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In memory of my dear brother
Ezra


CONTENTS

Preface

A Note to the Reader

Introduction

1   Rabbi Shapira’s Origins, Life, and Work

The War’s Outbreak

Activities During the War

2   General Characteristics of Esh Kodesh

Absence of Politico-Historical References

Teaching as Defiance: Noncontextual Derashot

Interpretive Approach

3   Writing in the Darkness

Derashot on the Creative Process

4   The Transformation of Suffering

Transforming Fear into Awe

Psychic Disintegration

Encouragement to Service

The Greatness of Israel

Mutuality and Relationship

Maintaining Joy

Overcoming Survivor’s Guilt

Balancing Humility and Pride

Self-Control in the Face of Din

Suffering as Sacrificial Offering

Preparing for Martyrdom: The World of Pure Thought

5   Faith Secure, Faith Transfigured

Faith in Deliverance

Protest within Faith

6   The Mystical Vision of Divine Weeping

Sin and Chastisement

Divine Suffering

7   Transmuting Evil

Jacob and the Struggle with Esau’s Angel

Amalek

The Serpent

Sublimating Evil into Good

Confronting and Transcending the Enemy

8   Conclusions

The Triumph of the Good

The Mutual Compassion of God and Israel

Epilogue

The Last Months

Notes

Bibliography

Index of Esh Kodesh Passages

General Index


PREFACE

My study of Esh Kodesh and Rabbi Shapira has spanned the last fifteen years. The work has provided me with a window into the spiritual vision and inner struggles of a hasidic master during his time of personal crisis and national devastation. It has also provided access to the world of Eastern European Hasidism, the richness of its life and the profundity of its thought. In the pages of Esh Kodesh I found articulated classic hasidic teachings on faith, love, and hope; the immanent presence of the divine in all reality; human dignity and Jewish nobility; the importance of caring and compassion; and the power of language and human creativity. There are also ideas that struck me, and may strike the reader, as extraordinary. Among these are: communion between the living and the dead; the contemplative transmutation of evil into good; the sacrifice of the righteous in heaven; and perhaps most striking of all, the weeping and suffering of God. Above all one notes the transparent candor and integrity that are invested in the ideas; one feels the living presence of the author pulsating throughout the text.

I found in Esh Kodesh not a tidy and systematic theological explanation of the Holocaust (is such a thing possible?) but the thoughts of an infinitely sensitive and poetic individual of faith, as he grappled with the unfolding catastrophe. Even in discourses that are nominally theoretical and abstract, one is never far from the author’s personality and spirit. It has been a privilege for me to get to know Rabbi Shapira to the extent that I have.

Rabbi Shapira was a hasidic master totally grounded in the world of tradition, and at the same time attuned to modernity. Had his life not been cut short in the way it was, he would have had more opportunity to communicate his approaches to hasidic education and inner spiritual growth, matters of great interest and significance in our own day. While his final work inevitably bears the stamp of the catastrophe that occasioned its composition, his life and thought need to be seen in the context of the rich tradition of hasidic spirituality, a tradition that preceded the period of 1939 to 1945, and will survive it as well.

There are many reasons this work was slow to reach completion. Not the least of these was my difficulty in gazing at the awesome pain of that period for extended lengths of time. The work often proceeded by off-axis vision, as a naked-eye astronomer might view a heavenly body, except that in this case the phenomenon radiated darkness rather than light. I must confess at this point my unbounded admiration for Rabbi Shapira’s achievement, for if I had difficulty confronting a topic at a remove of almost fifty years, what inner strength did it take to maintain a stable center and communicate a luminous vision of faith, while in the heart of darkness itself?

This work is based on my doctoral dissertation at Boston University (1983), where I was privileged to have Professor Elie Wiesel as my major adviser. During the time of my graduate study and in the years since, he has been my teacher and inspiration, as well as an unfailing source of guidance and encouragement. Most of all, he has shown me how one can convey the most painful of topics–as well as the most joyful–with sensitivity, insight, and respect for the student and the process of education. I am grateful to him for his confidence in me.

The initial suggestion for the topic of this work came from Professor Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, who early on recognized the significance of Rabbi Kalonymus Shapira and Esh Kodesh, encouraged me to begin my own research, and provided much helpful guidance.

At Boston University I also benefited from the help of the late Professor Nahum Glatzer, who gave freely of his time and wisdom. The dissertation was greatly enhanced by his meticulous reading and thoughtful comments.

I am grateful to Professor Steven T. Katz, editor of the journal Modern Judaism, for his good advice, gracious support, and warm friendship over the years.

Rabbi Gedaliah Fleer of Jerusalem shared freely of his rich knowledge of Kabbalah and Hasidism. His intuitive grasp of the inner life of a hasidic master was invaluable. Many of his profound insights are incorporated in this work. Thanks also to his wife, Dr. Miriam Campanini, who participated in a discussion that helped me crystallize the concluding chapter. Menachem Kalish and Deanna Douglas helped me to articulate crucial points with greater clarity.

Professor Gershon Greenberg, Professor Barry Mesch, and Dr. Naftali Loewenthal read parts of the manuscript and graciously offered helpful suggestions.

The staff of the Hebrew College Library was unfailingly helpful in obtaining books and finding bibliographic references. Special thanks to Dr. Maurice Tuchman and Harvey Sukenic.

Arthur Kurzweil of Jason Aronson Inc. encouraged this work at all stages, patiently reminded me of deadlines, and always underscored his faith in the significance of this project.

I wish to express my appreciation for the warm encouragement of my wife’s parents, Reverend Noah and Marilyn Wolff of Chicago, Illinois; for the love of my parents, Nettie Polen and the late Rabbi David S. Polen, as well as my brother Rabbi Shalom Judah Polen.

The life of my late brother Ezra taught me much about transcending suffering with quiet dignity and joyous faith. I dedicate this book to his memory.

My children, Sara Henna, Esther Rachel Emunah, and Adina Ora Naamah surrounded my computer and my life with messages of love. Finally, my wife, Lauri, was a true companion at every stage of the work, assisting with videotaping of interviews, critically reading key portions of the manuscript, prodding me on to completion, and most of all patiently enduring the inconveniences associated with the research for this work, with the faith that it would all coalesce to a worthwhile conclusion.


A NOTE TO THE READER

[image: figure]

When the Rabbi romanized his name, he spelled it as shown in the reproduction of his stationery above. In my doctoral dissertation, and in previous articles, I adapted the spelling of his name to conform with English orthography and used Shapiro. The publisher of the present work has adopted an alternate spelling and has published other works of the Rabbi using that spelling. Therefore, for this book, the Rabbi’s name will appear as Kalonymus Kalman Shapira.

*  *  *

Unless otherwise indicated, extracts are from Esh Kodesh.


INTRODUCTION

In the aftermath of World War II, a construction worker laying the foundation for a new building on the site of the destroyed Warsaw Ghetto came across a container buried in the earth. Inside were manuscripts written in Hebrew characters, which were taken to the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw. At the top of the bundle of writings was a cover letter written in Yiddish, beginning with the word AUFMERKZAM!!! [ATTENTION!] in large characters, punctuated by three bold exclamation points. The letter read:

By the grace of God. I respectfully request the honored individual or institution that will find my following writings: “Hakhsharat ha-Avrekhim” “Mavo ha-She’arim” (of Hovat ha-Avrekhim), “Tzav ve-Ziruz” “Hiddushei Torah” on Torah readings from the years 5700, 5701, and 5702 [1939-1942], to be so kind as to take the trouble to forward them to the Land of Israel at the following address: “Rabbi Isaiah Shapira, Tel Aviv, Palestine.” Please send this letter as well. When, with God’s compassion, I and the remaining Jews will survive the war, I request that everything be returned to me or to the Warsaw Rabbinate for Kalonymus. May God have mercy on us, the remnant of Israel, wherever we may be. May He spare us, grant us life, and save us in the twinkling of an eye.
       With thanks from the depth of my heart.
       Kalonymus1

The date, written under the signature, is given as “the evening before the second day of the week of Parashat Va-Era, 27 Tevet, 5703,” or Sunday evening, January 3, 1943, on the Gregorian calendar; this is a few months before the revolt and final destruction of the Ghetto in the spring of 1943.

The author, Rabbi Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira, was one of the luminous figures of twentieth-century Hasidism in Poland, a world that is no more. Known as the Piaseczner Rebbe, he was a multifaceted personality who served as hasidic master to an intellectual elite as well as to the desperately poor common folk of interbellum Poland. Famed as a pedagogue, educational theorist, and founder of ayeshivah, he was also sought after for medical advice and referrals. In the Warsaw Ghetto, as Polish Jewry went through its death agony, Rabbi Shapira continued to teach, to encourage, to give material and spiritual support, and finally to show how it is possible to maintain a radiant faith in the midst of profound darkness and despair. His last book, which he referred to as “Torah insights from the years of wrath 5700-5702 [1939-1942],” was among the manuscripts he buried in 1943. It was eventually published in Israel under the title Esh Kodesh, “Fire of Holiness.” Composed during a time of utter personal crisis and communal devastation, after he had already lost most of his family, it is the last work of Hasidism written in Poland.

The period of the Holocaust was not a time conducive to creative thought, especially religious thought. While this unfathomable period has engendered a voluminous body of religious and philosophical writings attempting to grapple with the issues it raises in all their enormity, virtually all were written after the war, when a modicum of distance and reflection were possible. For this reason, Esh Kodesh is an extraordinary document and an astonishing personal achievement. Addressing the most basic issues of faith, the meaning of suffering, the destiny of the Jewish people, and the struggle for the good in the face of the most implacable evil, it stands nearly alone as an extended religious response from within the heart of darkness itself.2

What faced Rabbi Shapira as he wrote Esh Kodesh was a confrontation between theology and history. The theology is that of Hasidism, a movement characterized by love, joy, and faith. The history is that of the Holocaust, a period saturated with torment, pain, and despair. While on the one hand Esh Kodesh may be categorized under the rubric of Holocaust literature, it must be seen most essentially as part of the theoretical literature of Hasidism.

Now hasidic literature is, on an overt level, quite indifferent to history. One would be hard-pressed to find even one instance of an early hasidic theoretical text that as much as mentions a contemporaneous event or circumstance.3 The author of Esh Kodesh attempted to follow in that tradition, at least in part. It is remarkable that one can read many passages in Esh Kodesh without gaining any idea of when and where they were written.4 Nevertheless, the history eventually intrudes–obliquely if not directly. One hears the echo of unfolding events in transformations of style, diction, and theological emphasis within the writings. The historical moment provided the intense heat and pressure that catalyzed a rapid change in the configuration of Rabbi Shapira’s thought, affecting the contours of his spiritual signature. An examination of this extraordinary shift over the short period of three years will be our central concern. Unlike many compilations of hasidic derashot, each discourse in Esh Kodesh has a clear temporal marking, enabling the reader to trace changes over time, against the background of external events.

The published text of Esh Kodesh, which first appeared in Israel in 1960, has appended to it a biographical sketch of Rabbi Shapira by Aharon Suraski, containing much information derived from survivors’ recollections and family traditions. The biographical sketch that appears here draws upon Suraski’s warm and vivid portrait; it also utilizes extensive interviews with survivors conducted for this project, as well as documentary sources.

A considerable amount of contemporaneous material discussing Rabbi Shapira and his activities has survived. In early 1940, an account of the impact of the war’s first weeks on the Rabbi and his family appeared in New York in the Yiddish-language daily Forward.5 This source (which, inter alia, mentions that Rabbi Shapira “is writing a book”) is invaluable for its depiction of the shattering personal losses he sustained at that time.

The historian Rabbi Szymon (Shimon) Huberband collected archival materials on Jewish religious life during the Holocaust, under the direction of the famed Emanuel Ringelblum, as part of the “Oneg Shabbes” project of documenting
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