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My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner 

CHAIM GRADE 

1. 

I� 193 7 I returned to Bialystok, seven years after I had been a student
m the Novaredok Yeshiva of the Mussarists, a movement that gives 

special importance to ethical and ascetic elements in Judaism. When I 
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 tom 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 b�tween 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 






























