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‘Never shall | forget the Iftle foces of the children
whose bodles | sow fumed Into wreaths of smoke
beneath a sllent blue sky. Never shall | forget those
fames which ansumed my falth forever. Never shall |
iorget that noctumal sllence which deprved me for all
etemity of the desle to llve Never shall | forget those
moments, which murdered my God and my soul and
tumed my dreams to dust Never shall | forget these
things, even If | am condemned to Nve as long as God
Himself Never™

Searching amongst the rubble of the Warsaw Ghetto,
which was recently destroved by the Mazs, | found the
last testament of my friend Yos| Rakover, who wrote
down his final conversation with the Almighty for all to
see'” After passhonately guestioning God and His
deeds, Yos| ultimately affirmed his faith in the Creator |
believe in you, Cod of Israel, @ven though you have
done eventhing to stop me believing in you. | beligve in
vour laws even If | cannot excuse your actions_— | am
convinced that you will repay our enemies, and repay
them without mercy” Yosl concluded by saying that 1
cannot say, after all | have lived through, that my
relation to God Is unchanged, but with absolute
certalnty | @n saythat my faith In Him has not altered
by a haisbreadth’.

| have heard statements like this often over the past
few years. In reaction to the destruction that devoured
European Jewry there are those who continue to believe
that our relationship with God can remain the same.
They maintain that man's limited perspective does not
permit a full grasp of reality. They gquote Isaiah,
relterating "My thoughts are not vour thoughts, neither
are my ways your ways'™ If only we could see the full
picture, they argue, we would be assured that Justice Is
being carded out Others Justify the atrocities by
referring to the concept of Mipnel Chataginu, because
of our sins. They assert that It Is due to a mistaken
belief in donism or assimilation that all these
calamities hawve come upon us. Some people invoke the
idea that the daily pain and humiliation Inflicted upon
our already broken bodies Is Yisurdm shel Ahava,
torturing of love and that all our dally torment and
anguish is happening because God loves us and wants
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Y7l Kolitz, Yos| Rakover speaks to God. Kolitz wiites a
fictional story about a religious lew's last appeal b a
God that he continues to believe in despite the temble
hardships he has been through.
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o punfy us™. Another opinion Is from the messlanists
among us who feel that this Amageddon of anguish
and shame should be understood as part of the birth
pangs of Moshiach initiating the redemption of the
lewish people.

None of these ‘plous’ ones are prepared to contemplate
how God might be responsible for the Shoah. They
dodge, they awold, they rmtionalise They invoke
humankind's free will® or make excuses invoking the
adage of Hester Panim, saying God's face was hidden
All of these ‘apologists’ base their arguments on the
belief that the Holocaust s not a unique event, Rather
they believe it to be a modem manifestation of anti-
Jewish sentiment, which has existed throughout Jewish
history. Auschwitz comes at the end of a long line of
antl-Semitism, originating with the destrudion of the
two temples when Jews were being butchered in the
streets of Jerusalem, through to the many pogroms and
ots that haunted Jews throughout the Diaspora. Thus it
can be fitted into the pattemn of lewish history. From this
point of view, even though Auschwitz may be unigue in
the magnitude of Its homor, it Is not unique In the
problem it poses for religious faith. In this sense "we
have had Innumerable  Auschwitzs™ No  new
theological model need be created in the face of the
death camps. We can deal with the questions arnsing
from Auschwitz in much the same way as we dealt with
questions about God in the past

L2 A Gemara in Kiddushin 40b states God imposes
suffering on the rghtzous in this world that they may
inherit the world to come_God gives the wicked
abundant good in this word, to drive them down into
the lower depths of hell.

" Eliezer Berkovitz, Faith After the Holocaust (New Yaork
1873) "If there Is to be man, he must be allowed to
make his cholees for freedom. If he had such freedom,
he will use It Using It he will often use it wrongly. He
will decide for the wrong altemative As he does so,
there will be suffering for the Innocent” Jonathan Sacks
in Tradition in an Untraditional Age (Landon 1990)

Y Martin Buber, explains that sometimes, God
mystedously and Inexplicably tums His face from man.
This also appears in Tehillim 44; "Awake, why do you
sleep O Lord, Arouse yourself, cast not off forever.
Wherefore do you hide your face? And forget our
affliction and oppression”
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Howewver, although sympathising with Yosl and others
ke him, 1 find these answers unconvincing. No
statement, theological or otherwise, should be made
that k& not credible in the presence of buming
children®. 1 am not like a lob of his time speechless in
the face of Gods punishment and accepting
nevertheless | do not feel like those survivors of the
Babylonian butchery in the times of the First Temple
Therr can be no theological explanation i this
Holocaust™. This is Jew hatred of a different kind.
Nothing justifies what we are going through. What sort
of God conducts divine retribution in such a cruel way?
Where, in what code of morals, human or divine is
there a crime so appalling that innocent women and
children must explate It with thelr lves In ways no
Torquemada ever dreamed? If God willed this to happen
then | reject Him completely. And if He chose not to
Interfere a5 man destroyed his brother, then In what
way does He deserve our semvice and prayers? This time,
old answers will simply not do.

The degenerate attempt to erase all lews (not Judaism)
from the world Is unparalleled in history. We are not
being killed for our belief in God such as in the
Crusades nor for some leader's imperal greed such as
In 70 CE.The Nazis have ontologised the Jew into thelr
meta-historical antithesis, raising lew killing to some
sort of transcendental battle between good and evil.
This  cold, unwaverdng, single=minded Intent to
physically eliminate ‘racial’ Jews Is the essence of the
Hitler's program and has never before been experenced
by our people In past traumas we have been
persecuted for ‘doing’. Now we are torm ented simply for
being.' The Mazis have even taken the wncept of
martyrdom from us. Never before has there been such
intent to physically destroy evervbody who identifies
with a particular national religious or ethnic identity
without exception.*

Therefore whether we like it or not a reorentation of
thought with regards to our relationship with God is
required as a result of this traumatic event Both the
Torah and Rabbinic  Judalsm  present thelr
understanding of God as an omnipotent actorin history,
whose carng and concem for Jews Is expressed In
everyday life A God who is ‘merciful, just and exercises
dhesed (loving kindness) After God's inaction in the
face of contemporary nihilism and the shadow of
Birkenau, this ‘Biblical God’ can simply no longer be
affirmed. The cruelty and the killing ralse the question
whether even those that belleve after such an event
dare talk about @ God who loves and cares without
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making a mockery of those who suffered. If God does
act In history, His absence durng our darkest moment
Is damning.

Howsever, this does not necessarly mean that 'God s
dead’ and that “we stand in a cold, silent, unfeeling
cosmos, unalded by any purposeful power beyond our
own resources™ Those that belleve that the Shoah
teaches ‘Let Din Velet Dayan, [there s neither
Judgement nor Judge]™ and that history reveals no
providence forget that history is too varegated to be
understood only as good and evil. We cannot view
history only through the prism of this Holocaust God
may hawve abandoned my people and me to our fate at
the hands of these adl oppressors | cannot deny
howsver, that there are still moments where | feel the
reality of God's presence.l am not yet willing to affirm
nothingness and meaningless even If my faith in both
Cod and mankind has been all but shattersd.

The Holocaust offers us only dialedical mores and
understandings® After such a exceptional event we
have left anly ‘'momentary faith’. 1 cannot believe in the
same delty as | did 10 years ago. Too much has
changed since those days. However, | also steadfastly
refuse to deny that life Is meaningful. | thus continue to
reaffirm meaning and worth, attempting to enhance the
dignity of all people created in God's image and to
struggle against all forms of totalitadanism and
discrimination. We used to believe that saving the world
was Cod's responsibility. 1 now believe it to be ours. If
anything, this is the command rising out of Auschwitz |
pray we will have the strength to camy it out

Y Richard Rubenstein, After Auschwitz (Indianapolis
1966) p49

¥ These words were uttered by the infamous Talmudic
heretic Elisha ben Abuya who, after seeing a young boy
fall from a tree and die after having fulfilled two
commandments which are explidtly promised ‘long life’
by the Torah, lost is falth forever. {Chaglga 14b)
 Iving Greenberg, Cloud of Smoke Fillar of Fire -
Iudaism, Christianity, Modemity after the Holocaust




