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L. Judaism and Christianity: Religions of Redemption and the
Challenge of History

Both Judaism and Christianity are religions of redemption. Both reli-
gions come to this affirmation about human fate out of central events in
history. For Jews, the basic orientating experience has been the Ex-
odus. Out of the overwhelming experience of God’s deliverance of His
people came the judgment that the ultimate truth is not the fact that
most humans live nameless and burdened lives and die in poverty and
oppression. Rather, the decisive truth is that man is of infinite value
and will be redeemed. Every act oflife is to be lived by that realization.

For Christians, the great paradigm of this meaning is the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. By its implications, all of life is
lived.

The central events of both religions occur and affsct humans in
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Humanities in 1974-75 and research support from the Meinhardt Spielman Fund for the
Department of Jewish Studies, City College, CUNY. The author wishes to thank Professor Alvin
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content of this essay.

From Eva Fleischner, ed., Auschwitz: Beginning of a New Era? Reflections on the Holo-
caust. New York: Ktav, 1977. Reprinted by permission.
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history. The shocking contrast of the event of salvation come and the
cruel realities of actual historical existence have tempted Christians to
cut loose from earthly time. Yet both religions ultimately have stood by
the claim that redemption will be realized in actual human history.
This view has had enormous impact on the general Western and
modem view that human liberation can and will be realized in the here
and now.

Implicit in both religions is the realization that events happen in
history which change our perception of human fate, events from which
we draw the fundamental norms by which we act and interpret what
happens to us. One such event is the Holocaust—the destruction of

European Jewry from 1933 to 1945.

The Challenge of the Holocaust

Both religions have always sought to isolate their central events—
Exodus and Easter—from further revelations or from the challenge of
the demonic counter-experience of evil in history. By and large, both
religions have continued since 1945 as if nothing had happened to
change their central understanding. It is increasingly obvious that this
is impossible, that the Holocaust cannot be ignored.

By its very nature, the Holocaust is obviously central for Jews.
The destruction cut so deeply that it is a question whether the commu-
nity can recover from it. When Adolf Eichmann went into hiding in
1945, he told his accomplice, Dieter Wisliceny, that if caught, he
would leap into his grave laughing. He believed that although he had
not completed the total destruction of Jewry, he had accomplished his
basic goal—because the Jews could never recover from this devasta-
tion of their life center. Indeed, Eichmann had destroyed go percent of
East European Jewry, the spiritual and biological vital center of prewar
world Jewry. Six million Jews were killed—some 30 percent of the
Jewish people in 1939; but among the dead were over 8o percent of the
Jewish scholars, rabbis, full-time students and teachers of Torah alive
in 1939. Since there can be no covenant without the covenant people,
the fundamental existence of Jews and Judaism is thrown into question
by this genocide. For this reason alone, the trauma of the Holocaust
cannot be overcome without some basic reorientation in light of it by
the surviving Jewish community. . . .
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The cruelty and the killing raise the question whether even those who
believe after such an event dare talk about God who loves and cares

without making a mockery of those who suffered.

Further Challenge of the Holocaust to Christianity

THE MORAL FAILURE AND COMPLICITY OF ANTI-SEMITISM.
Unfortunately, however, the Holocaust poses a yet more devastating
question to Christianity: What did Christianity contribute to make the
Holocaust possible? The work of Jules Isaac, Norman Cohn, Raul
Hilberg, Roy Eckardt, and others poses this question in a number of
different ways. In 1942, the Nietra Rebbe went to Archbishop Ka-
metko of Nietra to plead for Catholic intervention against the deporta-
tion of the Slovakian Jews. Tiso, the head of the Slovakian government,
had been Kametko’s secretary for many years, and the rebbe hoped
that Kametko could persuade Tiso not to allow the deportations. Since
the rebbe did not yet know of the gas chambers, he stressed the
dangers of hunger and disease, especially for women, old people, and
children. The archbishop replied: “It is not just a matter of deporta-
tion. You will not die there of hunger and disease. They will slaughter
all of you there, old and young alike, women and children, at once—it
is the punishment that you deserve for the death of our Lord and
Redeemer, Jesus Christ—you have only one solution. Come over to
our religion and I will work to annul this decree.”2
There are literally hundreds of similar anti-Semitic statements by
individual people reported in the Holocaust literature. As late as
March 1941—admittedly still before the full destruction was
unleashed—Archbishop Grober (Germany), in a pastoral letter,
blamed the Jews for the death of Christ and added that “the self-
imposed curse of the Jews, ‘His blood be upon us and upon our
children” had come true terribly, until the present time, until today.”3
Similarly the Vatican responded to an inquiry from the Vichy govern-
ment about the law of June 2, 1941, which isolated and deprived Jews
of rights: “In principle, there is nothing in these measures which the
Holy See would find to criticize.”+
In general, there is an inverse ratio between the presence of a
fundamentalist Christianity and the survival of Jews during the Holo-
caust period. This is particularly damning because the attitude of the
local population toward the Nazi assault on the Jews seems to be a
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context for anti-Semitism, and even murder. Is not the faith of a gospel
of love, then, fatally tainted with collaboration with genocide—
conscious or unconscious? To put it another way: If the Holocaust
challenges the fundamental religious claims of Christianity (and Juda-
ism), then the penumbra of Christian complicity may challenge the

credibility of Christianity to make these claims.

IS THE WAGER OF CHRISTIAN FAITH LOST? There is yet a third
way in which this problem may be stated. In its origins, Christianity
grew out of a wager of faith. Growing in the bosom of Judaism and its
Messianic hope, Jesus (like others), could be seen either as a false
Messiah or as a new unfolding of God’s love, and a revelation of love
and salvation for mankind. Those who followed Jesus as the Christ, in
effect, staked their lives that the new orientation was neither an illu-
sion nor an evil, but yet another stage in salvation and a vehicle of love
for mankind. “The acceptance . .. of Jesus as the Messiah means
beholding him as one who transforms and will transform the world.””
As is the case with every vehicle, divine and human, the spiritual
record of this wager has been mixed—comprising great inspiration for
love given and great evils caused. The hope is that the good outweighs
the evil. But the throwing into the scales of so massive a weight of evil
and guilt raises the question whether the balance might now be bro-
ken, whether one must not decide that it were better that Jesus had
not come, rather than that such scenes be enacted six million times
over—and more. Has the wager of faith in Jesus been lost? . . .

I1. The Challenge to Modern Culture

... For the world, too, the Holocaust is an event which changes
fundamental perceptions. Limits were broken, restraints shattered,
that will never be recovered, and henceforth mankind must live with
the dread of a world in which models for unlimited evil exist. . . .

The Demonic in the Modern World

. . . No assessment of modern culture can ignore the fact that science
and technology—the accepted flower and glory of modernity—now
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could have saved ten thousand lives a day. Thus the synthetic rubber
factory at Buna in the Auschwitz complex was bombed, but the death
factory did not merit such attention. ** The ideology of universalism did
have operational effects. It blocked specifying Jews as victims of Nazi
atrocities, as in the Allied declaration of January 1942, when the Nazis
were warned they would be held responsible for their cruel war on
civilians. In this warning, the Jews were not mentioned by name on the
grounds that they were after all humans, not Jews, and citizens of the
countries in which they lived. The denial of Jewish particularity—in
the face of the very specific Nazi war on the Jews—Iled to decisions to
bomb industrial targets to win the war for democracy, but to exclude
death factories—lest this be interpreted as a Jewish war! The very
exclusion of specifying Jews from warnings and military objectives was
interpreted by the Nazis as a signal that Jews were expendable. They
may have read the signal correctly. In any event, liberalism and inter-
nationalism became cover beliefs—designed to weaken the victims’
perception that they were threatened and to block the kind of action
needed to save their lives. . . .12
Especially disastrous was the victims’ faith in universalism and
modern humanitarian values. It disarmed them. [As Alexander Donat

wrote:]

The basic factor in the Ghetto’s lack of preparation for armed
resistance was psychological; we did not at first believe the Reset-
tlement Operation to be what in fact it was, systematic slaughter of
the entire Jewish population. For generations East European Jews
had looked to Berlin as the symbol of law, order, and culture. We
could not now believe that the Third Reich was a government of
gangsters embarked on a program of genocide “to solve the Jewish
problem in Europe.” We fell victim to our faith in mankind, our
belief that humanity had set limits to the degradation and persecu-

tion of one’s fellow man. . . .23

I11. The Holocaust as Orienting Event and Revelation

Not to Confront Is to Repeat

For both Judaism and Christianity (and other religions of salvation—
both secular and sacred) there is no choice but to confront the Holo-
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out by fascist and right-wing circles, whereas East Germany is social-
ist. As a result, it has allowed Nazis back into government with even
more impunity than West Germany. Whereas West Germany has
given back billions of dollars of Jewish money in the form of reparations
(it is estimated that many more billions were directly stolen and
spoiled), the GDR, having no guilty conscience, has yielded up none of
the ill-gotten gains of mass murder. In fact, East Germany and its
“socialist” allies have pursued policies which have kept the genocide of
the Jewish people in Israel a live option to this day. Thus, failure to
respond to the Holocaust turns a hallowed ideology of liberation into a
cover for not returning robbed goods and for keeping alive the dream
of another mass murder. . . .

The Holocaust cannot be used for triumphalism. Its moral chal-
lenge must also be applied to Jews. Those Jews who feel no guilt for the
Holocaust are also tempted to moral apathy. Religious Jews who use
the Holocaust to morally impugn every other religious group but their
own are the ones who are tempted thereby into indifference at the
Holocaust of others (cf. the general policy of the American Orthodox
rabbinate on United States Vietnam policy). Those Israelis who place
as much distance as possible between the weak, passive Diaspora
victims and the “mighty Sabras” are tempted to use Israeli strength
indiscriminately (i.e., beyond what is absolutely inescapable for self-
defense and survival), which is to risk turning other people into victims
of the Jews. Neither faith nor morality can function without serious
twisting of perspective, even to the point of becoming demonic, unless
they are illuminated by the fires of Auschwitz and Treblinka.

The Dialectical Revelation of the Holocaust

The Holocaust challenges the claims of all the standards that compete
for modern man’s loyalties. Nor does it give simple, clear answers or
definitive solutions. To claim that it does is not to take burning children
seriously. This surd will—and should—undercut the ultimate ade-
quacy of any category, unless there were one (religious, political,
intellectual) that consistently produced the proper response of re-
sistance and horror at the Holocaust. No such category exists, to my
knowledge. To use the catastrophe to uphold the univocal validity of
any category is to turn it into grist for propaganda mills. The Nazis
turned their Jewish victims into soap and fertilizer after they were
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is maintained, and the moral disgust which Sarah’s life inspires in her

(and Wiesel? and us?) is not omitted either. The more we analyze the

passage the more it throws us from pole to pole in ceaseless tension.

The very disgust may, in fact, be the outcome of Sarah’s mistaken
judgment; she continues to judge herself by the categories in which
she was raised before the event. This is suggested in the narrator’s
compassion and love for her. Yet he himself is overcome by moral
nausea—or is it pityP—or protestP—until it is too late and Sarah is
lost. There is no peace or surcease and no lightly grasped guide to
action in this world. To enter into Sarah’s world in fear and trembling,
and to remain there before and in acting and speech, is the essence of
religious response today, as much as when normative Judaism bids us
enter into the Exodus, and Christianity asks we enter into Easter and
remain there before and in acting or speaking. The classic normative
experiences themselves are not dismissed by Wiesel. They are tested
and reformulated—dialectically attacked and affirmed—as they pass

through the fires of the new revelatory event. 6

Resistance to New Revelation: Jewish and Christian

Much of classic Jewish and Christian tradition will resist the claim that
there have been new revelatory events in our time. Judaism has re-
mained faithful to the covenant of Sinai and rejected this claim when
expressed in the life of Jesus as understood by St. Paul and the Christian
church, or in the career of Sabbatai Zevi and others. . . .»7 The very
quality of faithfulness to the covenant resists acceptance of new
revelation—as it should. Human nature’s love for the familiar conspires
with faithfulness to keep new norms out. But no one said that the
Holocaust should be simply assimilable. For traditional Jews to ignore
or deny all significance to this event would be to repudiate the funda-
mental belief and affirmations of the Sinai covenant: that history is
meaningful, and that ultimate liberation and relationship to God will
take place in the realm of human events. Exodus-Sinai would be insu-
lated from all contradictory events—at the cost of removing it from the
realm of the real—the realm on which it staked its all—the realm of its
origin and testimony. However much medieval Judaism was tempted to
move redemption to the realm of eternal life, it never committed this
sacrilege. It insisted that the Messianic Kingdom of God in this world
was not fulfilled by the salvation of the world to come. . . .28 There is an
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God of History. Emil Fackenheim has described the Commanding
Voice of Auschwitz, which bids us not to hand Hitler any posthumous
victories, such as repudiating the covenant and retrospectively declar-
ing Judaism to have been an illusion. Eliezer Berkovits has stressed
that Jewish survival testifies to the Lord of History. The other witness
affirms the death of God and the loss of all hope. Richard Rubenstein
has written: “We learned in the crisis that we were totally and nakedly
alone, that we could expect neither support nor succor from God nor
from our fellow creatures. Therefore, the world will forever remain a
place of pain, suffering, alienation and ultimate defeat.”29 These are
genuine important responses to the Holocaust, but they fall afoul of the
dialectical principle. Both positions give a definitive interpretation of
the Holocaust which subsumes it under known classical categories.
Neither classical theism nor atheism is adequate to incorporate the
incommensurability of the Holocaust; neither produced a consistently
proper response; neither is credible alone—in the presence of the
burning children.

Rubenstein’s definitiveness is part of this writer’s disagreement
with him. Rubenstein concluded that “Jewish history has written the
final chapter in the terrible story of the God of History”; that “the
world will forever remain a place of pain . . . and ultimate defeat,” and
that the “pathetic hope (of coming to grips with Auschwitz through the
framework of traditional Judaism) will never be realized” (italics sup-
plied).ze After the Holocaust, there should be no final solutions, not
even theological ones. I could not be more sympathetic to Ruben-
stein’s positions, or more unsympathetic to his conclusions. That Ausch-
witz and the rebirth of Israel are normative; that there are traditional
positions which Auschwitz moves us to repudiate (such as “We were

punished for our sins”) is a profoundly, authentically Jewish response.
To declare that the destruction closes out hope forever is to claim
divine omniscience and to use the Holocaust for theological grist.
Contra Rubenstein, I would argue that it is not so much that any
affirmations (or denials) cannot be made, but that they can be made
authentically only if they are made after working through the Holo-
caust experience. In the same sense, however, the relationship to the

God of the covenant cannot be unaffected.
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those who have both literally and figuratively lived through the Holo-
caust. Wiesel describes this moment for us in The Gates of the Forest,
when Gregor “recites the Kaddish, the solemn affirmation ... by
which man returns to God his crown and his scepter.”22 Neither
Exodus nor Easter wins out or is totally blotted out by Buchenwald,
but we encounter both polar experiences; the life of faith is lived
between them. And this dialectic opens new models of response to

God, as we shall show below.

THE BREAKDOWN OF THE SECULAR ABSOLUTE. A second
reason is that we do not stand in a vacuum when faith encounters the
crematoria. In a real sense, we are always choosing between alterna-
tive faiths when we make a decision about ultimate meaning. In this
culture the primary alternative to religion is secular man in a world
closed off from any transcendence, or divine incursion. This world
grows out of the intellectual framework of science, philosophy, and
social science, of rationalism and human liberation, which created the
enterprise of modernity. This value system was—and is—the major
alternative faith which Jews and Christians joined in large numbers in
the last two centuries, transferring allegiance from the Lord of History
and Revelation to the Lord of Science and Humanism. In so many
ways, the Holocaust is the direct fruit and will of this alternative.
Modemity fostered the excessive rationalism and utilitarian relations
which created the need for and susceptibility to totalitarian mass
movements and the surrender of moral judgment. The secular city
sustained the emphasis on value-free sciences and objectivity, which
created unparalleled power but weakened its moral limits. (Surely it is
no accident that so many members of the Einsatzgruppen were profes-
sionals.) Mass communication and universalization of values weakened
resistance to centralized power, and served as a cover to deny the
unique danger posted to particular, i.e. Jewish, existence.

In the light of Auschwitz, secular twentieth-century civilization is
not worthy of this transfer of our ultimate loyalty. . . . Nothing in the
record of secular culture on the Holocaust justifies its authority claims.
The victims ask us, above all, not to allow the creation of another
matrix of values that might sustain another attempt at genocide. The
absence of strong alternative value systems gives a moral monopoly to
the wielders of power and authority. Secular authority unchecked
becomes absolute. Relative values thus become the seedbed of abso-
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sion that he should not exist, not surprisingly the victim may argue that
there must be alternative philosophical frameworks. Insofar as the
Holocaust grows out of Western civilization, then, at least for Jews, it is
a powerful incentive to guard against being overimpressed by this
culture’s intellectual assumptions and to seek other philosophical and
historical frameworks. . . .

The moral light shed by the Holocaust on the nature of Western
culture validates skepticism toward contemporary claims—even be-
fore philosophic critiques emerge to justify the skepticism. It is enough
that this civilization is the locus of the Holocaust. The Holocaust calls
on Jews, Christians, and others to absolutely resist the total authority
of this cultural moment. The experience frees them to respond to their
own claim, which comes from outside the framework of this civiliza-
tion, to relate to a divine other, who sets limits and judges the absolute
claims of contemporary philosophic and scientific and human political
systems. To follow this orientation is to be opened again to the possi-
bilities of Exodus and immortality.

This is a crucial point. The Holocaust comes after two centuries of
Emancipation’s steadily growing domination of Judaism and the Jews.
Rubenstein’s self-perception as a radical breaking from the Jewish past
is, I think, misleading. A more correct view would argue that he is
repeating the repudiation of the God of History and the Chosen that
was emphasized by the modernizing schools, such as Reconstruction-
ism. This position had become the stuff of the values and views of the
majority of Jews. “Being right with modemity” (defined by each group
differently) has been the dominant value norm of a growing number
of Jews since 1750, as well as Christians. Despite the rear-guard action
of Orthodox Judaism and Roman Catholicism (until the 1960s) and of
fundamentalist groups, the modem tide has steadily risen higher. The
capacity to resist, criticize, or break away from these models is one of
the litmus tests of the Holocaust as the new orienting experience of
Jews, and an indication that a new era of Jewish civilization is under
way. This new era will not turn its back on many aspects of modernity,
but clearly it will be freer to reject some of its elements, and to take

from the past (and future) much more fully.

THE REVELATION IN THE REDEMPTION OF ISRAEL. I have
saved for last the most important reason why the moment of despair
and disbelief in redemption cannot be final, at least in this generation’s
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restoration of Israel would outweigh consciousness of God out of the
Exodus. In the words of Jeremiah: “The days will come, says the Lord,
when it shall no longer be said: ‘as God lives who brought up the
children of Israel out of the land of Egypt’ but ‘as God lives who
brought up the children of Israel from the land of the north and from all
the countries whither He had driven them,” and I will bring them back
into their land that I gave to their fathers” (Jer. 16:14-15).

DESPITE REDEMPTION, FAITH REMAINS DIALECTICAL. But
if Israel is so redeeming, why then must faith be “moment faith,” and
why should the experience of nothingness ever dominate?

The answer is that faith is living in the presence of the Redeemer,
and in the moment of utter chaos, of genocide, one does not live in His
presence. One must be faithful to the reality of the nothingness. Faith
is a moment truth, but there are moments when it is not true. This is
certainly demonstrable in dialectical truths, when invoking the truth at
the wrong moment is a lie. To let Auschwitz overwhelm Jerusalem is to
lie (i.e., to speak a truth out of its appropriate moment); and to let
Jerusalem deny Auschwitz is to lie for the same reason.

The biblical witness is that a permanent repudiation of the cove-
nant would also have been a lie. “Behold, they say: our bones are dried
up and our hope is lost; we are cut off entirely” (Ezek. 37:11). There
were many who chose this answer, but their logic led to dissolution in
the pagan world around them. After losing hope in the Lord of History,
they were absorbed into idolatry—the faith of the gods of that mo-
ment. In the resolution of the crisis of biblical faith, those who aban-
doned hope ceased to testify. However persuasive the reaction may
have been at that time, every such decision in Israel’s history—until
Auschwitz—has been premature, and even wrong. Yet in a striking
talmudic interpretation, the rabbis say that Daniel and Jeremiah re-
fused to speak of God as awesome or powerful any longer in light of the
destruction of the Temple.26 The line between the repudiation of the
God of the covenant and the Daniel-Jeremiah reaction is so thin that
repudiation must be seen as an authentic reaction even if we reject it.
There is a faithfulness in the rejection; serious theism must be troubled

after such an event. . . .
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V. Explorations in Post-Holocaust Theological Models

Job and Renewed Divine Encounter
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of an overheated imagination, of romantic longing. But the knock has
so keenly recrystallized her feelings for her beloved that she will not
betray the relationship again.2® As ambiguous as the secularity and
flawed character of the reborn state is, it is enough to confirm the
conviction not to “sell out to the court” and deny the past—or future—
relationship with the beloved.

Israel’s relationship to the Holocaust enormously intensifies the
theological weight and testimony of both events. In turn, this deepens
the irony of Jewish history and its dialectical impact on Christianity.
Christian resistance to the possible new revelatory events in Judaism’s
history stems from the desire to be faithful to the finality of Christ. But
inability to hear new revelation may be one of the signs of the death of
the soul. (The phrase “may be one of the signs of the death of the soul”
is used advisedly. It may be, in fact, that there is no revelation here.
Those who deem it revelation may be mistaken, or it may be heard
only by those for whom it is intended; those who do not hear it may not
hear it because it is not addressed to them at all.)

One of the classic Christian self-validations has been the claim
that the Old Covenant is finished; the old olive tree is blasted and
bears no more fruit. New revelation in Judaism is perceived as incom-
patible with Christianity’s superseding nature; the admission could
destroy the structure of Christian authority. Yet confession by Chris-
tians of Judaism’s ongoing life and acceptance in gratitude of a new
harvest of revelation would, at one stroke, undercut the whole Teach-
ing of Contempt tradition in Christianity. . . . In light of the Holocaust,
classical Christianity is called “to die” to be reborn to new life; or it
lives unaffected, to die to God and man.

The Suffering Servant and the Limits of Modernity

There is a second theological model that seems destined for a greater
role in Jewish theology and, I dare say, for new meaning in Chris-
tianity: the Suffering Servant. Hitherto, this image has been played
down by Jews because of its centrality in Christian theology. We are
indebted to J. Coert Rylarsdaam for opening our eyes to this neglected
model. Rylarsdaam once said that if being a Christian meant taking up
the cross and being crucified for God, then the only practicing Chris-

tians were the Jews.
The Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53 sounds like a passage out of
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tians and Jews are called upon to preserve their inner community and
its testimony, out of the past and future. Their task is harder than
Ulysses’, for they are also called by the Holocaust to correct that very
testimony’s faults through participation in the new, open civilization.
Let Gunter Lewy’s and Gordon Zahn’s studies of Catholics in Germany
serve as warning.29 The price of commitment to a Kulturreligion may
be the inability to resist the worst moral possibilities in an otherwise
good society. Once the center of loyalty is placed in that structure and
there is absolute commitment to that society’s values, then religion is
powerless to check the excesses.

The Holocaust warns us that our current values breed their own
nemesis of evil when unchecked—even as Nazi Germany grew in the
matrix of modemity. To save ourselves from such error, we will have to
draw on the warning of the experiences of the Suffering Servant. The
Holocaust suggests a fundamental skepticism about all human move-
ments, left and right, political and religious—even as we participate in
them. Nothing dare evoke our absolute, unquestioning loyalty, not
even our God, for this leads to possibilities of SS loyalties. SS Reichs-
fiihrer Himmler could speak of “honor” and “decency” in carrying out
the slaughter of millions. “By and large, however, we can say that we
have performed this task in love of our people. And we have suffered no
damage from it in our inner self, in our soul, in our character. ”3°

At the same time, the Holocaust demands a reinterpretation of
the Suffering Servant model, especially for Christians, who have
tended to glorify this role. It is a warning that when suffering is
overwhelming, then the servant may be driven to yield to evil. . . . The
redemptive nature of suffering must be in absolute tension with the
dialectical reality that it must be fought, cut down, eliminated. I once
visited a great Christian, who had gone to India and devoted his life to a
community caring in extraordinary sacrificial love for brain-damaged
little children. Yet the community had never thought of bringing in a
doctor to diagnose what treatment might be available to improve the

condition of the children.

The Controversy with God—and with the Gospels

There is yet a third theological model which comes to the forefront
after the Holocaust. I would call it the Lamentations 3 model (finding it
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self-interest. (One of the defenses of Pius XII's silence is that he felt he
should not endanger the church and the faithful by stopping geno-
cide.32 If true faith means taking up the cross for God, then when will
there ever be a truer time to be crucified, if necessary? Even if the
attempt to help is doomed to failure, when will it ever be more
appropriate to risk one’s life or the church’s life than to stop the
crucifixion of children?) Justifying people means the fullest willing-
ness, in both Judaism and Christianity, to defend the revolt against
God and the faith that grows out of the desire to liberate man. Yet here
too, the Holocaust demands a dialectical capacity from us. Rebels are
not usually good at conserving; but if we simply validate the contempo-
rary, we fall into idolatry and prepare the legitimization of another
Holocaust.

In this model we find the source for one of the fundamental steps
Christianity must take after the Holocaust: to quarrel with the Gospels
themselves for being a source of anti-Semitism. For the devout Chris-
tian, the New Testament is the word of God. Yet even the word of God
must be held to account for nourishing hatred, as well as for culpability
in, or being an accessory to, the fact of genocide. Nothing less than a
fundamental critique and purification of the Gospels themselves can
begin to purify Christianity from being a source of hatred. The Holo-
caust reveals that Christianity has the stark choice of contrition, repen-
tance, and self-purification, or the continual temptation to participate
in genocide or pave the way for it. If Christianity has barely survived
the first Holocaust, I do not believe that it can survive a second with
any real moral capital at all. As painful as is the prospect, then, of a
surrender of missionary enterprise to the Jew or a critique of the
Gospels, this is possible out of a faith purged by the flames of the

Holocaust. Ultimately it will be less painful than the alternative, of
being accessory to the once and future fact of genocide. It will take
extraordinary sacrificial effort to achieve this. But extraordinary catas-
trophes are not mastered by routine treatment or evasion. Only ex-
traordinary outbursts of life or creativity can overcome them. To
overwhelming death one must respond with overwhelming life. . . .
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VI. The Central Religious Testimony after the Holocaust
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dren, the image of God, which points beyond itself to transcendence,
is the only statement about God that one can make. And it is human life
itself that makes the statement—words will not help.

Put it another way: the overwhelming testimony of the six million
is so strong that it all but irretrievably closes out religious language.
Therefore the religious enterprise after this event must see itself as a
desperate attempt to create, save, and heal the image of God wherever
it still exists—lest further evidence of meaninglessness finally tilt the
scale irreversibly. Before this calling, all other “religious”™ activity is
dwarfed.

But where does one find the strength to have a child after Ausch-
witz? Why bring a child into a world where Auschwitz is possible?
Why expose it to such a risk again? The perspective of Auschwitz sheds
new light on the nature of childrearing and faith. It takes enormous
faith in ultimate redemption and meaningfulness to choose to create or
even enhance life again. In fact, faith is revealed by this not to be a
belief or even an emotion, but an ontological life-force that reaffirms
creation and life in the teeth of overwhelming death. One must silently
assume redemption in order to have the child—and having the child

makes the statement of redemption. . . .

The Context of an Image of God

In a world of overpopulation and mass starvation and of zero population
growth, something further must be said. I, for one, believe that in the
light of the crematoria, the Jewish people are called to re-create life.
Nor is such testimony easily given. One knows the risk to the children.

But it is not only the act of creating life that speaks. To bring a
child into a world in which it will be hungry and diseased and ne-
glected, is to torment and debase the image of God. We also face the
challenge to create the conditions under which human beings will
grow as an image of God; to build a world in which wealth and
resources are created and distributed to provide the matrix for exis-
tence as an image of God.

We also face the urgent call to eliminate every stereotype discrim-
ination that reduces—and denies—this image in the other. It was the
ability to distinguish some people as human and others as not that
enabled the Nazis to segregate and then destroy the “subhumans”
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or were apathetic to the murder process, while perceiving themselves
as religiously observant and faithful—including those who did an extra
measure of Jew-hunting or betrayal because they perceived it as an
appropriate expression of Christian theology. Vast numbers of people
practiced religion in this period, but saw no need to stand up to or

resist the destruction process. . . .

IF “ALL IS PERMITTED,” WHAT IS THE “FEAR OF GOD”? The
Holocaust is overwhelming witness that “all is permitted.” It showed
that there are no limits of sacredness or dignity to stop the death
process. There were no thunderbolts or divine curses to check mass
murder or torture. The Holocaust also showed that one can literally get
away with murder. After the war a handful of killers were punished, but
the vast majority were not. Catholic priests supplied disguises and
passports for mass murderers to help them escape punishment. Ger-
man and Austrian officials cleared them of guilt—or imposed a few
years of prison for killing tens of thousands. Men in charge of legally
ostracizing Jews and clearing them for destruction became secretaries
to cabinet ministers. Men who owned gas-producing companies, those
who had built crematoria, were restored to their full ownership rights
and wealth. Thirty years later, an anti-Nazi woman was imprisoned for
seeking to kidnap and deliver for extradition a mass murderer, while he
went free. Austrian juries acquitted the architects of the Auschwitz gas
chambers. Ifall is permitted, why should anyone hold back from getting
away with whatever one can? The prudential argument, that it is util-
itarian not to do so, surely is outweighed by the reality that one can get
away with so much. And the example of millions continually testifies
against any sense of reverence or dignity to check potential evil.

I would propose that there is an explanation; a biblical category
applies here. Whoever consistently holds back from murder or human
exploitation when he could perpetrate it with immunity—or any per-
son who unswervingly devotes himself to reverence, care, and protec-
tion of the divine image which is man, beyond that respect which can
be coerced—reveals the presence within of a primordial awe—“fear of
God”—which alone evokes such a response.

The biblical category suggests that fear of God is present where
people simply cannot do certain things. It is, as it were, a field of force
that prevents certain actions. . . . When fear of God is not present,

there are no limits.
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RELIGIOUS AND SECULAR SELF-DEF INITION IN LIGHT OF
AUSCHWITZ. Nor can we take self-definitions seriously. During the
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lmportant' to protest the murder of Jews; only if a person b.elieves in
g:tseuzs CChnst as gkord and Savior is there a moral need to protest his
ﬁon. e :ll;e\fvielzl tC 0(31 ;uch self-definitions of religious people as reflec-
When, in May and June 1967, it appeared that another Holocaust
loomed, men of God remained silent. Pope Paul VI, moved b all sort
of legitimate or normal considerations (concern f(;r Chn’stia);l Arabss
concern for holy places, theological han -ups about secular Israel) r :
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One must fully respect the atheist’s right to hi
fieﬁnition. But from the religious perspective,gthe ;cﬁ}:)l; s(;)vgkssi'(l)f
itself. The denial of faith has to be seen as the action of one determine(;r
to be a secret servant, giving up the advantages of acknowledged faith
because at such a time such advantages are blasphemous. Perha s i;
rfeveals a deeper religious consciousness that knows there must lp;e a
silence about God— if faith in Him is not to be fatally destroyed in light
of. the Holocaust and of the abuse of faith in God expressed by a
Hlmmler. Thus, the atheist who consistently shows reverence for Zhe
image of God, but denies that he does so because he is a believer in
God, .is revealed by the flames to be one of the thirty-six righteous—
the hidden righteous, whom Jewish tradition asserts to be the most

righteous, those for whose sake the world exists. Their faith is totally
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inward and they renounce the prerequisites of overt faith; and for their
sake the world of evil is borne by God.34

THE STATE OF ISRAEL: A STUDY IN SECULARITY AND RELI-
GION AFTER AUSCHWITZ. By this standard, the “secular” State of
Israel is revealed for the deeply religious state that it is. Both its
officially nonreligious majority as well as its official and established
religious minority are irrelevant to this judgment. The real point is that
after Auschwitz, the existence of the Jew is a great affirmation and an
act of faith. The re-creation of the body of the people, Israel, is
renewed testimony to Exodus as ultimate reality, to God’s continuing
presence in history proven by the fact that his people, despite the
attempt to annihilate them, still exist.

Moreover, who show that they know that God’s covenant must be
upheld by re-creating his people? Who heard this overriding claim and
set aside personal comfort, cut personal living standards drastically,
gave life, health, energy to the rehabilitation of the remnants of the
covenant people? Who give their own lives repeatedly in war and/or
guard duty to protect the remnant? Surely the secular Jews of Israel as
much as, or more than, the religious Jew, or non-Jews anywhere.

The religious-secular paradox goes deeper still. Instead of choos-
ing to flee at all costs from the terrible fate of exposure to genocide,
instead of spending all their energy and money to hide and disappear,
Jews all over the world—secular Jews included—renewed and inten-
sified their Jewish existence and continued to have and raise Jewish
children. Knowing of the fate to which this choice exposes them (a fate
especially dramatically clear in Israel, where year after year the Arabs
have preached extermination); aware of how little the world really
cared, or cares, and that the first time is always the hardest—what is
one to make of the faith of those who made this decision and who live it
every day, especially in Israel? The answer has been given most clearly
by Emil Fackenheim. To raise a Jewish child today is to bind the child
and the child’s child on the altar, even as father Abraham bound Isaac.

Only, those who do so today know that there is no angel to stop the
process and no ram to substitute for more than one and one-half million
Jewish children in this lifetime. Such an act then, can only come out of
resources of faith, of ultimate meaningfulness—of Exodus trust—on a
par with, or superior to, father Abraham at the peak of his life as God’s
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phenomenon gives the central religious testimony of the Jewish people
today. In the Holocaust many rabbis ruled that every Jew killed for
being Jewish has died for the sanctification of the name of God. In
death as in life, the religious-secular dichotomy is essentially ended.

Dialectical Reflections on the End of the
Secular-Religious Difficulty

CONTRA HUMANISM. Once we establish the centrality of the rever-
ence for the image of God and the erosion of the secular-religious
dichotomy after Auschwitz, then the dialectic of the Holocaust be-
comes visible. Such views could easily become embodied in a simple
humanism or a new universalist liberation that is totally absorbed in
the current secular option. To collapse into this option would be to set
up the possibility of another idolatry. True, it would be more likely a
Stalinist rather than a fascist idolatry; but it reopens the possibility of
the concentration of power and legitimacy which could carry out an-
other Holocaust. We are bidden to resist this temptation. Indeed,
there is a general principle at work here. Every solution that is totally
at ease with a dominant option is to be seen as an attempt to escape
from the dialectical torment of living with the Holocaust. If you do
escape, you open up the option that the Holocaust may recur. A radical
self-critical humanism springing out of the Holocaust says no to the
demons of Auschwitz; a celebration of the death of God or of secular
man is collaboration with these demons.

CONTRA PROTEAN MAN. The fury of the Holocaust also undercuts
the persuasiveness of another modern emphasis—the sense of option
and choice of existence. This sense of widespread freedom to choose
identity and of the weakening of biological or inherited status is among
the most pervasive values of contemporary culture. It clearly grows out
of the quantum leap in human power and control through medicine
and technology, backed by the development of democratic and univer-
salist norms. It has generated a revolt against inherited disadvantage,
and even genetic or biological limitations. The freedom of being almost
protean is perceived as positive—the source of liberation and human
dignity. In light of the Holocaust, we must grapple with the question
anew. Is the breaking of organic relationships and deracination itself

Cloud of Smoke, Pillar of Fire 339

th .
e Scsholg:: n(:lf;l th}:: aftt:j(s)(l::lgythv:hfch erupted at the heart of modernity?
m € Issue in Escape from Fr -
&bﬁﬁ:ﬂfwﬂ Itil:le l:emii of D Einsatzgruppe, and OI{e of the f/ee%w?:;:
crimhats wil g ‘;) admit .frankly what he did and why—stressed the
Search fo give::re auﬁlonty and rootedness (e.g., the failure to con-
e e giver :}f well as the f'reely chosen in modern culture) as a
oy actor i ;, scope and irrationality of the Nazis’ murderous
planned t(; go gﬁ toeSall:tt'asd;nS(;a:;ttide: i:imt " Poople ot Lamel, b
‘ > Sl oups, it poses a
eq::zt;zntt;(; ttil:le creglblhty of moc!em culture itself There }{}laziil?gzz
Holocaust yet,gbz?it :rt:r(gngg :lzesﬁgzzﬁggty o edence of the
. . s . .
:;izzﬁ?n c’>If" hthe persua-siveness of the “ﬁe);:r;iajgffgle!;:g(i' ’la(:;trizflofl-
modern :}};‘e HZ ;:oncept is profoundly challenged by the Jewish expelfilj
oroc] e 1 docaust.35 F01: the demonic assault on the people of
el recogul e rt;o such choice. Unlike the situation that prevailed in
mediey Ig (:;:u ons, one 001'11d not cease to be a Jew through con-
Weaken.e : thl:v;stli)ecf, lxber.atmn turned out to be an illusion that
proasoned. ms capacity to recognize their coming fate or th
e world would not save them—because they were Jewse

CON
FLESH. This msight sso sevenes e peimy r N1 OVER THE
}::fr{:rc a(j(l)n'ceming the “Israel of the flesh” \fe(r):llxcs “’Isc::a); (?fntlill:tlsanmﬁO;
Al Cate,g (:s nc;t II;rael of- t'he spirit a more universal and more corlzlmi.t-
o Z;cide I(l)tre ;I::::-:hug]ly meaningful state, than the status con-
When absolute pov:er aros.eY:r:dthcfial?:;CE;us:) teghc? " o e
. . . 0 e 0 ’
:;:::::z: v;rj: atnut.hetlcal to its own. Israel of the ﬁes,h%;l}tsl srl::ll'es
istenoc gives s:zsthml(;ny, and therefore was “objectively” an enemy of
the to attaheniasnm ate. By the same token neither commitment to secu-
fars ;emove ﬂ; or any (?ther faith—nor even Joining Christianity—
e ¢;‘ mil:(rmsm.status of being Jewish, and being forced to
e and st d. .:aa(i e;lh_em‘l, Berkovits, Rubenstein, and others have
spoken of wase(riu . g e;lgmﬁfnn(.:e to the individual Jew by the fact
o s fate was d ecid J by his birth—whatever his personal prefer-
oo But lass thag(et;lv:aslec;’rsn:leis;t:;zrs (lllad adifferent interpretation.
‘ o . X
qthers means that the Jew is testifying. Tlﬁ:l :Zst (t)lfl' Eﬁiﬁ;ﬁﬁgﬁzg



340  HOLOCAUST

than the denial of intention to testify, as I have suggested in my
comments on fear of God above. During the Holocaust, rabbis began
to quote a purported ruling by Maimonides that a Jew killed by
bandits—who presumably feel freer to kill him because he is a Jew—
has died for the sanctification of the Name, whether or not he was
pressured before death to deny his Judaism and his God.3¢ This testi-
mony, voluntarily given or not, turns out to be the secret significance of
“Israel of the flesh.” A Jew’s life is on the line and therefore every kind
of Jew gives testimony at all times.

Israel of the spirit testifies against the same idolatry and evil.
Indeed, there were sincere Christians who stood up for their princi-
ples, were recognized as threats, and sent to concentration camps.
However, Israel of the spirit only has the choice of being silent; with
this measure of collaboration, it can live safely and at ease. Not sur-
prisingly, the vast majority chose to be safe. As Franklin Littell put it,
when paganism is persecuting, Christians “can homogenize and be-
come mere gentiles again; while the Jews, believing or secularized,
remain representatives of another history, another providence.”37 It
suggests that from now on one of the great keys to testimony in the face
of the enormously powerful forces available to evil, will be to have
given hostages, to be on the line because one is inextricably bound to
this fate. The creation of a forced option should be one of the goals of
moral pedagogy after the Holocaust. It is the meaning of chosenness in
Jewish faith. The Christian analogy of this experience would be a
surrender of the often self-deceiving universalist rhetoric of the church
and a conception of itself as people of God—a distinct community of
faith with some identification—that must testify to the world. . . .

VIII. Living with the Dialectic

The dialectic I have outlined is incredibly difficult to live by. How can
we reconcile such extraordinary human and moral tensions? The clas-
sical traditions of Judaism and Christianity suggest: by reenacting
constantly the event which is normative and revelatory. Only those
who experience the normative event in their bones—through the
community of the faith—will live by it.38 1 would suggest, then, that in
the decades and centuries to come, Jews and others who seek to orient
themselves by the Holocaust will unfold another sacral round. Men
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