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INTRODUCTION

by Robert McAfee Brown

By the time he was fifteen, Elie Wiesel was in Auschwitz, a Nazi death camp. A teacher of Talmud befriended him by insisting that whenever they were together they would study Talmud—Talmud without pens or pencils, Talmud without paper, Talmud without books. It would be their act of religious defiance.

Once night the teacher took Wiesel back to his own barracks, and there, with the young boy as the only witness, three great Jewish scholars—masters of Talmud, Halakhah, and Jewish jurisprudence—put God on trial, creating, in that eerie place, “a rabbinic court of law to indict the Almighty.”1 The trial lasted several nights. Witnesses were heard, evidence was gathered, conclusions were drawn, all of which issued finally in a unanimous verdict: the Lord God Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth, was found guilty of crimes against creation and humankind. And then, after what Wiesel describes as an “infinity of silence,” the Talmudic scholar looked at the sky and said “It’s time for evening prayers,” and the members of the tribunal recited Maariv, the evening service.

For years Wiesel lived with the tension and dilemma of that memory, pondering how to communicate its despairing solemnity. Nothing “worked.” It did not work as a novel, it did not work as a play, it did not even work as a cantata. Each successive manuscript ended up in a desk drawer. (Wiesel admits to having a large desk drawer.) Finally, he took the event out of the present, resituated it in the past, just after the widespread Chmielnicki pogroms in the years of 1648–49, and turned it into a Purimschpiel (a play to be enacted on the feast of Purim), although one written in the style of a “tragic farce.”

Purim is a festive holiday in the Jewish liturgical year.2 It celebrates a Jewish victory over anti-Semitism, recounted in the Hebrew Scriptures in the book of Esther.3 It is a baldly “secular” story, in which the name of God is never even mentioned. Since there are so few Jewish victories to celebrate, the holiday of Purim is a special favorite—a time for unabashed levity, augmented with masks, noisemakers, whistles for heroes (and heroines), boos, derision of villains as they appear in the retelling of the tale, all accompanied by lots of eating and, as becomes increasingly evident during the evening, lots of drinking. There are many Jews for whom it is a religious obligation to get drunk on Purim. Another frequent activity is the production of a play, a Purimschpiel, with an exaggerated style of humor that is by turns absurd, ridiculous, unlikely, and satirical. But as the action of The Trial of God progresses—the result is “a Purimschpiel within a Purimschpiel”—we discover that that levity can give way to deadly seriousness.

If, as David Blumenthal argues in Facing the Abusing God,4 Wiesel’s play “is a modern rereading of the Book of Job,” it is also a rereading of the book of Jeremiah, many of the Psalms, and much of the tradition, all of which are centrally expressing the cry, “Why?” Why the death of my daughter? Why the slaughter of whole towns and villages? Why the killing that is not a routine but is rather designed to prolong the suffering and pain? Why a God in whose name such things are not only done, but done exultantly? Surely any God worthy of the name would not only refuse to condone such brutality but would expend all of the divine effort necessary to bring the brutality to a halt, and initiate the work of passionate rebuilding.

The foundation of the plot of The Trial of God is best described by Wiesel himself in this bare-bones summary, which he prepared for an address given at Loyola University, in Chicago, in 1980:


What is the story? Three minstrels, three Purim spielers, come to a city called Shamgorod in the Ukraine. It is Purim eve, and they want to perform a play in order to get food and drink. The innkeeper says, “Are you crazy? Don’t you know where you are? You are in Shamgorod. There was a pogrom here last year. Everyone was killed. I and my daughter are the only Jews here. And you want to perform here?” They insist on performing and finally he says, “All right. Under one condition—that I will give you the idea. The theme will be a din torah with God, a trial of God. I want you to indict God for what he has done to my family, to my community, to all these Jews.” The hungry performers accept.

In the first act the decision is made to hold a trial. In the second act there is a problem; nobody wants to play the role of God’s attorney. In the third act we have the trial itself.5



Let us begin by examining issues raised by some of the subordinate characters and then concentrate on the clash between Berish, the innkeeper, who insistently calls God to account, and Sam, who defends God against all charges.

There is Maria, the tough and shrewd maid at the inn. When Sam, whoever he is, finally appears at the end of Act II, she screams, recognizing him as a man who came to the inn, seduced her with endearing and comforting words she was unwise enough to believe, and after he had worked his will on her, denounced her as a common slut. Her moments describing the seduction are gentle and even beautiful, for she had believed his protestations of love. The notion that this man, whom she calls “Satan,” would become the defense attorney for God appalls her, and she works, unsuccessfully, to have him disqualified. She fears that he will fool the rest of the court as he has already fooled her. Her fears are well founded.

Mendel, one of the Purim minstrels, is noteworthy for his depth and thoughtfulness, and is a natural choice to be judge at the trial of God. He is secretive about his background, and frequently asks the question, “And God in all of this?” We learn finally that, like Berish, he was one of the few survivors of an earlier pogrom in which he thinks he saw Sam.

But even he, as the play moves toward its conclusion, is mesmerized by Sam. He admires Sam’s faith when confronted with evidence capable of destroying faith. He wishes he could emulate Sam’s piety and trust. But as it becomes increasingly clear that a mob is about to break into the inn, lusting for blood, Mendel, like the other minstrels, turns to Sam for help: surely he can save them; he must be one of the thirty-six just men God has placed on earth—or at least a miracle worker, or a mystical dreamer, but clearly someone with influence in high places. Sam, of course, encourages these protestations of devotion, and not until the final words are spoken do we discover how completely the other characters—and we—have been taken in.

Wiesel, as a Jew, could have had a polemical field day letting the priest represent the church and all Christians in their complicity with the pogroms. He is content, however, to sketch a priest who on the whole is ineffective rather than deliberately evil, one who even opens himself to danger on behalf of the Jews—when it is too late. On several occasions, sensing the growing ugly mood in the town, he urges the Jews in the inn to flee while there is still time, but the advice does not carry the requisite note of urgency.

Some of his concerns appear spurious, however, for while engaging in an intense exchange with Berish, he lets down his guard and reveals an ugly anti-Semitism that clearly lies close to the surface. In a sudden change of character he spews out invective: the Jews are indicted, God has forsaken them, they are no longer God’s people, they deserve what they get. In a particularly searing exchange with Mendel, the priest declares that the Christians will be the judges of the Jews. To which Mendel responds:


That you are God’s whip, that is quite possible. But don’t be so proud of it. God is closer to the Just struck by the whip than to the whip. God may punish the Just whom He loves, but despise the instrument of punishment; He throws it in the garbage, whereas the Just will find his way to the sanctuary.6



Mendel holds onto belief in a God of justice:


Between the man who suffers and the one who makes him suffer, whom do you think God prefers? Between those who kill in His name and those who die for Him, who, in your judgment, is closer to Him? (this page)



Even granting that the priest’s intentions are sometimes honorable, he is weak when strength is called for, and equivocal when single-mindedness is essential.

On second thought, perhaps he is an appropriate symbol of a church that, in the face of evil done to others, and particularly to Jews, has often adopted timidity and equivocation as its official posture, let alone failing to rein in the mobs shouting “Christ-killers.”

It is worth remarking, at this juncture, that although the playwright is a Jew, and all the characters, with the exception of Maria and the priest are Jews, The Trial of God is not a play for Jews only. Wiesel has often been asked why he writes so determinedly about Jews, rather than about universal humanity. His answer is convincing. When he writes about Jews, he is writing about all people, for the particularity of Jewishness is in reality a vehicle through which to explore what goes on in every human heart. Let the present writer testify: when I read Elie Wiesel, I learn not only about Jews but about myself, not only about Judaism but about Christianity. And I, too, am put on trial: Do I join the outraged cry of Berish that there is indeed a “case against God” to be explored, or do I remain silent? When I discover the fragility of Sam’s “vindication” of God, do I accept the fact that I have used such arguments myself, or do I denounce them as unworthy? Indeed, confronted by the premature death of a single child, Jewish or no, do I acknowledge that it places the whole theistic enterprise in jeopardy? Or do I look for ways to bolster an already discredited defense?

Sam—we know nothing about Sam until the explosive Act III. His previous brief appearances, thanks to a handy spotlight, prepare us only to expect that he is going to be crucial to the plot line. Once on stage, he is not willing to reveal much about himself. Some of the others, however, are sure that they have seen him before. Indeed, whoever Sam is, his presence seems ubiquitous in places of evil, particularly in cities where there have recently been pogroms. Only Maria, as we have seen, is immune to his charms, and she has had to learn the hard way.

But however or wherever Sam appears, he is superb when he appears before a court of law. It is Sam who makes “the case for God,” rebutting Berish point by point. We have heard such arguments before, and perhaps even made use of them ourselves.

Once the trial is underway and Berish has made a fiery opening statement of God’s complicity in evil, Sam calmly replies that such anger and emotion prove nothing. There must be facts, data, information, otherwise there is no case at all.

Berish replies by offering facts aplenty. There were dwellings for one hundred Jewish families in Shamgorod, all destroyed. Houses of study were pillaged. Of the one hundred Jewish families who had inhabited Shamgorod, exactly two individuals survive—Berish and his daughter, Hanna, who is now insane as a result of the multiple rapes she suffered.

Sam feels no need to dispute such facts. Indeed, they can all be noted, but they provide no evidence against God. The only purpose they serve is to document certain terrible things that certain human beings did to certain others. But these are human deeds, not divine deeds. Sam smugly comments that, yes, men, women, and children were massacred, but “Why involve, why implicate their Father in Heaven?” (this page).

Very well, Berish will speak for the victims. But no, Sam counters, such “evidence” cannot be allowed either. Words from the lips of dead men are inadmissible in court. Does Berish have a pipeline to the dead? Did they give him permission to speak on their behalf? Surely, Sam responds, warming to the subject, it is more likely that if the dead are speaking at all, it is to thank that same Heavenly Father for removing them from the horrors of this world, and bringing them safely to the Heavenly Kingdom. What greater bliss could there be for humankind than immunity from the terrible things people—not God—do to one another?

And then, a strong argument from Sam: think of the Jews in times past who for centuries have been victims of pogroms and massacres, Crusades and Inquisitions. Did they renounce their faith in the face of such challenges? Did they not, on the contrary, reaffirm their faith, despite what happened, and continue to proclaim that whatever God does is right and just? Surely they have as much if not more cause to protest than Berish, and yet refuse to do so, taking their situations of extremity as occasions for praise, not complaint.

Sam emerges as the exemplary man of faith, whose trust is unshakable: “[God] may do with me whatever he wishes. Our task is to glorify Him, to praise Him, to love Him—in spite of ourselves.” (this page)

We have left to the end the outcries of Berish, who is present throughout the play and has initiated the action. The omission has been deliberate, to avoid replicating at secondhand all the tensions and exchanges that mark the play at firsthand; and also to highlight, for more careful attention, the point in the trial where Berish seems to shift ground, as well as the crucial point that Sam fails to understand:

Before the trial, Berish has voiced a number of complaints, of which the following are only a few:


To mention God’s mercy in Shamgorod is an insult. Speak of his cruelty instead. (this page)

I want to understand why He is giving strength to the killers and nothing but tears and the shame of helplessness to the victims. (this page)

Let one killer kill for His glory, and He is guilty. Every man who suffers or causes suffering, every woman who is raped, every child who is tormented implicates Him.… Either he is responsible or He is not. If He is, then let’s judge Him; if He is not, let him stop judging us. (this
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