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Today’s question:

In what ways is Yiddish poetry a medium for Holocaust theology?

How do Yiddish writers use poetry as a way of responding theologically to

the Holocaust?

Four European-born, American Yiddish poets:

● Aaron Zeitlin

● Kadya Molodowsky

● Jacob Glatstein

● Malka Heifetz Tussman



Some Bigger Picture Frameworks

1) A polemical soapbox:

From a Jewish perspective, there is no clear distinction between

theology and poetry.

Poetry is theological/theology is poetic

David Roskies and Anita Diamant: “with Shtralndike yidn (Radiant Jews;

1946), his first postwar collection of poems, Glatstein became a theologian,

not merely a poet of the Holocaust.”

2) Literature is where theology becomes concrete.

Gershom Scholem, 1930:

Theology is not a science of the essence of the divinity beyond creation but

consists rather of the eternal questions of love and will, wisdom and ability,

judgment and mercy, justice and death, creation and redemption. Theology

has concrete questions. In time this theology took on an alien cast, in our

times astoundingly abstract and anemic, as if abandoned by its subjects

which went off in search of another field. . . . Is it at all surprising that with

theology’s status at its low point, even problems no one could doubt belong

to it have fled and have ensconced themselves in art and literature?



3) Poetry Creates a Space for Contradiction

John Keats: “Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties,

Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.”

Walt Whitman:

“Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)”



Aaron Zeitlin: Anti-Theodicy

Hillel Zeitlin, 1910:



Hillel Zeitlin, Tsvi Weinberg, Aaron Zeitlin, 1930



June 1939, Hillel Zeitlin’s last Hebrew publication:

"Is it not in our power, if we truly desire it, to give true expression to the words of the

Psalmist—‘And I am prayer’, I myself, I with my whole being, with the entire spirit and

soul within me.... with all of my 248 organs and 365 sinews, spiritual and

physical—behold I am entirely prayer, I am entirely longing, thirst, and craving for

God’s kindness." (translated by Sam Glauber-Zimra)



Aaron Zeitlin:

I Am a Prayer

After a saying from Rabbi

Simcha Bunem of Peshiskha

You hear my prayer, you see it,

when you only look

at my body, this scrap of dust and darkness.

What is my prayer, and who?

I, your shattered vessel,

I am a prayer,

I am,

my flesh and bones, all of me,

I myself,

I myself am the prayer.

My hand and my foot,

my eye and my ear--

it’s all a prayer, my God,

a prayer of sadness.



Aaron Zeitlin’s Anti-Theodicy

Theodicy - justification of God, an attempt to vindicate divine goodness and justice in

the light of suffering and evil.

“Antitheodicy mirrors theodicy in reverse but should not be confused with atheism….

[Antitheodic statements] neither justify, explain, ascribe, positive meaning, account for,

resolve, understand, accept, or theologically rectify the presence of evil in human

affairs…. Rather, they express anger, hurt, confusion. They do not try to silence suffering

people.”

-Zachary Braiterman

Anti-Theodicy in classical Jewish texts:

Elisha ben Abuya (Acher): “There is no justice and there is no judge.”

Breishit Rabbah discusses Cain and Abel:

“It is difficult to say this thing, and the mouth cannot utter it plainly. Think of two

athletes wrestling before the king; had the king wished, he could have separated them.

But the king did not so desire, and one athlete overcame the other and killed him. The

killed athlete cried out before he died, “Let my cause be pleaded before the king.”

And of course, the Book of Job.



WhereWere You?

Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations?

-Job 38:4

From the tempest God asked Job: “Where were you

when I created Leviathan,

told choirs of young stars to sing,

opened worlds and sealed abysses?

You know nothing. You cannot accuse me.”

And Job lowered his head, and said no more.

Now God is silent. A Jew accuses him:

“Where were you? Where were you when

the German tossed me in a gas chamber,

burned me in his oven,

made soap from my body

to wash his Cain-hands,

rendered humanity impure forever,

toxified your whole holy creation like a toilet?

God is silent. A Jew accuses him:

where were you?



Letters from theWarsaw Ghetto

Letters sent from the Warsaw ghetto, hidden in muffled drawers!

At night, when souls depart their bodies,

you letters leave my drawers,

burning with rage, and rise

to press your charges against God,

to file suit against heaven.



Eliezer Berkovits: only after the establishment of the state of Israel, which he sees as

part of a messianic process, does “Jewish history make sense: it is part of the cosmic

drama of redemption. In it the massive martyrdom of Israel finds its significance:

nothing of the sorrow and the suffering was in vain, for all the time the path was being

paved for the Messiah.”



Give Me Back MyWorld

When I appear before the celestial court

I’ll need them to answer the questions

which will surge in tidal waves from my heart.

I’ll need them to tell me whether the Shekhinah

thinks that a child flung into an oven

is redeemed now that Jews have a state.

A state? From our blood

it rose up, when the people

broke their chains

(and how much blood must we still spill--

who knows?)

but how can the two be compared?

Even if we could have a hundred states, who cares?

Is this the answer, the reward?

What do you want, they will ask. What do I want?

I want for what happened not to have happened,

for what there was not to have been--

I need to get back what I had--

give me back a world,

a world, give it back to me!



Faith

Where is faith? If you would find

its home, go ask despair.

The path winds through its territory,

faith resides in ruins.

Faith’s tears flow

across the bare foundation

of a burnt-down building.

The tears mirror a dawn

whose glow illuminates the firmament

above faith and above the ruins.

In faith’s tears dawn shines

while faith sits, wrings her hands.

If you do not know despair,

you will never find faith.

MenahemMendel of Kotzk: “Nothing is as whole as a broken heart.”

Yitz Greenberg: “After Auschwitz, there is no faith so whole as a faith shattered—and

re-fused—in the ovens.”



God of Psalms

The dead God of philosophers,

God mutilated by ideas,

leaves my wounds open to fester

and my tears free to fall.

Who needs a God who does not love,

a distant first cause God,

only a symbol or a principle?

O God of suffering and love,

you God of Psalms, nothing but you

can be my God, can be the listener

to both my Job-like anguish

and my hymn of praise.



Kadya Molodowsky: Rejecting the Covenant

Yitz Greenberg:

“Morally speaking, God must repent of the covenant, i.e., do teshuvah for having given

His [sic] chosen people a task that was unbearably cruel and dangerous without having

provided for their protection. Morally speaking, then, God can have no claims on the

Jews by dint of the covenant. What then happened to the covenant? I submit that its

authority was broken but the Jewish people, released from its obligations, chose

voluntarily to take it on again.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AiLn2EaoXGM





Merciful God

Merciful God,

Choose another people,

Elect another.

We are tired of death and dying,

We have no more prayers.

Choose another people,

Elect another.

We have no more blood to be a sacrifice.

Our house has become a desert.

The earth is insufficient for our graves,

No more laments for us,

No more dirges

In the old, holy books.

Merciful God,

Sanctify another country,

Another mountain.

We have strewn all the fields and every

stone

With ash, with holy ash.

With the youthful,

And with babies, we have paid

For every letter of your Ten

Commandments.

Merciful God,

Raise your fiery brow,

And see the peoples of the world–

Give them the prophecies and the Days

of Awe.

Your word is babbled in every language–

Teach them the deeds,

The ways of temptation.

Merciful God,

Give us simple garments

Of shepherds with their sheep,

Blacksmiths at their hammers,

Laundry-washers, skin-flayers,

And even the more base.

And do us one more favor:

Merciful God,

Deprive us of the Divine Presence of

genius.



A Prayer

I arise at dawn and my prayer

Is poison.

I ask that the Deluge shall come again,

Raising the surge of the ocean

Higher than towers and rooftops.

The rescuing Ark shall not float.

Oh, how good it will be–death’s

Cold touch.

Perhaps it will put out my limbs’

Sickening pain,

The heart’s desolation, the disgrace of chewing

Bread

Near the ash-heap of brothers and sisters.

Oh, how good it will be to touch the clouds

In the annihilating flood.

Perhaps there I’ll sense the ultimate sweetness–

Hear, in the ash flying forth from bodies,

A voice.

And, closing the circle of life, I will

Silence the pain.



Yankev Glatshteyn



Degel Machaneh Ephraim:

“[The land shall not be sold permanently, for the land belongs to Me,] for you are

strangers and [temporary] residents with Me” (Lev. 25:23). We can understand this

through a hint, according to a teaching I heard from a certain sage on the verse, “I am a

stranger in the land; do not hide Your commandments from me” (Ps. 119:19). For it is a

known that the way the world is, someone who is a stranger does not have anyone to

cleave to, or be intimate with, or to process everything that is going on with them, and

all [the feelings in] their heart. For they have no friend, neither Jew nor Gentile, except

for when they see their companion, the fellow-stranger. Then they can tell one another

everything that is going on with them. And it is known that the Holy One of Blessing is

like a stranger in this world, for He has no one on whom to place the Immanence

(Shechinah) of His Honor, for we are “not worthy” of it (Zohar 1:219a). And this is what

King David meant when he prayed, “I am a stranger in the land,” meaning that I do not

want to be a resident in this world, only a stranger, like the Divine. Therefore, “do not

hide Your commandments from me,” like one stranger with another, who tell each other

all [the feelings in] their heart. And this is hinted in the verse, “for you are strangers and

[temporary] residents with Me,” for when you are like strangers in this world, and

residents in the world of emergence, then you are with Me, for I am also a stranger in

this world.



MyWander-Brother

I love my sad God,

My wander-brother.

I like to sit with him on a stone

And silence to him all my words.

When we sit like this, dumbfounded

together,

Our thoughts merge

In one stillness.

My weary God lights a cigarette

And inhales the first smoke.

A star lights up, a fiery sign.

His limbs long for sleep.

The night lies at our feet like a lamb.

My beloved God.

How many prayers to him have I

profaned.

How often have I blasphemed

In the nights,

Warmed my fearful bones

At the firepot of knowledge.

And here he sits, my friend, hugging me,

And shares with me his last mouthful.

The God of my unbelief is beautiful.

How nice is my feeble God

Now, when he is human and unjust.

How graceful is he in his proud

downfall,

When the smallest child revolts

Against his command.

Through sea and land,

We two shall ever wander and wander

together.

I think to my dozing God of myself:

At times, an alien space

Will spread in the homiest warmth.

And before you grasp its mystery,

You feel how your own futility

Blossoms like moss on a gravestone.

Is this the city that I built?

Is this the street I confided in

Every night of my memory?

How many summers appeared here in

my dream?

Here I came to strike roots and grow

stems,

Here I wanted to plant calm

On my own living graveyard

Of father-mother.

I had plenty of death over there.

I came here, an heir of death,

A refugee.

You are talking of yourself,

Answers the silence of my

wander-brother,

And I think of all of us:

How much destruction can a people

bear

And still believe in rebuilding?

Now, groveling in the dust,

My people is holier than me.

One day, nations shall come to bow

To its pain.

But God, my brother,

why hast thou raised my people

And spread their misfortune like stars

All over the sky?

Pain, blood, pierced hands,

Pity of emptied veins–

A childish fable with silly words.

I multiplied it by six million,



I gave the fable its moral.

My people, my son, my dream

Will blossom forever crucified on a tree

of light.

My God sleeps and I watch over him.

My tired brother dreams the dream of

my people.

He dwindles, grows small as a baby,

And I rock him into the dream of my

people.

Sleep, my God, my wander-brother,

Sleep into the dream of my people.











The Torah personified, in Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer, says: "Sovereign of the worlds! If there

be no host for the king and if there be no camp for the king, over whom does he rule? If

there be no people to praise the king, where is the honour of the king?”



Without Jews

Without Jews there will be no

Jewish God.

If we go away from the world,

The light will go out in your poor

tent.

For ever since Abraham saw you in

a cloud

Your fire has been on all Jewish

faces,

Your radiance in all Jewish eyes,

We have shaped you in our own

image.

In every country, in every town,

A stranger lived with us,

The Jewish God.

And every shattered Jewish head

Is God’s disgraced, broken bowl,

For we were your vessel of light,

The living sign of your palpable

wonder.

Now our dead heads

Are counted in millions.

The stars around you flicker out.

The memory of you is dimmed.

Your kingdom will soon fade away.

All the Jewish sowing and planting

Is burned.

On dead grass cries the dew.

The Jewish dream and the Jewish

reality are ravaged,

They die together.

Whole tribes asleep–

Babies, women,

Young and old.

Even your Pillars, the Rocks,

The Thirty-Six Just,

Sleep their dead, eternal sleep.

Who will dream you?

Who will remember?

Who will deny you,

Who will long for you then?

Who will go to you, on a nostalgic

bridge,

Away from you, to return again?

The night is eternal for a dead

people.

Sky and earth wiped out.

The light goes out in your poor

tent.

The last Jewish hour flickers.

Jewish God, soon you are no more.



Malka Heifetz-Tussman:Negative theology and negative poetics







In Spite

(translated Kathryn Hellerstein)

You say:

“You are a Jew and a poet

And you’ve written no poems

On the destruction.

How can a Yiddish poet not,

When the destruction is enormous,

So enormous?”

Simple:

In spite of the destroyers,

To spite them I will not cry openly,

I will not write down my sorrow on

paper.

(A degradation to write

“Sorrow” on paper.)

To spite them

I’ll walk the world

As if the world were mine.

Of course it’s mine!

If they hindered me,

Fenced in my roads,

The world would still be mine.

To spite them I will not wail

Even if (God forbid) my world becomes

As big as where my sole stands–

The world will still be mine!

To spite them

I’ll marry off my children

That they shall have children–

To spite the villains who breed

In my world

And make it narrow

For me.

Jonathan Jacobs: “Maimonides’ negative theology was a strategy for

preserving the utter and complete uniqueness of God while also not being

rendered utterly silent and inarticulate in regard to God and divine

attributes…..


