustful man. You know him better, there’s something of him in you
artists. If you make excuses for the man who exults in his wickedness,
then as far as I'm concerned all your scribbling is unclean and unfit.
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Condemn the wicked man! Condemn the glutton and drunkard! Do
you say he can’t help it? He has to help it! You've sung a fine song of
praise to the putrid idols, Chaim Vilner.”

Hersh Rasseyner looked into my eyes with the sharp, threatening
expression I had seen eleven years earlier, when we met in that Bialys-
tok street. His voice had become hard and resounding. Passers-by
stopped and stared at the bearded Jew who shook his finger at the
sculptures of the Hétel de Ville. Hersh did not so much as notice the
passers-by. I felt embarrassed in the face of these Frenchmen, smiling
and looking at us curiously.

“Don’t shout so0,” I told him irritably. “You really think you have a
monopoly on mercy and truth. You're starting where we left off eleven
years ago. In Novaredok you always kept the windows closed, but it
was still too light for you in the House of Study, so you ran off to your
garret. From the garret you went down into a cellar. And from the
cellar you burrowed down into a hole under the earth. That’s where
you could keep your commandment of solitude and that’s where you
persuaded yourself that a man’s thoughts and feelings are like his hair;
if he wants to, he can trim his hair and leave nothing but a beard and
earlocks—holy thought and pious conduct. You think the world is
what you imagine it, and you won’t have anything to do with it. You
think men are what you imagine them, but you tell them to be the
opposite. But even the concentration camps couldn’t make men differ-
ent from what they are. Those who were evil became worse in the
camps. They might have lived out their lives and not known them-
selves for what they were, but in the crisis men saw themselves and
others undisguised. And when we were all freed, even the better ones
among us weren’t freed of the poison we had to drink behind the
barbed wire. Now, if the concentration camp couldn’t change men
from top to bottom, how can you expect to change them?”

Hersh Rasseyner looked at me with astonishment. The anger that
had flared in his eyes died down, though a last flicker seemed to remain.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Chaim,” he said quietly
and reluctantly. “Who ever told you that afflictions as such make people
better? Take the day of a man’s death, for instance. When a God-fearing
man is reminded of death, he becomes even more God-fearing, as we
read in Scripture: ‘It is better to go to the house of mourning than to
the house of feasting.” But when a free thinker is reminded of death he
becomes even wilder, as the prophet says about the thoughts of the
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wicked: ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die.” It’s quite
clear that external causes can’t drag people back to a Jewish life. A
man’s heart and mind have to be ready.

“If a man didn’t come to the concentration camp with a thirst for a
higher life, he certainly didn’t elevate himself there. But the spiritual
man knows that always and everywhere he must keep mounting higher
or else he will fall lower. And as for the claim that a man can’t change
—that is a complete lie. ‘In my flesh shall I see God!’ The case of Hersh
Rasseyner proves that a man can change. I won’t tell you a long story
about how many lusts I suffered from; how often the very veins in my
head almost burst from the boiling of the blood; how many obstinacies
I had to tear out of myself. But I knew that whoever denies himself
affirms the Master of the World. I knew that the worst sentence that
can be passed on a man is that he shall not be able to renounce his old
nature. And because I truly wanted to conquer myself, the Almighty
helped me.”

“You are severe in your judgments,” I answered. “You always were,
Reb Hersh, if you’ll pardon my saying so. You call these wise men
putrid idols, but you refuse to see that they lifted mankind out of its
bestial state. They weren’t butchers of the soul and they didn’t talk
themselves into believing that human beings can tear their lower urges
out of themselves and lop them off. They were very well aware of the
hidden root of the human race. They wanted to illuminate men’s minds
with wisdom, so that men would be able 1o grow away from their un-
tamed desires. You can’t banish shadows with a broom, only with a
lighted lamp. These great men—"

Hersh began to laugh so loud that I had to interrupt myself. He im-
mediately stopped laughing and sighed. “I am very tired,” he said. “I
have been traveling the whole night. But somehow I don’t want to
leave you. After all, you were once a student at Novaredok; perhaps
there is still a spark of the spirit left in you somewhere.”

We walked to a bench in silence. On first meeting him I had thought
that he had become milder. Now I realized regretfully that his demands
upon me and his negation of the whole world had grown greater. I
hoped, though, that the pause would ease the tension that had arisen
between us, and I was in no hurry to be the first to talk again. Hersh,
however, wrinkled his forehead as though he were collecting his
thoughts, and when we were seated on the bench he returned to my
last words.
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5.

“Did you say they were great men? The Germans insist they pro-
duced all the great men. I don’t know whether they produced the very
greatest, but I don’t suppose that you worldly people would deny that
they did produce learned men. Well, did those philosophers influence
their own nation to become better? And the real question is, were the
philosophers themselves good men? I don’t want you to think that I
underestimate their knowledge. During my years in the concentration
camp I heard a good deal. There were exceptionaily learned men
among us, because the Germans mixed us all together, and in our mo-
ments of leisure we used to talk. Later, when with the help of the Al-
mighty I was saved, I myself looked into the books of you worldly
people, because I was no longer afraid they would hurt me. And I was
really very much impressed by their ideas. Occasionally I found in their
writings as much talent and depth as in our own Holy Books, if the
two may be mentioned in one breath. But they are satisfied with talk!
And I want you to believe me when I say that I concede that their poets
and scientists wanted to be good. Only—only they weren’t able to.
And if some did have good qualities, they were exceptions. The masses
and even their wise men didn’t go any farther than fine talk. As far as
talking is concerned, they talk more beautifully than we do.

“Do you know why they weren’t able to become better? Because
they were consumed with a passion to enjoy life. And since pleasure
is not something that can be had by itself, murder arose among them—
the pleasure of murder. And that’s why they talk such fine talk, be-
cause they want to use it for fooling themselves into doing fine deeds.
Only it doesn’t help. They’re satisfied with rhetoric, and the reason is
that they care most of all for systems. The nations of the world in-
herited from the Greeks the desire for order and for pretty systems.

“First of all, they do what they do in public. They have no pleasure
from their lusts if they can’t sin openly, publicly, so that the whole world
will know. They say of us that we’re only hypocrites, whereas they do
what they want to do publicly. But they like to wage war, not only with
others, but with themselves as well, argue with themselves (of course,
not too vigorously), even suffer and repent. And when they come to
do repentance, the whole world knows about that too. That is the kind
of repentance that gives them an intense pleasure; their self-love is so
extreme it borders on sickness. They even like their victims, because
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their victims afford them the pleasure of sinning and the sweet afflic-
tions of regret.”

Hersh Rasseyner had moved away from me to the other end of the
bench and had begun to look at me as though it had occurred to him
that by mistake he might be talking to a stranger. Then he lowered his
head and muttered as though to himself, “Do you remember that time
in Bialystok?” He was silent for a moment and pulled a hair out of his
beard as though he were pulling memories with it. “Do you remember,
Chaim, how you told me on that Bialystok street that we were running
away from the world because we were afraid we wouldn’t be able to
resist temptation? A Mussarist can labor for a lifetime on improving
his qualities, yet a single word of criticism will stick in him like a knife.
Yes, it’s true! All the days of my youth I kept my eyes on the earth,
without looking at the world. Then came the German. He took me by
my Jewish beard, yanked my head up, and told me to look him straight
in the eyes. So I had to look into his evil eyes, and into the eyes of the
whole world as well. And I saw, Chaim, I saw—you know what I saw.
Now I can look at all the idols and read all the forbidden impurities
and contemplate all the pleasures of life, and it won’t tempt me any
more because now I know the true face of the world. Oh, Reb Chaim,
turn and repent! It’s not too late. Remember what the prophet Isaiah
said: ‘For my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken
me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed them out cisterns, broken
cisterns, that can hold no water.” ”

Hersh had spoken like a broken man. Tears were dropping on his
beard. He rubbed his eyes to hold the tears back, but they continued to
flow down his cheeks.

I took his hand and said to him with emotion, “Reb Hersh, you say
that I have forsaken a fountain of living waters for a broken cistern.
I must tell you that you’re wrong. I draw water from the same pure
fountain as you, omly I use a different vessel. But calm yourself,
Reb Hersh.

“You yourself said that you believe that the nations of the world
had men of wisdom and men of action who wanted to be good, but
couldn’t. I think I’'m quoting you accurately. What I don’t understand
is this. It’s a basic principle of Judaism that man has free will. The
Novaredok people actually maintain that it’s possible to attain such a
state of perfection that we can do good deeds without the intervention
of our physical bodies. Well then, if a man can actually peel the evil
husks from himself, as he would peel an onion, how do you answer this
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question: Since the wise men among the gentiles wanted to be good,
why couldn’t they?”

I was unable to keep a mocking note of triumph out of my question.
Tt stirred Hersh Rasseyner out of bis mournful abstraction. With de-
liberation he straightened himself and answered gently, “Chaim, you
seem to have forgotten what you learned at Novaredok, so I'll remind
you. In His great love for mankind, the Almighty has endowed us with
reason. If our sages of blessed memory tell us that we can learn from
the animals, surely we can learn from reason as well. And we know
that the elders of Athens erected systems of morality according to pure
reason. They had many disciples, each with his own school.

“But the question hasn’t changed. Did they really live as they taught,
or did their system remain only a system? You must understand once
and for all that when his reason is calm and pure, a man doesn’t know
what he’s likely to do when his dark desire overtakes him. A man ad-
mires his own wisdom and is proud of his knowledge, but as soon as a
little desire begins to stir in him he forgets everything else. Reason is
like a dog on a leash who follows sedately in his master’s footsteps—
until he sees a bitch. With us it’s a basic principle that false ideas come
from bad qualities. Any man can rationalize whatever he wants to do.
Is it true that only a little while ago he was saying the opposite of what
he is now saying? He'll tell you he was wrong then. And if he lets you
prove to him that he wasn’t wrong then, he’ll shrug and say, ‘When I
want to do something, I can’t be an Aristotle.” As soon as his desire is
sated, his reason revives and he’s sorry for what he did. As soon as he
feels desire beginning to stir once more, he forgets his reason again. It’s
as though he were in a swamp; when he pulls one foot out, the other
sinks in. There is delicacy in his character, he has a feeling for beauty,
he expresses his exalted thoughts in measured words, and there is no
flaw in him; then he sees a female ankle and his reason is swallowed
up. If a man has no God, why should he listen to the philosopher who
tells him to be good? The philosopher himself is cold and gloomy and
empty. He is like a man who wants to celebrate a marriage with him-
self.

“The one way out is this. A man should choose between good and
evil only as the Law chooses for him. The Law wants him to be happy.
The Law is the only reality in life. Everything else is a dream. Even
when a man understands rationally what he should do, he must never
forget that before all else he should do it because the Law tells him to
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do it. That is how he can guard against the time when his reason will
have no power to command him.

“Wait a moment, I'm not through yet. A man may tell himself, ‘I
don’t live according to reason but according to the Law.” And he may
feel certain that when temptation comes he’ll look into the appropriate
book to see what he should do, and he’ll do it. He tells himself that he
is free. Actually, the freedom of his choice goes no farther than his
wish. Even a man who has a Law won’t be able to withstand his tempta-
tion if he doesn’t watch over himself day and night. He who knows
all secrets knew that our father Abraham would stand ready to sacri-
fice Isaac; but only after the Binding did the angel say to Abraham,
‘Now I know.” Hence we learn that until a man has accomplished what
he should, the Law does not trust him. A child has the capacity to
grow, but we don’t know how tall he’ll grow. His father and mother
may be as high as the trees, but he may favor a dwarf grandfather. Only
by good deeds can we drive out bad deeds. Therefore the Jews cried
out at Sinai, ‘We will do’—only do, always do; ‘and we will obey’'—
and now we want to know what the Law tells us to do. Without deeds
all inquiry is vain.

“That is the outlook and the moral way of ‘the old one,” Reb Joseph
Yoizl, may his merit be a shield for us, and thousands of students at
Novaredok steeped themselves in it day and night. We labored to
make ourselves better, each of us polished and filed his own soul, with
examiners gathering evidence of improvement like pearls. But you
laughed at us. Then came the German, may his name be blotted out,
and murdered our sainted students. And now we’re both face to face
with the destruction of the Community of Israel. But you are faced with
another destruction as well—the destruction of your faith in the world.
That’s what hurts you and torments you, so you ask me: Why weren’t
the wise men of the gentiles able to be good if they wanted to be good?
And you find contradictions in what I said. But the real contradiction
you find is not in what I said but in yourself. You thought the world
was striving to become better, and you discovered it was striving for
our blood.

“Even if they wanted to, the wise men of the gentiles couldn’t have
become good to the very roots of their being because they didn’t have
a Law and because they didn’t labor to perfect their qualities all their
lives long. Their ethics were worked out by human minds. They trusted
their reasoned assumptions as men trust the ice of a frozen river in
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winter. Then came Hitler and put his weight on the wisdom of the wise
men of the nations. The ice of their slippery reasoning burst, and all
their goodness was drowned.

“And together with their goodness to others their own self-respect
was drowned. Think of it! For a word they didn’t like they used to fight
with swords or shoot one another. To keep public opinion from sneering
or a fool from calling them coward, though they trembled at .the
thought of dying, they went to their death. Generation after generation,
their arrogance grew like a cancer, until it ended by eating their flesh
and sucking their marrow. For centuries they speculated, they talked,
and they wrote. Does duty to nation and family come first, or does the
freedom of the individual come before his obligations to parents, wife,
and children—or even to one’s self? They considered the matter sol-
emnly and concluded that there are no bonds that a nation is not free
to break; that truth and reason are like the sun, which must rise; can
the sun be covered by throwing clods of earth at it? So there came in
the West a booted ruler with a little mustache, and in the East a booted
ruler with a big mustache, and both of them together struck the wise
man to the ground, and he sank into the mud. I suppose you'll say
that the wise men wanted to save their lives. I can understand that. But
didn’t they insist that freedom, truth, and reason were more precim{s
to the philosopher than his life? Take that wise man whose statue is
standing there, with his instruments for measuring the stars and planets.
When everyone else argued, ‘The sun revolves about the earth,” he
said, ‘Not so; do what you will to me, break me, draw and quarter me,
the earth revolves about the sun!” What would he have said to his
grandchildren today? If the spirit of life could return to him, he would
crawl down from his niche in the wall, strike his stone head against the
stone bridge, and recite Lamentations.”

) 6.

Hersh Rasseyner had begun by speaking slowly, like the head of a
yeshiva trying to explain a difficult passage to his pupil for the hun-
dredth time, pausing briefly every now and then so that I could follow
what he was saying. Gradually he grew animated. I was reminded of
the discussions we used to have at Novaredok during the evenings after
the Sabbath in the weeks before the Days of Awe. He began to speak
more quickly, there was more excitement in his voice, and he ended his
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sentences like a man hammering nails into a wall. He shouted at me as
though I were a dark cellar and he was calling to someone hiding in me.

The square and the neighboring streets had grown quieter and the
flow of people had thinned out. On the benches in the little park
passers-by sat mutely, exhausted by the intense heat of the day and
trying to get some relief from the cool evening breeze that had begun
to blow in the blue twilight of Paris.

“Hear me out, Chaim,” Hersh resumed. “I'll tell you a secret. I have
to talk to you. I talked to you during all those years when I was in the
ghetto and later in the camps. Don’t wonder at it, because you were al-
ways dear to me, from the time you were a student in Bialystok. Even
then I had the feeling that you stood with one foot outside our camp. I
prayed for you. I prayed that you would remain Jewish. But my prayers
didn’t help. You yourself didn’t want to be pious. You left us, but I
never forgot you. They used to talk about you in the yeshiva; your
reputation reached us even there. And I suppose you remember the
time we met in Bialystok. Later our yeshiva was in Vilna, under the
Bolsheviks, and we met again, only then you were very downhearted.
In the ghetto they said you had been killed while trying to escape. After-
ward we heard from partisans in the forest that you were living in Rus-
sia. I used to imagine that if we were both saved, a miracle might hap-
pen. We would meet and I could talk to you. That’s why you mustn’t
be surprised if I talk to you as fluently as though I were reciting the
daily prayers. Believe me, I have had so many imaginary debates with
you that I know my arguments as well as the first prayer of the morn-
ing.”

“Reb Hersh,” I said, “it’s getting late. The time for afternoon
prayers will be over soon.”

“Don’t worry about my afternoon prayers, Chaim!” He laughed.
“I said them just after twelve o’clock. In the camp it became a habit
with me not to delay carrying out any commandment. I reasoned that
if any hour was to be my last, I didn’t want to come to heaven naked.

“Do you have time and strength to go on listening to me? You do?
Good. So far I've talked to you about the gentile wise men. But first
we ought to be clear in our own minds about our relation to them and
to the whole world. And one thing more: if anything I say strikes you
as too harsh, don’t take it amiss. Even though I'm talking to you, I
don’t mean you personally; I really mean secular Jews in general. So
don’t be angry.”
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7.

“Your Enlighteners used to sing this tune: ‘Be a Jew at home and
a man in public.’ So you took off our traditional coat and shaved your
beard and earlocks. Still, when you went out into the street, the Jew
pursued you in your language, in your gestures, in every part of you.
So you tried to get rid of the incubus. And the result was that the Jew
left you, like an old father whose children don’t treat him with respect;
first he goes to the synagogue and then, because he has no choice, to
the home for the aged. Now that you've seen what has happened to us,
you’ve turned your slogan around. Now it’s be a man at home and a
Jew in public. You can’t be pious at home because you’re lacking in
faith. Out of anger against the gentile and nostalgia for the father you
abandoned, you want to parade your Jewishness in public. Only the
man you try to be at home—I'm using your language—follows you out
of your house. The parable of the Prince and the Nazirite applies to
you. A dog was invited to two weddings, one near and one far. He
thought, I won’t be too late for the nearer one. So he ran first to the
farther wedding—and missed it. Out of breath he ran to the one nearer
home, and came after the feast. When he tried to push through the
door, all he got was the stick. The upshot was that he missed both. The
moral may be coarse, but you remember from your Novaredok days
that it was applied to those who wanted to have both the pleasures of
this world and the Law.

“You cried in the public square, ‘The nations of the world dislike
us because we’re different. Let us be like them!” And you were like
them. Not only that, but you stood at the head of their civilization.
Where there was a famous scientist, thinker, writer—there you found
a Jew. And precisely for that reason they hated us all the more. They
won'’t tolerate the idea of our being like them. In the Middle Ages the
priests wanted to baptize us. They used to delight in the torments of a
Jew who tried to separate himself from the Community of Israel—
with his family mourning him as though he were dead and the entire
congregation lamenting as though it were the fast of Tishe b’Av. In
our day, though, when they saw how easy it had become for a Jew to
leap over into their camp, they stationed themselves at the outposts
with axes in their hands, as though to fend off wild beasts. But you
were hungry and blind, so you leaped—onto their axes.

“When you ran away from being Jewish, you disguised your flight




640 A TREASURY OF YIDDISH STORIES

with high-sounding names. An enlightened man would talk in the most
elevated rhetoric about Enlightenment; but what he really had in mind
was to become a druggist. He yearned for the fleshpots of Egypt. His
ambition was to dig his hands into the pot with no one to look him in
the eyes, like the miser who doesn’t like anyone near him when he’s
eating. With the nations of the earth the great thing is the individual—
his sovereignty, his pleasure, and his repose. But they understand that
if they acted on the principle that might is right, one man would devour
the other; so they have a government of individuals, and the rule is:
Let me alone and I'll let you alone. With us Jews the individual doesn’t
exist; it’s the community that counts. What’s good for all must be good
for each. Till your rebellion Jews lived as one—in prayer and in study,
in joy and in sorrow. But you incited the tribes: ‘Every man to your
tents, O Israel!’ Let each of us follow his own law, like the nations of
the world. What’s more, not only did you want to live as individuals,
you wanted to die as individuals too. To avoid being confused with the
other dead on the day of your death, you spent your lives erecting
monuments for yourselves—one by great deeds; another by imposing
his dominion; a third by a great business enterprise; and you by writing
books. You didn’t violate the commandment against idolatry. Of
course not! You were your own gods. You prophesied, ‘Man will be a
god.” So naturally he became a devil.

“Why are you uneasy, Reb Chaim? Didn’t we agree you wouldn’t
be angry? I don’t mean you personally; I'm only speaking figuratively.
But if you really feel I mean you, then I do! The wicked are as the
unquiet sea. Every wave thinks it will leap over the shore, though it
sees millions of others shattered before its eyes. Every man who lives
for this world alone thinks that he will succeed in doing what no one
else has ever been able to do. Well, you know now how far you got!
But instead of looking for solace in the Master of the World and in
the Community of Israel, you’re still looking for the glass splinters of
your shattered dreams. And little as you’ll have the world to come, you
have this world even less.

“Still, not all of you secularists wanted to overthrow the yoke of
the Law altogether. Some grumbled that Judaism kept on getting
heavier all the time: Mishnah on Bible; Gemarah on Mishnah; com-
mentaries on Gemarah; codes; commentaries on the codes; commen-
taries on the commentaries, and commentaries on them. Lighten the
weight a little, they said, so what is left can be borne more easily. But
the more they lightened the burden, the heavier the remainder seemed
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to them. I fast twice a week without difficulty, and they can hardly do
it once a year. Furthermore, what the father rejected in part, the son
rejected in its entirety. And the son was right! Rather nothing than so
little. A half-truth is no truth at all. Every man, and particularly every
young man, needs a faith that will command all of his intellect and
ardor. The devout cover a boy’s head with a cap when he’s a year old,
to accustom him to commandments; but when a worldly father sud-
denly asks his grown son to cover his head with a paper cap and say
the prayer over the wine on a Friday evening, the young man rightly
thinks the whole thing is absurd. If he doesn’t believe in Creation, and
if the Exodus from Egypt is not much of a miracle, and if the Song of
Songs is to him only the song of a shepherd and a shepherdess—God
forbid!-—and not the song of love between the Assembly of Israel and
the Holy One, blessed be He, or between the supernal soul and the
Almighty, why should he bless the Sabbath wine? Anyone who thinks
he can hold on to basic principles and give up what he considers sec-
ondary is like a man who chops down the trunk of a tree and expects
the roots not to rot.

“I’ve already told you, Chaim, that we of the Mussar school are very
mindful of criticism. Do you remember telling me, on a street in Bialys-
tok, that we try to escape by withdrawal because we would rather have
nothing in this world than only a little? That’s true. We want a more
onerous code, more commandments, more laws, more prohibitions.
We know that all the pleasures of life are like salt water: the more a
man drinks of it, the thirstier he becomes. That’s why we want a Torah
that will leave no room in us for anything else.

“Suppose the Master of the World were to come to me and say,
‘Hersh, you’re only flesh and blood. Six hundred and thirteen com-
mandments are too many for you, I will lighten your burden. You don’t
need to observe all of them. Don’t be afraid, you won’t be deprived of
the resurrection of the dead!’ Do you understand, Chaim, what it means
to be at the resurrection of the dead and see life given again to all the
Jews who fell before my eyes? If the Father of Mercy should ask less
sacrifice of me, it would be very bitter for me. I would pray, ‘Father
of Mercy, I don’t want my burden to be lightened, I want it to be made
heavier.” As things are now, my burden is still too light. What point is
there to the life of a fugitive, of a Jew saved from the crematorium, if
he isn’t always ready to sacrifice his bit of a rescued life for the Torah?
But you, Chaim, are you as daring in your demands upon the world as
I am in my demands upon the Master of the World? When you were
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studying with us, you were so strong and proud that you could be
satisfied only by getting to the very bottom of the truth. And now do
you think it right to crawl under the table of life, hoping for a bone
from the feast of unclean pleasures, or a dry crumb of the joys of this
world? Is that what’s left to you of your pride and confidence in the
warfare of life? I look at you and think, I'm still very far from being
what I ought to be. If I had reached a higher stage, my heart would be
torn with pity for you.

“The rebellious seducer rejected everything, while the one who
halted between two opinions left something; but both of them, when
they wanted to show their unfaltering good sense, first denounced the
Community of Israel for allowing itself to be bound in the cobwebs of
a profitless dialectic, living in a cemetery and listening to ghost stories,
concerning itself with unrealities and thinking that the world ends at
the ruined mill on the hilltop. The clever writer described it with great
artistry, and the vulgar laughed. And the secularist reformers with
their enlightened little beards justified themselves with a verse: “‘Whom
the Lord loveth He correcteth.” In other words, only because they really
loved us did they attack us. But they groveled before everything they
saw elsewhere. They called us fawning lickspittles—but with their own
souls, like rags, they wiped the gentry’s boots. The overt rebel and the
man who prayed secretly and sinned secretly—why antagonize either
side?—were at one in this, that the thing they mocked us for most
enthusiastically was our belief in being chosen. What’s so special about
us? they asked, laughing. And I say, you may not feel very special—
but you have to be! You may not want it, but the Almighty does!
Thousands of years ago the God of Israel said through Ezekiel His
prophet: ‘And that which cometh into your mind shall not be at all;
in that ye say: We will be as the nations, as the families of the countries,
to serve wood and stone. As I live, saith the Lord God’—do you hear,
Chaim? the Almighty swears by His own life—'As I live, saith the
Lord God, surely with a mighty hand, and with an outstretched arm,
and with fury poured out, will I be king over you.” You’re a writer;
write it on your forehead. You don’t seem very impressed. You don’t
consider a verse to be proof. But the German is a proof, isn’t he? Today,
because so many Jews have been cut down, you don’t want to remember
how you used to laugh at them. But tomorrow, when the destruction
will be forgotten, you’ll laugh again at the notion that God has chosen
us. That’s why I want to tell you something.

“You know that I was in a camp. I lay on the earth and was trampled
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by the German in his hobnailed boots. Well, suppose that an angel of
God had come to me then, that he had bent down and whispered into
my ear, ‘Hersh, in the twinkling of an eye I will turn you into the Ger-
man. I will put his coat on you and give you his murderous face; and
he will be you. Say the word and the miracle will come to pass.” If the
angel had asked me—do you hear, Chaim?—I would not have agreed
at all. Not for one minute would I have consented to be the other, the
German, my torturer. I want the justice of law! I want vengeance, not
robbery! But I want it as a Jew. With the Almighty’s help I could stand
the German’s boots on my throat, but if I had had to put on his mask,
his murderous face, I would have been smothered as though I had been
gassed. And when the German shouted at me, “You are a slave of
slaves,” I answered through my wounded lips, “Thou hast chosen me.’

“I want to ask you only one question, no more. What happened is
known to all Jews. ‘Let the whole House of Israel bewail the burning
which the Lord hath kindled.” All Jews mourn the third of our people
who died a martyr’s death. But anyone with true feeling knows that it
was not a third of the House of Israel that was destroyed, but a third
of himself, of his body, his soul. And so we must make a reckoning—
you as well as I. Anyone who doesn’t make the reckoning must be as
bestial as the beasts of the wood. Let’s make the reckoning together. In
justice and in mercy, may we forgive the murderers? No, we may not!
To the end of all generations we may not forgive them. Forgiving the
murderer is a fresh murder, only this time of brother by brother.

“Neither you nor I has the right to sleep at night. We have no right
to flee the laments, the eyes, and the outstretched arms of the murdered;
though we break under the anguish and affliction, we have no right to
flee their outcry. What then? I know that the reckoning is not yet over;
far from it. And I have never thought for one moment that anyone in
the world besides the jealous and vengeful God would avenge the
helpless little ones that the Gestapo stuffed into the trains for Treb-
linka, treading on their delicate little bodies to get as many children as
possible into the cars. That is why I don’t have the slightest shadow of
a doubt that the great and terrible day, behold it comes! When I hear
people quibbling about politics and calculating the position of the
powers, I know that there is another set of books, kept in fire and
blood. There’s no use asking me whether I want it that way or not; that’s
the way it has to be! And that’s what sustains me as I try to go in
tranquillity about the work of the Creator.

“But you, Chaim, how can you eat and sleep and laugh and dress so
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elegantly? Don’t you have to make your reckoning too? How can you
thrust yourself into the world when you know it consorts with the
murderers of the members of your own house? And you thought the
world was becoming better! Your world has fallen! As for me, I have
greater faith than ever. If I had only as much faith as in the past, that
would be an offense against the martyred saints. My answer is, more
and more self-sacrifice for the Master of the World; to cry out until the
spirit is exhausted: ‘For Thy sake are we killed all the day’; to go about,
until the soul departs, with a shattered heart and hands raised to heaven:
‘Father, Father, only You are left to us!” But what has changed with
you, Chaim? What is your answer?”

8.

Hersh Rasseyner’s speech was like a dry flame, progressively taking
fire from itself. I realized he was unburdening himself of much accumu-
lated anger. Finally he grew quiet. His lips were pinched with the effort
he had to make to obey himself and speak no more.

The blue of the evening sky was growing darker. The stone figures
around the Hotel de Ville had shrunk, as though frightened by what
Hersh Rasseyner had said, and quietly burrowed deeper into the walls.
The old building was now half in darkness. The street lamps brought
out the flat green color of our surroundings. Black shining autos slid
quietly over the asphalt. A thin little rain began to come down. Win-
dows were lighting up. The people walking along on the other side of
the street seemed to be moving with a silent, secret pace behind a thick
silken curtain, woven of the summer rain. _

From our little empty corner I glanced across the street. In the light
of the electric lamps the raindrops looked like millions of fireflies joy-
ously hastening down from the sky. I had an impulse to merge myself
with the human stream flowing down the surrounding lighted streets.
I stirred, and I felt little pricks of pain in my stiffened limbs. The light
rain came to an end. Hersh sat near me, motionless and as though deaf,
his shoulders sharp and angular and his head bowed and sunk in dark-
ness. He was waiting for me to answer.

“Reb Hersh,” I finally said, “as I sat here listening to you, I some-
times thought I was listening to myself. And since it’s harder to lie to
yourself than to someone else, I will answer you as though you were
my own conscience, with no thought either of merely being polite or of
trying to win a debate. I am under no greater obligation than you to
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know everything. I don’t consider it a special virtue not to have doubts.
I must tell you that just as the greatness of the faithful consists in their
innocence and wholeness, so the heroism of thinkers consists in their
being able to tolerate doubt and make their peace with it. You didn’t
discover your truth; you received it ready-made. If anyone should ask
you about something in your practice of which you yourself don’t
know the meaning, you answer, “The work of my fathers is in my
hands.” As a rule, a man is a rebel in his youth; in age he seeks tran-
quillity. You had tranquillity in your youth, while I don’t have it even
now; you once predicted it would be so with me. But is your tranquillity
of soul a proof that the truth is with you? For all your readiness to suffer
and make sacrifices, there is an element of self-satisfaction in you. You
say of yourself that you were born in a coat of many colors.

“They used to call ‘the old one,” the founder of Novaredok, the
master of the holes. It was said that Reb Joseph Yoizl lived apart for
many years in the woods in a hut that had two holes in the wall; through
one they would hand him dairy foods and through the other meat foods.
When he put his withdrawal behind him and came back into the world,
his philosophy was either milk or meat, one extreme or the other, but
nothing in between. His disciples, including you, took this teaching
from him. His disciples want what they call wholeness too, and they
have no use for compromises. What you said about our wanting a small
Torah so that it would be easier for us was simply idle talk. On the
contrary, we make it harder for ourselves, because we acknowledge a
double responsibility—toward Jewish tradition and toward secular
culture.

“You said that among Jews the important thing was always the
community and not the individual, until we came along and spoiled it;
we wanted to be like the gentiles, for whom the ‘I’ is more important
than anything else. And in order to hurt me you tried to persuade me
that what I want to do is to climb up the Hétel de Ville and put myself
there as a living monument to myself. You allow yourself to mock,
because, after all, what you do is for the sake of heaven, isn’t that so?
I won’t start now to tell you historical facts about leaders and rulers
who made the community their footstool. As for what you say, that the
principle among Jews was always the community until we came, I
agree. We secularists want to free the individual. You say a man should
tear his individual desires out of himself. But for hundreds of years
men have gone to torture and death so that the commonwealth shall
consist of free and happy individuals. I could read you an all but end-
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less list of our own boys and girls whose youth was spent in black
dungeons because they would not be deterred from trying to make
the world better. You yourself know about Jewish workers who fought
against all oppressors and tyrants. The only thing is that you won’t
concede that free thinkers can sacrifice themselves too, so you complain
that they left Jewish tradition only to enjoy forbidden pleasures. That
is untrue. In my own quarter I knew as many ‘seekers’ as in Novaredok
—and more. Because you denied the world, Reb Hersh, you withdrew
into an attic. But these young people dearly loved the world, and they
sacrificed themselves—to better it.

“What right then do you have to complain to us about the world?
You yourself said that we dreamed about another, a better world—
which nullifies your accusation. We carried into the world our own
vision of what the world should be, as the Jews in the wilderness carried
the Ark with the tablets of the Covenant, so that they could enter the
land of Canaan with their own Torah. You laugh; you say that we de-
ceived ourselves. I'll ask you: Do you renounce Judaism because the
Samaritans and the Karaites distorted the Law of Moses?

“But I don’t have to apologize to you. You lump me together with
the murderers and demand an accounting of me for the world. I can be
as harsh an accuser as you. I can cry out against you and demand an
accounting of you. If we have abandoned Jewish tradition, it’s your
fault! You barricaded yourself, shut the gates, and let no one out into
the open. If anyone put his head out, you tried to pull him back by his
feet; and if you couldn’t, you threw him out bodily and shut the doors
behind him with a curse. Because he had no place to go back to he had
to go farther away than he himself would have wished. From generation
to generation you became more fanatical. Your hearts are cold and your
ears deaf to all the sciences of the world. You laugh at them and say
they are futile things. If you could, you would put people in the pillory
again, as the Gaon of Vilna did to a follower of the Enlightenment who
dared say that the old exegetes didn’t know Hebrew grammar too well.
Even today, for the smallest transgression you would impose the gravest
punishment, if you could. But because you can’t, you shorten your
memories. You pretend not to remember how you used to persecute
anyone who was bold enough to say anything different from you with-
out basing himself on the authority of the ancient sages of blessed
memory, or even with their authority. All your life you studied The
Path of the Upright. Do you know how much its author was suspected
and persecuted, how much anguish they caused him, how they hunted
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for heresy in his writings? Do you know that, at least? And you your-
self, didn’t you examine the contents of your students’ trunks, looking
for forbidden books? Even now, doesn’t your voice have in it something
of the trumpet of excommunication? Doesn’t your eye burn like the
black candle of excommunication? And do you really think that, with
all your protestations, you love Jews more than the writers for whom it
was so painful to write critically of the Jewish community? Didn’t you
bury them outside the wall, when you could, with no stones to mark
their graves? Incidentally, Reb Hersh, I want you to know that this
neighborhood we’re in is old Paris. Here by the Hotel de Ville, where
we're sitting, is the Place de Gréve—that is, Execution Square, where
they used to torture and execute those who were condemned to death.
It was right here, more than seven hundred years ago, that Maimonides’
Guide to the Perplexed was burned, on a denunciation by eminent and
zealous rabbis. Rabbi Jonah Gerondi had a hand in it. Later, when the
priests began to burn the Talmud too, Rabbi Jonah felt that it was a
punishment from heaven for his warfare against Maimonides, and he
repented. That was when he wrote his Gates of Repentance. In Novare-
dok they used to read the Gates of Repentance with such outcries that
their lungs were almost torn to shreds; but they never thought to learn
its moral, which is not to be fanatical.

“How estranged you feel from all secular Jews can be seen in your
constant repetition of ‘we’ and ‘you.” You laugh at us poor secularists.
You say that our suffering is pointless: we don’t want to be Jews, but
we can’t help it. It would follow that the German made a mistake in tak-
ing us for Jews. But it’s you who make that mistake. The enemies of
Israel know very well that we're the same; they say it openly. And we’re
the same not only for the enemies of Israel, but for the Master of the
World as well! In the other world your soul won’t be wearing a cap or
a beard or earlocks. Your soul will come there as naked as mine. You
would have it that the real Community of Israel is a handful of Hersh
Rasseyners. The others are quarter-Jews, tenth-Jews—or not even that.
You say that being Jewish is indivisible, all or nothing. So you make us
Jews a thousand times fewer than we already are.

“You were right when you said that it was not a third of our people
who were murdered, but rather that a third was cut out of the flesh and
soul of every Jew who survived. As far as you’re concerned though, Reb
Hersh, was it really a third of our people who perished? The gist of what
you say—-again the same thing!—is that anyone who isn’t your kind of
Jew is not a Jew at all. Doesn’t that mean that there were more bodies
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burned than Jews murdered? You see to what cruelty your religious
fanaticism must lead.

“I want you to consider this and settle it with yourself. Those Jews
who didn’t worry night and day about the high destiny of man, who
weren’t among the thirty-six hidden righteous men who sustain the
world, but who lived a life of poverty for themselves, their wives, and
their children; those Jews who got up in the morning without saying
the proper morning prayers and ate their black bread without saying
the blessing for bread; those Jews who labored on the Sabbath and
didn’t observe the last detail of the Law on Holy Days; those Jews who
waited submissively and patiently at the table of this world for a crumb
to fall their way—that’s what you, Reb Hersh, the hermit of Novaredok,
the man who lives apart, taunted them with; those Jews who lived to-
gether in neighborliness, in small quarrels and small reconciliations, and
perished together in the same way—do you admit them to your Para-
dise or not? And where will they sit? At the east wall, together with the
Mussarists, or at the door, with their feet outside? You will tell me that
the simple man is saintly and pure, because he perished as a Jew. But if
he survived, is he wicked and evil, because he doesn’t follow in your
way? Is that your mercy and love for the Community of Israel? And
you dare to speak in their name and say you’re the spokesman of the
sainted dead! Why are you getting up? Do you want to run away? But
you assured me you used to dream of meeting me and talking it out with
me. Can you only talk and not listen? Novaredok Mussarist, sit down
and hear me out!

“If secular Jews are so alien to you, why should I be surprised at the
blackness of your hatred against the whole non-Jewish world? But let’s
not quarrel any more, Reb Hersh; let’s reckon our accounts quietly.
May we hate the whole non-Jewish world? You know as well as I do
that there were some who saved the lives of Jews. I won’t enter into a
discussion with you about the exact number of such people. It’s enough
for me that you know there were some.

“In nineteen forty-six, in Poland, I once attended a small gathering
in honor of a Pole, a Christian who had hidden ten Jews. At that little
party we all sat around a table. We didn’t praise the doctor, we didn’t
talk about noble and exalted things, about humanity and heroism, or
even about Jews and Poles. We simply asked him how it was that he
wasn’t afraid to hide ten Jews behind the wall of his office. The doctor
was a small, gray-haired man. He kept on smiling, almost childishly,
and he thanked us in embarrassment for the honor—a great honor!—
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that we were doing him. He answered our question in a low voice, al-
most tongue-tied: when he hid the Jews he felt sure that, since it was a
good deed, nothing bad would happen to him.

“Here in Paris there’s an old lady, a Lithuanian. I know her well.
Everybody knows that in the Vilna ghetto she saved the lives of Jews,
and also hid books. The Germans sentenced her to death, but she was
spared by a miracle. She’s an old revolutionist, an atheist; that is to say,
she doesn’t believe in God.

“Imagine that both of them, the old lady and the old man, the Lith-
uanian and the Pole, the revolutionist and the Christian, were sitting
here listening to us! They don’t say anything, they only listen. They are
frightened by your accusations, but not angry, because they understand
that your hatred grows out of sorrow. Neither do they regret having
saved the lives of Jews; they feel only an ache in their hearts, a great
pain. Why do you think they saved the lives of Jews? The devout
Christian didn’t try to convert anyone. The old revolutionist didn’t try
to make anyone an atheist; on the contrary, she hid our sacred books.
They saved the lives of Jews not from pity alone, but for their own sakes
as well. They wanted to prove to themselves—no one else could possi-
bly have known—that the whole world does not consist only of crimi-
nals and those who are indifferent to the misfortunes of others. They
wanted to save their own faith in human beings and the lives of Jews
as well. Now you come along and repudiate everything in the world
that isn’t piously Jewish. I ask you: Is there room in your world for these
two old people? Don’t you see that you would drive them out into the
night? Will you take them, the righteous of the nations of the world, out
of the category of gentile and put them in a special category? They
didn’t risk their lives so that Reb Hersh Rasseyner, who hates everyone,
everyone, could make an exception of them.

“But you ask me what has changed for me since the destruction. And
what has changed for you, Reb Hersh? You answer that your faith has
been strengthened. I tell you openly that your answer is a paltry, whin-
ing answer. I don’t accept it at all. You must ask God the old question
about the righteous man who fares ill and the evil man who fares well—
only multiplied for a million murdered children. The fact that you know
in advance that there will be no explanation from heaven doesn’t relieve
you of the responsibility of asking, Reb Hersh! If your faith is as strong
as Job’s, then you must have his courage to cry out to heaven: “Though
He slay me, yet will I trust in Him; but I will argue my ways before
Him!’ If a man hasn’t sinned, he isn’t allowed to declare himself guilty.
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As for us, even if we were devils, we couldn’t have sinned enough for
our just punishment to be a million murdered children. That’s why your
answer that your faith has been strengthened is no answer at all, as long
as you don’t demand an accounting of heaven.

“Reb Hersh, we’re both tired and burned out from a whole day of
arguing. You ask what has changed for me. The change is that I want
to make peace with you, because I love you deeply. I never hated you
and I never searched for flaws in your character, but what I did see I
didn’t leave unsaid. When you became angry with me before I left, I
became angry with you, but now I'm filled with love for you. I say to
you as the Almighty said to the Jews assembled in Jerusalem on the feast
days: I want to be with you one day more, it is hard for me to part from
you. That’s what has changed for me, and for all Jewish writers. Our
love for Jews has become deeper and more sensitive. I don’t renounce
the world, but in all honesty I must tell you we want to incorporate into
ourselves the hidden inheritance of our people’s strength, so that we
can continue to live. I plead with you, do not deny us a share in the in-
heritance. However loudly we call out to heaven and demand an ac-
counting, our outcry conceals a quiet prayer for the Divine Presence,
or for the countenance of those destroyed in the flames, to rest on the
alienated Jews. The Jewish countenance of the burned still hangs in
clouds of gas in the void. And our cry of impotent anger against heaven
has a deeper meaning as well: because we absolutely refuse our assent
to the infamous and enormous evil that has been visited on us, because
we categorically deny its justice, no slavish or perverse acquiescence
can take root in our hearts, no despairing belief that the world has no
sense or meaning.

“Reb Hersh, we have been friends since the old days in the yeshiva.
I remember that I once lost the little velvet bag in which I kept my
phylacteries. You didn’t eat breakfast and you spent half a day looking
for it, but you couldn’t find it. I got another bag to hold my phylacteries,
but you’re still looking for the old one.

“Remember, Reb Hersh, that the texts inscribed in my phylacteries
are about the Community of Israel. Don’t think that it’s easy for us
Jewish writers. It’s hard, very hard. The same misfortune befell us all,
but you have a ready answer, while we have not silenced our doubts,
and perhaps we never will be able to silence them. The only joy that’s
left to us is the joy of creation, and in all the travail of creation we try
to draw near to our people.

“Reb Hersh, it’s late, let us take leave of each other. Our paths are
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different, spiritually and practically. We are the remnant of those who
were driven out. The wind that uprooted us is dispersing us to all the
corners of the earth, Who knows whether we shall ever meet again? May
we both have the merit of meeting again in the future and seeing how it
is with us. And may I then be as Jewish as I am now. Reb Hersh, let us

embrace each other.”
Translated by Milton Himmelfarb





