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INTRODUCTION
Steven T. Katz

The selections included in this section are drawn from European and American au-
thors. The views expressed range across the entre theological spectrum from those
that are very traditional to those that conclude that the Holocaust proves God's
nonexistence. Each position is thoughttul and, in its own way, provocative. Bur all are
open to critical interrogation and various forms of rebuttal.

The responses come mainly in two forms. The first set primarily draws upon and
recycles explanatory models that have their roots in the Bible. That is, they employ
explanations that were first otfered in the Bible in response to the perennial questions
of theodicy and human suttering. Now, in the attermath of the Holocaust. these
accounts are again appealed to, with modifications. to provide an understanding of
the interaction of God and man and God and Isracl. The second set of responses is
composed of new answers that attempt to reconfigure the theological landscape in
various original ways in light of the protound theological ditficulties engendered by
the existence of Einsarzgruppen (Hitler’s murder squads in Eastern Europe) and the
death camps.

Given the importance of these positions, some old, some new, it will be of help to
readers, especially those just beginning their study of these issues, if each is described
individually with its main conceptual features highlighted.

Let us begin with an examination of the six biblical models. starting with the
tamous event of the Akedah. ““the binding of Isaac.”

1. The .Akedah: The Binding of Isaac

The biblical narrative that begins in Genesis 22:2, which reports the “*binding of
Isaac™ by his father, Abraham. in anticipation of his being sacrificed in fulfillment of
God’s command, is often appealed to as a possible paradigm for treating the Holo-
caust. Such a theological move is well grounded in Jewish tradition. especially given
its use in the medieval Hebrew martyrologies of the Crusader and post-Crusader
period (late eleventh and tweltth centuries), during which the biblical event of the
Akedalh became the prism through which the horrific Jewish medieval experience
became refracted and was made “intelligible” to Jews of that era. In these medieval
narratives, the Jewish children of medieval Europe. and more generally all the Jews
slaughtered by the Crusaders, were perceived. like [saac of old, as martyrs to God
who willingly sacrificed themselves and their loved ones in order to prove bevond
all doubrt their faithfulness to the Almighty.'

Now again, after the Holocaust, this religious model is used to describe the
victims of Hitler's crusade to make the world Judenrein. free of Jews. The great appeal
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of this dcciphcrmeilt lies in its imputation to the dead of heroism and unwavering
religious taith. Their deaths are not due to sin or ro any impertection on their parr,
nor are theyv the consequence of anv violation of the covenant. Rather. they are the
climactic evidence ot the Jews' unwavering devorion to the faith of their fathers. Just
as the Jews of medieval Europe. contronted by the Crusader bands, chose to kill their
children and die themselves” rather than convert to Christianity and save their lives,
chus affirming their beliet in the wruth of Judaism in the most dramatic and absolute
way. so. too, the Jewish people—contronted by the satanic forces ot Nazism—died as
martyts for their God. Thus. piety. not sin, 15 the key factor i accounting for the
Holocaust. God makes unique demands upon those who love Hun and whom He
loves. and as with Abraham and Isaac. so too the Jewish people m our ume responded
with fidelity and selflessness. As such. the dreadtul events become a test. the occasion
for the maximal religious service “even unto death.”

This response to the Holocaust is not without its intellectual and emotional appeal.
Yet readers should caretully evaluate its claims. and the analogies upon which it rests,
before concluding that it supplies a full “answer™ to Auschwitz and Treblinka. Students
need to think hard abourt just how exact the parallel between the Akedali and the
Holocaust is. For example. in the Akedali. it is Abraham who 1s conunanded co kill the
son he loves. In the Holocaust. Hider kills the Jews he hates. This murder creates no
emotional or ethical “problem™ tor him: he is more than happy to carrv it out.

2. Job

The biblical Book of Job, the best-known weaunent of theodicy in the Hebrew
Bible. naturally presents itselt as a sccond possible model for decoding the Holocaust.
For example, Martin Buber, Eliezer Berkovits. and Robert Gordis. all represented in
this anthology. have all discussed its relevance in the context of post-Holocaust
Jewish theology. That this should be the case is not surprising for Job provides an
inviting paradigm in that Job's suttering is caused not by his sinfulness bur rather by
his righteousness—perceived by Satan as a cause tor jealousy. Morcover, the tale ends
on a “happy ™ note: Job is rewarded by God for his faithtulness with a double blessing.
On a deeper level, of course. the issues are tar more problematic and their meaning
ambiguous. Cousider that the resolution of Job's doubts is never really clear. that
God's reply through the whirlwind (ch. 38) is. in important ways. no answer to his
questions, and perhaps most telling. that his first wife and family are sull dead chrough
no fault of their own. It is. therefore. not surprising that the ultimate meaning ot the
book is unclear and much argued about and that its applicability to the Holocaust is
much contested.

3. The "Suffering Servant™

One of the most influendial biblical doctrines framed in response to the “*problem
of evil”™ 1s that of the “suffering servant.”™ Given its classic presentation in the Book of
Laiah (especially ch. 33). the sutfering servant doctrine suggests that the righteous
vicariously suffer and atone for the wicked and hence. in some mysterious way, allay
God's wrath and judgment. thus making the continuation of history possible.

According to the majority of traditional Jewish interpreters. the suffering servant 15
the nation of Israel.” the people of the covenant. who sutfer wich and for God in the
nudst of the evil of creation. As God is long suttering with His creation. so Israel.
God's people. must be long suffering. In this. they mirror the divine in their own
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reality and. while suttering for others, make it possible for creation to endure.
Moreover. through this act of taithtulness the guildless establish a unique bond with
the Almighty. As they suffer for and with Him, He sutfers their suffering, shares their
agony, and comes to love themn in a special way tor loving Him with such tortitude
and without limut.

This theme, as already evidenced in Parts T and II of this aithology. has been
enunciated in Jewish theological \\'ﬁtihgs emanating trom the Holocaust era itself. as
well as in post-Holocaust sources. One finds it in the teachings of hasidic rebbes as
well as Conservative thinkers. such as Abraham Joshua Heschel, and Orthodox
thinkers, such as Eliezer Berkovits—Dboth of whomn are represented in this anthology.
In these modern sources it receives a classical exposition. For example, Berkovits
writes: “"God’s servant carries upon his shoulders God's dilemma with man through
history. God’s people share in all the tortunes ot God's dilemma as man is bungling
his way through toward messianic realization.”

It should also be noted that one contemporary Jewish theologian in particular has
gone beyond the traditional tframework and used the suftering servant idea to con-
struct an elaborare, very novel, reading of the Holocaust. For Ignaz Maybaum. a
German Reform rabbi who survived the war in London (and whose position is
represented in the selection ot his writing below). the pattern of the suffering servant
is the paradigm of Israel’s way in history. First in the “servant of God™" in Isaial. then
in the Jew Jesus, and now at Treblinka and Auschwitz. God uses the Jewish people to
address the world and to save it: “They died though innocent so that others might
live.” According to this decipherment of the Holocaust, the perennial dialectic of
history is God’s desire that the gentile nations come close to Him, while they resist
this call. Therefore, the special God-given task, the “mission™ of Israel, is to foster
and facilirate this relationship between God and the nations. It is they who must make
God's message accessible in terms that the gentile nations will understand and respond
to. But what language, what symbols, will speak to the nations? Not that ot the
Akedali in which Isaac is spared and no blood is shed but rather, and only, that of
the crucifixion, i.e.. a sacrifice in which the innocent die for the guilty, where some
die vicariously so that others might live.

Accordingly. modern Israel repeats collectively the single crucifixion of one Jew
two millennia ago, and by so doing again reveals to humankind its weaknesses, as well
as the need tor man to turn to Heaven for instruction and salvation. In a daring
parallelism. Maybaum writes:

The Golgotha of modern mankind is Auschwitz. The cross, the Roman gallows,
was replaced by the gas chamber. The gentiles, it seets, must first be terrified by
the blood of the sacrificed scapegoat to have the mercy of God revealed to them
and become converted. become baptized gentiles. become Christians.”

For Maybaum. through the Holocaust, the world again moves morally and
theologically forward and upward finally transcending the last vestiges of medieval
obscurantism and intolerance. the very phenomena that produced the Shoalr.

The theological deconstruction of the Holocaust using the suttering servant
model can thus be seen to be interesting as well as challenging. [Readers. however,
must pause and carefully examine the plausibility of this response—and in particular
Maybaum’s unique rendering of this doctrine—Dbefore concluding that it supplies the
needed explanation for the murder of European Jewry. And this not least because
they need to ask questions about the logic of the suffering servant thesis itself. That is.
they must caretully examine the notion of vicarious sutfering and the issues it raises
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concerning God’s activiry in history. Would God really cause the deaths of six million
people in order to make a point?

4. Hester Panim: " God Hides His Face™

The Bible. in wrestling with the problem of human suttering, appeals in a number
ot places to the notion of Hester Panim: *“the hiding of the face of God.™ This concept
has two meanings. The first, in Deuteronomy 31:17-18 and later 1 Micah 34, is a
causal one that links God's “absence” from the unfolding historical events to human
sin: God turns away trom the sinner. The second sense. found particularly in a
number of psalms (e.g., Psalms 44, 69, 88, and variants in. e.g., Psalms 9. 10, 13; see
also Job 13:24), does not relate God's absence to sin but, instead. suggests human
despair and confusion—and even protest—over His “disappearance” for no reason
that can be discerned. Here mankind stands “abandoned™ for reasons that are un-
known and unfathomable. Thus the repetitive theme of lament sounded in the
psalms: “"Why™ or “how long.” God, will You be absent? And the putting of the
bewildering question: Is it possible for God to be continually indifferent to human
attairs, to be passive in the struggle between good and evil. to be unmoved by
suffering and its overcoming?

In applying this unusual doctrine to the Holocaust. modern theologians—for
example. Martin Buber. Joseph Soloveitchik, Zvi Kolitz, and Eliezer Berkovits, all of
whom are represented in the selections that follow this introduction—are atcempting
to do three things: (a) to vindicate the Jewish people. 1.e., the death camps are not the
consequence ot sin and do not represent Divine punishment: (b) to remove God as
the direct cause of the evil, i.e.. the Holocaust is something men did to other men,
women, and children; and (¢) to affirm the reality and even saving nature of the
Divine despite the empirical evidence to the contrary. The first two points need no
turther explanation; the third does. With regard to this line of reasoning. one must
understand that the notion ot Hester Panint is not merely or only about the absence of
God bur rather, at least in specific contexts, entails a more complex exegesis of Divine
Providence stemiming trom an analysis ot the ontological nature of the Divine. In
such instances God's absence. Hester Panim, is a necessary. active condition of His
saving mercy. His “hiddenness™ is the obverse of His “long-suttering” patience with
sinners, that is. being patient with sinners means allowing sin. As Eliezer Berkovits has
argued: “One may call it the divine dilemuma that God's Erck Apayim. His patiently
waiting countenance to some 15, of necessity, identical with His Hester Panim. His
hiding of the countenance. to others.”

Then too. within the larger mosaic of human purpose. Hester Panini is dialectically
related to the fundamental character of human freedom withourt which human beings
would not be the potentdally majestic beings Judaism envisions them ro be. (I shall
return in detail to this doctrine of the absolute need for human freedom in point 6,
“The Burden of Human Freedom.™ below.) It needs also to be recognized that this
challenging notion is, at one and the same time. a proclimation of a deep religious
taith. The lament addressed to God—even while He seems absent—is a sign that God
1s and that His manifest presence is still possible. It is an affirmanion that one believes

that ultmately evil will not triumph tor God will not always “hide His face.” In chis
connection, it is relevant to note that for some contemporary Jewish theologians like
Enul Fackenheim, Eliezer Berkovits, Irving (Yitzchak) Greenberg, and Martin Buber—
all of whom are represented in the selections below—the creation of the State of
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Israel tollowing so closely upon the Holocaust 15 proot of this. In the State of Israel,
God again openly reveals His saving presence.

The theological claim that God hides His face undoubtedly speaks eloquently ro
the religious confusion of the post-Holocaust situation. Bue students should beware
of accepring it too easily as an answer to the horror of the Nazi period for, among
other reasons, it appeals to a mystery, God's hiddenness, to solve the mystery rep-
resented by the evil of the Shoali.

5. Mipnei Chatacynu: “*Because of
Our Sins We Are Punished”

In biblical and later Jewish (rabbinic) sources, the principal explanation tor human
suffering was sin. According to this view, there was a balance—established by God—in
the universal order that was inescapable: Good brought forth blessing: sin brought
retribution (see, for example, Deuteronomy 28). Both on the individual and the
national level, the law of cause and effect, sin and grief, operated. In our time, given its
undoubted theological pedigree, a number of theologians, especially those of a more
traditional bent, and certain rabbinic sages, have employed this explanation to account
for the Holocaust. The hasidic (Satmar) Rebbe, Joel Teitelbaum, for example, puts
this claim forward clearly and with certitude: “[S]in is the cause of all suftering.””

Harsh as it is, the argument that Teitelbaum (and others who share this view) make
is thar Isracl sinned “‘grievously” and God, atter much patience and hope of “‘return.”
tinally “cut off " the generation of the wicked. lt needs to be noted explicitly that
the majority of Jewish thinkers who have wrestled with the theological implications of
the Shoali have rejected this line of analysis. Still, an important. it small, segment of
the traditional religious communiry has consistently advanced 1r.

Two critical questions immediately arise in pursuing the application of this mil-
lennia-old doctrine to the contemporary tragedy of the Holocaust. The first is: What
kind of God would exact such retribution? This crucial theological issue requires close
and caretul reflection. Second, of what sin could Israel be guilty to warrant such
retribution? Here the explanations vary depending on one’s perspective. For some.
such as Rabbi Isaac Hutner and the atorementioned Satmar Rebbe. Yoel Teitelbaum.
and his small circle of hasidic and extreme right-wing. anti-Zionist tollowers, the sin
that precipitated the Holocaust was Zionism. In Zionism, Teitelbaum argued (based
on a nonbinding talmudic tradition recorded in B. T. Keruhot | 10).” the Jewish people
broke their covenant with God, which demanded that they not try to end their exile
and thereby hasten the coming of the Messiah through their own means. In conse-
quence, ‘“we have witnessed the immense manitestation ot God’s anger [the Holo-
caust].” Rabbi Humer, in the selection reproduced below, holding a similar
theological position, links the Holocaust to the instigations of the Grand Mufti of
Jerusalem who, in his view, persuaded Hitler to undertake the destruction of European
Jewry. For others on the extreme right edge of the religious spectrum. the primary
crime was not Zionism but Reform Judaism or, again, assimilation. In this equation.
the centrality of Germany as the land that gave birth to the “Jewish Enlightenment.”
Le.. the movement for modernizing Jewish beliet and practice. to Reform Judaism.
and to Nazism is undeniable proof of this causal connection.'” All these justifications
and explanations, however, must be treated with great suspicion. Readers need to
reflect on the two tundamental questions posed above when deciding whether or not
this response, which blames the victims for their own destruction. is plausible.

339
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6. The Burden of Human Freedom:
The “Free-Will Defense™

Among the theological and philosophical traditions that have been concerned to
uphold God's justice despite the manitest evil in the world, none has an older or more
distinguished lineage than that known as the “free-will defense.” According to this
argument, human evil is the ever-present possibility entailed by the reality of human
freedom. If human beings are to have the potential for majesty they must, conversely,
have an equal potential for corruption: it they are to be capable of acts of authentic
morality, they must be capable of acts of authentic immorality. Freedom is a two-
edged sword, hence its challenge and its cost. Applying this consideration to the
events of the Nazi epoch, the Shoali becomes a case of man's inhumanity to man,
the extreme misuse of human freedom. At the same time, such a position with its
emphasis on human actions does not call into question God's goodness and solicitude
tor it is man. not God, who perpetates genocide. God observes these events with his
unique Divine pathos, but in order to allow human morality to be a substantively real
thing, He retrains frony intercession. Thus, at the same time that He respects human
freedom and is long suttering wich an evil humanity, His patience results in the
suffering of others.

This defense has been advocated by a number of post-Holocaust thinkers. The
two most notable presentations of this thenie are tound in Eliezer Berkovits's Faith
after the Holocaust and Arthur A. Cohen's The Tremendim; sections from both works
are excerpted below. Berkovits has emploved it to defend a traditional Jewish theo-
logical position, while Cohen has utilized it to develop a Jewish ““process theology™
(for more on Cohen'’s view see part I, point 3. of this introduction, below). And in
both cases
Robert Gordis in his selection below—it advances a powertul theological position.
But. tor all its signiticance. it does not tully answer the problem, for God is, in some
ultimate sense. stll responsible tor creation. Thus. in the past He is said to have

as well as in the work of other thinkers, tor example. the argument of

intervened in history, e.g.. at the Exodus tfrom Egypt. but this rype of interven-
tion seems altogether absent in the case ot the Holocaust. (Yet, having said this, one
needs to consider that Hitler was deteated; his plan totally to annihilate the Jewish
people did not succeed: and after the war the State of Israel was, atter 1,900 vears,
recreated. There are those for whom any one of these outcomes, and all of them
together, may/do indicate God's active participation in history. But this is a very
complex matter that requires caretul and sustained theological reflection.) Again,
insotar as human beings are His creation, He could have given us a stronger incli-
nation tor the good. In other words, there are many possibilities, Divine and human,
that must be examined with great care before deciding to ‘adopt this theological
position as detinitive.

11

The first six theological positions that have been analyzed have all been predicated
upon. and are the extension of, classical Jewish responses to national tragedy. In the last
four decades, however. a number of mnovartive, more radical responses have been
proposed by contemporary post-Holocaust thinkers. Six. in particular. merit serious
atention.
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1. Auschwitz: A New Revelation

The first of these emerges from the work ot Emul Fackenheim, who has con-
tended that the Holocaust represents a new revelation. Rejecting any account that
analyzes Auschwitz as mipnei chatacynu (because of our sins), Fackenheim, employving
a Buberian model of dialogical revelation''—i.c., revelation as the personal en-
counter of an [ with the Eternal Thou (God)—urges Israel to continue to believe
despite the moral outrage of the Shioah. God, on this view, is always present in Jewish
history, even at Auschwitz. We do not, and cannort, understand what He was doing at
Auschwitz, nor why He allowed it, but we must insist that He was there. Equally, if
not more significant, God commands [srael trom the death camps as He did from
Sinai. The essence of this commanding voice, what Fackenheim has called the “614th
commandment” (there are 613 conumandments in traditional Judaism) is “Jews are
forbidden to hand Hitler posthumous victories.”” That is, Jews are under a sacred
obligation to survive. After the death camps, Jewish existence itself is a holy act.
Moreover, Jews are now forbidden to become cynical about the world and man. tor
to submit to cynicism is to abdicate responsibility for the tuture and to deliver the
world into the hands of the luciferian forces of Nazism. And most important, Jews are
“forbidden to despair of the God of Israel, lest Judaism perish.” The voice that speaks
from Auschwitz demands that no one assist Hitler to win posthumous victories. The
Jewish will for survival is natural enough, but Fackenheim invests it with transcen-
dental significance. Precisely because others would eradicate Jews trom the earth,
Jews are comumanded to resist annihilation. Paradoxically, Hitler makes fudaism a
necessity atter Auschwitz. To say no to Hitler is to say ves to the God of Sinai; to say
no to the God of Sinai is to say ves to Hitler.

To fully evaluate this interesting, highly influential response to the Shoali (re-
printed below), a detailed analysis of a sort that is beyond our present possibilities is
required. Nevertheless, it needs to be stressed that the main line of critical inquiry
into Fackenheim’s position—as well as that of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, who draws his
main theological argument from Fackenheim’s views (see his selections below)—
must center on the dialogical (Buberian) notion of revelation and the related idea of
commandment, as that taditional notion is here employed. One needs to ask
Fackenheim: (a) How do historical events like the Holocaust become *
(b) What exactly does he mean by the term “commandment™? And, as a related
question, one needs to ask whether one wants to make reaction to Hitler the main

‘revelatory™?

reason for continued Jewish existence. This latter topic is pursued, in particular, by
Michael Wyschograd (see his selection below?), who is highly critical of Fackenheim's
attempt to respond to the Holocaust and to justify continued collective Jewish ex-
istence on grounds other than the classical doctrines of covenant and Torah.

2. The Covenant Broken: A New Age

A second contemporary thinker who has urged continued beliet in the God of
[srael, though on new terms. is Irving (Yitzchak) Greenberg. For Greenberg, all the
old truths and certainties, all the old commitments and obligations, have been de-
stroyed by the Holocaust. Moreover, any simple faith is now impossible. The Ho-
locaust ends the old era of Jewish covenantal existence and ushers in a new and
ditferent one. Greenberg explains his radical view in this way. There have been three
major periods in the covenantal history of Israel. The first is the biblical era. What

36l
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characterizes this first covenantal stage 15 the asymmetry of the relationship between
God and Israel. The bibhical encounrer may be a covenant but it is clearly a covenant
in which “God is the imitiator. the senior partner. who punishes, rewards, and

12

enforces the punishment it the Jews slacken.”~ This type of understanding of the
relationship berween God and Israel is displaved in the crisis engendered by the
destruction of the First Temple in 386 BCE. To this tragedy. Israel, through the
biblical prophets and m keeping with the logic of this position. responded primarily
by falling back on the doctrine of selt-chastisement: The destruction of the Temple
and the consequent exile ot the nation were divine punishments tor Israel’s sinful
ways.

The second phase'” in the transformation of the covenant idea is marked by the
destruction of the Second Temple by Rome in 70 CE. The meaning adduced trom
this event by the rabbinical sages of the era was that now Jews must take a more equal
role in the covenant and become true partners with the Almighey. “The manifest
divine presence and activity [were] being reduced. but the covenant was actually
being renewed.”'* The destruction of 70 CE signaled the initiation of an age in
which God would be less manitest though still present.

This brings us to what is decisive and radical in Greenberg's ruminations, what
he has termed the “‘third great cycle in Jewish history,” which has come abour as a
consequence of the Holocaust. The Shoafi marks a new era in which the Sinaitic
covenantal relationship has been shattered. and thus a new and unprecedented form
ot covenantal relationship—if there is to be any covenantal relationship at all—must
now come into being to take its place:

In retrospect, it is now clear that the divine assignment to the Jews was untenable.
After the Holocaust, it is obvious that this role opened the Jews to a total mur-
derous fury trom which there was no escape. Morally speaking. then, God can
have no claims on the Jews by dint of the covenant."

What this means, Greenberg argues, is that the covenant

can no longer be commanded and subject to a serious external enforcement.
It cannot be commanded because morally speaking—covenantally speaking—one
cannot order another to step forward to die. One can give an order like this to an
enemy. but in a moral relationship I cannot demand the giving up of one’s life. [
can ask for it or plead tor iw—Dburt [ cannot order it

Out of this interconnected set of considerations. Greenberg pronounces the
fatetul judgmene: The Jewish covenant with God is now voluntary! Jews have, quite
miraculously, chosen to continue to live Jewish lives and collectively to build a
Jewish state, the ultimate symbol of Jewish continuiry, but these acts are. after
Auscnwitz. the result of the free choice of the Jewish people. I subnut.” writes
Greenberg. ““that the covenant was broken. God was in no position to command any
more, but the Jewish people [were] so in love with the dream of redemption that
[they] volunteered to carry on with [their] mission.”' The consequence of this
voluntary action transtorms the existing covenantal order. First, lsrael was a junior
partner, then an equal partner. Finally, atter Auschwitz, it becomes “‘the senior
partiier in action.”

In turn. Israel's voluntary acceptance of the covenant and continued will to
survive suggest three corollaries. First, this acceptance points, it obliquely, to the
continued existence of the God ot Israel. By creating the State of Israel. by having
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Jewish children, the Jewish people show that “covenantal hope is not in vain."”"!
Second, and very important, in an age of voluntarism rather than coercion, living
Jewishly under the covenant can no longer be interpreted monolithically, i.e., only in
strict halakhic (traditional rabbinic) fashion. Third, any aspect of religious behavior
that demeans the image of the divine or of people, for example, prejudice, sexism,
and oppression of all sorts, must be purged.

Greenberg’s reconstruction of Jewish theology after the Holocaust (represented
in his selection below) presents a fascinating, creative reaction to the unprecedented
evil manifest in the death camps. Whether his position is, finally, theologically con-
vincing turns, however, on (a) the correctness of his theological reading of jewish
history; and (b) the meaning and status of key concepts, such as “covenant,” “rev-
elation,” “commandment,” and the like, in his radically revisionist theological sys-
tem. For example, can the covenant made at Sinai be broken? And can a new
“voluntary covenant” really take its place? Readers will have to think caretully about
these issues before accepting or rejecting Greenberg’s position.

3. A Redefinition of God

An influential school in modern theological circles known as “*process theology.,™
inspired by the work of Alfred North Whitchead and Charles Hartshorne, has argued
that the classical understanding ot God has to be dramatically revised—not least in
terms of our conception of His power and direct. causal involvement in human
atfairs—if we are to construct a coherent theological position. According to those
who advance this thesis (represented in this collection by the thoughttul work of
Hans Jonas, Arthur A. Cohen, and Melissa Raphael), God certainly exists, but the
old-new difficulties raised by the problem ot theodicy for classical theistic positions
arise precisely because of an inadequate description of the Divine, i.e., one that
misascribes to Him attributes of omnipotence and omniscience that He does not
possess.

Jewish theologian Arthur A. Cohen, in his The Tremendin: A Theological Lnter-
pretation of the Holocanst,'® has advanced the fullest, most detailed version of this
redefinitional strategy as the most appropriate way to respond to the theological
challenges posed by the Holocaust. After arguing tor the enormity of the Shoal, i.e..
its uniqueness and its transcendence of any “meaning,” Cohen suggests that the way
out of the theological dilemma posed by the death camps for classical Jewish thought
is to rethink whether “national catastrophes are compatible with our traditional

. - - . . 19
notions of a beneticent and providential God.

For Cohen, the answer is that they are not. Against the waditional view that asks.

given its understanding ot God's action in history. ““How could it be that God wit-
nessed the Holocaust and remained silent?” Cohen would pose the contrary “dipolar™
thesis that “what is taken as God’s speech is really always man’s hearing, that God
is not the strategist of our particularities or of our historical condition, but rather
the mystery of our futurity. always our posse, never our acts.” This means that, “if
we begin to see God less as an interferer whose insertion is welcome (when it accords
with our needs) and more as the immensity whose reality is our prefiguration . .. we
shall have won a sense of God whom we may love and honor, but whom we no
longer fear and from whom we no longer demand.”*" This redescription of God
that denies that God is a direct causal agent in human attairs, coupled with a form of
the tree will defense (as seen in Cohen’s selection below), appears to resolve much ot
the theological tension created by the Tremendun,

363
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But this deconstruction of classical theism and its substitution by what Cohen
terms theological dipolarity creates its own theological ditficulties. For example, one
needs to ask: Is “God" still God it He is no longer the providential agency in history?
Is “God™ still God it He lacks the power to enter history vertically to perform the
miraculous? Is such a “dipolar™ God still the God to whom one prays. the God of
salvation? Students have to think through these and other religious issues raised by
Cohen’s redefinition of God and His role in human affairs before deciding whether
to opt tor or against his provocative theological revisions.

Hans Jonas's suggested redefinition of the concept of God (see his selection
below) emphasizes. in contradistinction to classical theological claims that the Divine
is perfect and unchanging, both that God suffers along with humankind and that
through His relation with men and women He “becomes.” That is, “the relation of
God to the world from the moment of creation. and certainly from the creation
of man on, involves suffering on the part of God.” And, at the same time: “God
emerges in time instead of possessing a completed being that remains identical with
iselt throughout eternity.™ God has been altered by—""temporalized” by—His re-
lationship with others and. in the process, has become open to human suffering,
which causes Him to suffer and to care. Moreover, insofar as God is not omnipotent,
Jonas contends that human action is required to perfect the world. “God has no more
to give: It is man's now to give to Him.”

As with the ruminations of Arthur A. Cohen. Jonas's revised conception of the
Divine is imaginative and provocative. Whether it sacrifices too much in its actempt
to make metaphysical and ontological sense of the Holocaust is the essential question
tor readers to ponder.

The third redefinition of God represented in this collection is advanced by
Melissa Raphael who, in an intriguing argument, suggests that during and after the
Holocaust the correct way to decipher the action of the Divine is through the model
ot “God as mother™ rather than through the inherited traditional idea of “God as fa-
ther.” The pauriarchal notion of God as almighty and omniscient is simply incom-
patible with what happened in the death camps. Yet, faced with this jarring fact, one
need not give up beliet in God altogether. Rather, one should retashion one’s under-
standing ot God in the image of a caring, suffering, loving—but not omnipotent—
mother. Calling into use the traditional rabbinic notion of God's presence in the
world as being associated with teminine auributes—this divine presence being
known among the rabbis and Jewish mystics as the Shekhinah—Raphael advances the
proposal that we should continue to believe in a God who “all the while secretly
sustains the world by Her care.”

Raphael's proposed revision is undoubtedly suggestive, even profoundly ap-
pealing m many ways, burt there remains the tundamental theological question: Will
the concept of "God as mother™ be able to answer all the problematic metaphysical
and ethical conundrums produced by the “tinal solution™ betrer. i.e.. both more
mclusively and more conclusively. than prior patriarchal accounts of the Divine? Or,
like Cohen’s and Jonas's views, does her revisionist position sacrifice too much
theologically and metaphysically in order to retain some very much reduced role for
God in human attairs?

+. God Is Dead

It 15 natural that many should have responded to the horror of the Holocaust with
unbeliet. How, such individuals quite legitimately ask. can one coutinue to believe
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in God when God did nothing to halt the demonic tury of Hider and his minions?
Such skepticism usually takes a nonsystematic, almost intuitive form: I can no lon-
ger believe.” However. one contemporary Jewish theologian, Richard Rubenstein,
has provided a formally structured ““death of God'™” theology as a response to the Shoal.

In Rubenstein’s view (represented in the selections below), the only honest response
to the death camps is the rejection of God. “God is dead.” and the open recognition ot
the meaninglessness of existence. Qur life is neither planned nor purposetul. History
reflects no Divine will, and human affairs reveal no Divine concern. In light of the
Holocaust, human beings must now reject their illusions and recognize the truth: that
life is not intrinsically valuable and that the human condition reflects no transcenden-
tal purpose. All theological “rationalizations™ of the Holocaust pale before its enormiry
and, for Rubenstein, the only reaction that is worthy is the rejection of the entire
inherited Jewish theological framework: There is no God and no covenant with Israel.

Humankind must, after Auschwitz, turn away from transcendental myths and face
its actual existential situation honestly. Drawing heavily upon the atheistic existen-
tialists, Rubenstein interprets this to mean that in the face of the world’s inherent
nihilism, if there are to be any values, individuals must tashion and assert these values;
in response to history’s meaninglessness. human beings must create and project what
meaning there is to be.

Had Rubenstein merely asserted the death of God, his would not be a Jewish
theology. What makes it “Jewish™ are the implications he draws trom his radical
negation with respect to the people of Israel. It might be expected that the denial of

‘God’s covenantal relation with Israel would entail the end of Judaism and so the end

of the Jewish people as a meaningtul collective. From the perspective of traditional
Jewish theology. this would certainly be the case. Rubenstein, however, again inverts
our ordinary perception and argues that with the death of God. the existence of
“peoplehood,” of the community of Israel. is all the more important. Now that there
is nowhere clse to tum for meaning. Jews need each other all the more in order to
create meaning: ““[It is precisely because human existence is tragic, ultumately hopeless,
and without meaning that we treasure our religious community.”>" Though Judaism
has to be ““demythologized,” i.e.. it has to renounce all of its traditional metaphysical
doctrines as well as its normative claim to a unique “chosen status.” at the same time it
paradoxically gains heightened importance in the process.

Rubenstein’s position is certainly challenging. however it is not free of philo-
sophical and theological ditficulties. Students need. for example, to evaluate his criteria
and method. That is, they have to ask whether the question of God's existence
or nonexistence is subject to empirical confirmarion. as Rubenstein believes. Again.
it historical events like the Holocaust count against God’s existence, do positve events
like the creation of the State of [srael count as evidence for God's existence? (Com-
pare. for example, the argument linking the Holocaust and the State of Israel made in
the readings by Joseph Soloveitchik and Irving Greenberg.) Asking these questions, we
begin to see that judging God's existence or nonexistence is no simple matter. Then.
too. are Rubenstein's proposals for the need tor a Jewish community in a world without
God reasonable? Why, tor example, should Jews not find the now-constructed meaning
of their lives outside the confines of Jewish peoplehood and communicy?

5. An Ethical Demand

Two thinkers represented in this collection. Emmanuel Levinas and Amos
Funkenstemn, reject. in ditferent ways and for different metaphysical reasons. the
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classical theologies and theodicies that would defend God and His justice despite the
gas chambers and crematoriums. And both urge that rather than upholding theo-
logical doctrines that have been rendered “indefensible™ by the Halocaust—rwhae
Levinas in a telling phrase describes as “uscless suffering™*—the primary, absolute
demand ot our post-Holocaust era is the defense of the ethical obligation that human
beings owe to one another. As Levinas explains:

[ The sutfering for the useless sutfering of the other person, the just suftering in me
for the unjustifiable suffering of the other. opens upon the suttering che ethical
perspective of the interhuman. ... It is this attention to the other which, across the
cruelties of our century—despite these cruelties, because of these crueltes—can
be atfinmed as the very bond of human subjectivity. even to the point of being
raised to a supreme ethical principle—the only one which it is not possible to
contest—a principle which can go so far as to command the hopes and practical
discipline of vast human groups.

Levinas. while not denving the existence ot God, stresses the obligations thar one
human being has a priori to another human being, i.e.. simply by virtue of being
human. Whether one is a thewst or not. the tundamental human requirement atter
Auschwirz is caring tor the other. Likewise. Funkenstein advances the pnimacy of the
ethical as the appropriate response to the Shoalt while arguing for a more negarive
theological position that denies the existence of God.

This position, i.e.. the requirement that we first pay attention to ethics for, at
Auschwitz, we saw what the disregard of the ethical permits, is appealing bue raises, in
rurn, a number of deep, interrelated questions: What 1s the ground of the ethical?
What is the source of ethical obligation? Who or what is the guarantor of the value of
the ethical? Can there be truly binding ethical obligations without religious sancrions?
These are very profound questons that cannot ultimately be evaded. To propound
a priori the primacy of the ethical is merely to stipulate the conclusion, not to prove it.

6. Mystery and Silence

In che face of the abyss. the devouring of the Jewish people by the dark forces of
evil incarnate, recourse to the God of mystery and the endorsement of human silence
are not unworthy options. There are. however. two kinds of silence, two kinds of
employment ot the God of mystery. The first is closer to the attitcude of the agnostic:
I cannot know.”" and hence all deeply grounded existential and intellectual wrestling
with the enormous problems raised by the Shoali are avoided. The second is the
silence and mystery to which the Bible points in its recognition of God's elemental
otherness. This is the silence that comes after struggling with God. atter reproaching
God. after feeling His closeness or His pamntul absence. This silence. this mystery,
does not attempr to diminish che tragedy by a too quick. too gauche answer, vet
having followed reason to its limits. it recognizes the limits of reason. One finds this
attitude more commonly expressed in the literary and personal responses to Ausch-
witz by survivors than in technical works of theology. For example. it is preeminent
in the work of Elie Wiesel (see the final selection in this volume) and Andre
Schwarzbart. as well as in the poeuy of Nellie Sachs. Assuredly. there is great difh-
culey in ascertaining when thought has reached its limit and silence and mvstery
become the proper position to adopt. but. at one and the same time. there is the need
to know when to speak in silence.
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Still. it should be acknowledged that silence, too, can be problematic for if
employed incorrectly, or too casually, or too universally, as a—or the—theological
response to the Shoah, it removes the Holocaust from history and all post-Holocaust
human experience. And by doing so, it may produce the unintended consequence of
making the Holocaust irrelevant. If the generations that come after Auschwitz cannot
speak of it, and thus cannot raise probing questions as a consequence of it, then it
becomes literally meaningless to them.

111

One additional independent issue that should be briefly explored in an introduc-
tion to post-Holocaust Jewish theology is that of the “uniqueness™ of the Holocaust.
This topic, this claim (and the denial of this claim) has plaved a considerable role in
the theological debate concerning the implications of the destruction of European
Jewry. In this connection, two ditterent concerns arise. First, there is the historical-
philosophical question: Is the Holocaust unique? Second. there is the related, but
separate, question: If the Holocaust is unique what, if any, theological implication(s)
does this have? To answer the first question—""Is the Holocaust unique?”"—ve have,
of necessity, to delineate the conditions that we hold make this event singular. Thus,
we have to be able to show that the Holocaust is unique with respect to specific and
identifiable conditions. Unless we can do this, the claim that the Holocaust is unique is

either just a rhetorical assertion or a historical claim that no one need accept and which
may even be false.

Having considered this issue elsewhere in detail,* 1 suggest the following way
of proceeding. First, I would argue that the required individuating criteria, if there
are such criteria, are not moral or metaphysical. That is. it is not the case that the
Holocaust is more evil than certain other events, or that God caused the destruction
in some special wayv. I would also eschew all questions that raise the issue of “who
suttered most.” There is no way to quantify and compare the suffering of. for ex-
ample, Africans enslaved in the enterprise of New World stavery, Native Americans
subjugated and brutally mistreated by their European conquerors and colonizers,
Armenians murdered in World War I by the Turks, inmates of the Gulag, and victins
in Nazi death camps. Instead, I propose that the criteria of uniqueness that we employ
be phenomenological. And, on the basis of such cricerta, [ would argue that. in fact,
“The Holocaust is phenomenologically unique by virtue ot the fact that never before
has a state set out. as a matter of intentional principle and actualized policy, to an-
nihilate physically every man. woman, and child belonging to a specific people.™
This conclusion entails that the Holocaust would not be the Holocaust if the property
of “intendonally pursuing the physical annihilation of a people withour remainder”
were not present. Likewise, other occasions of mass death that lack this necessary
intent (to murder an entire people without remainder) are not comparable to the
Holocaust, at least not as regards this property. Certainly a tull description and analysis
of the Holocaust would include consideration of such elements as technology. bu-
reaucracy, dehumanization. and the like in the destruction of European Jewry. But
the presence of these complementary phenomena without the property of genocidal
intent would not, in my view. be sufficient to establish either the character of the
Shealr as such nor. 1n particular. its uniqueness. One might wish to argue with this
conclusion and the criteria used to reach it but to do so one must have detailed
knowledge of the historical cases to which the Holocaust is being compared. as well
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as sound philosophical reasons tor proposing other criteria by which to measure and
decide tus matrer.

Now I turn to our second interrelated query: Does this matter theologically?
Given how I have defined the concept ot “"uniqueness.’” it is not at all clear to me that
there is a direct, and preferred, theological meaning to be drawn from the excep-
tionality of this event. In dealing with and respondmg to the mulriple epistemological
and metaphysical issues that are here relevant. both the theological radicals, e.g.,
Richard Rubenstein. Arthur A. Cohen. and Irving Greenberg. and the theological
conservatives, e.g., Eliezer Berkovits, Joseph Soloveitchik, Isaac Hutner, and the
Satmar Rebbe, have all run ahead ot the available evidence to reach conclusions that
are neither epistemologically nor intellectually persuasive.

At present, almost.any responsible theological position appears to me to be com-
patible wich the singularity of the Shoalr. Religious conservatives, who intuitively
reject claims for the uniqueness of the Holocaust on the usually implicit grounds that
such an unequivocal conclusion would necessarily entail ominous alterations in the
inherited normative 11 elranschainig, are simply mistaken. The fact is that the theo-
logical radicals who hold that the singularity of the Shoalt necessarily entails religious
transformations, and within Jewish parameters hafakfiic (religious-legal) changes, have
not shown this to be the case. They have merely assumed it to be so, positing the
“required changes” they take to be obligatory without providing either fialakhic or
philosophical justificanon for such innovations. The matter of whether the Shoah
necessarily entails any religious changes regarding Jewish practices and behaviors
remains an open one.

Conclusion

The death camps and Einsarzgruppen do challenge—even while they do not neces-
sarily falsity—traditional Jewish theological claims. However. just what this challenge
ultimarely means remains undecided.
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