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VOLUNTARY COVENANT

the world--for the crime of being. In 1941 the phase of
mass murder began.

As the atfack developed, the Nazis unleashed all-out
violence agalnst the covenant as well. The vaives and
affirrnaiions of the covenant were tofally opposed, indeed
reversed, evenas the covenani people were killed. Jewish
holy days were viclated with roundups, Aklionen, selec-
tions and evil decrees. The Warsaw Ghetlo was enclosed
onr Yom Kippur, 1940, Deporiations from Warsaw to
Treblinka dealh camp at the rale-of 6,000, ihen 10,000 a
day were begun on Tisha.B'Av, 1942, The final destruclion
of the Ghelto was scheduled for Passover, 1943. Public
prayer was prohibited in Warsaw in 1940, Keeping the
Sabbath became impossible because foreed labor was

required on that day, Education was 'forb'idden: News- -

papers were closed; libraries confiscated.”

The assaull on Jewish life and values became iotal.
Einsatzgruppen (shooting squads) were deemedtoo slow,
too costly, too problernalic. The search for cheaper,
swifter Killing methods led to use of zyklon B gas, an
insecticide, in the Auschwitz gas chambers. To bring the
cost down, the amount of gas used was cut in haif the
sumimer of 1944, This doubled the lime of agonizing death,
a death marked by asphyxiation, with damage o fhe
centers of respiration, accompanied by feelings of fear,
dizziness, and vomiting, Jews were impressed into service
1o round up other Jews for {ransport. The alleinative was
death or belng sent themselves, Parents were piited
against children and children against parents for survival.
Afoed ration of 80D calories per day-was eslablishedinthe
ghetloes, in a climale where working people need 3,000
calories per day. But the amount of food needed o supply
even the official caloric slandard was never delivered,
Kosher slaughter was banned.

The degree of success of this attack constitutes a
fundamental confradiction lo the covenant of life and
redempfion, In Kovno, pregnancy was prohibited on pain
of death. In Treblinka and Auschwitz, children were
aulomalically selecled lor gassng upon arrival {except for
sorme twins and others selected for medical experimenta-
tion). The Jewish covenant pledges that human life is of
infinite vatue, As the Killing frenzy intenslfied, thousands of
Jewish children were thrown directly into the cremaloria or
burning pils in Auschwitz fo economize on gas. Slill
another time, the gas chambers were full of adulis, so
several thousand children were gathered and burned
alive. The sonderkommando prisoner testitied about this
as follows:

When one of the SS sor of had pity on upon the
children, he would lake a child and beal the head
agains! a stone before pulting it on the pile of tire and

wood, so that the child lost consciousnass, However,
the regular way they did it was by just throwing the
children onto the pile. They would-put a sheet of
wood there, then sprinkle the whole thing with peirol,
then wood again, and pelrol and wood and peirol—
and then they placed the chiidren there, Then the
whole thing was lighted

"Coutdthere be a more tolal despair than that generated
hy the evil of children wilnessing the murder of other
children...being absolutely aware that they face the
identical fale,..there is now a-Gedforsakenness of Jewish
children thatis-the final horrer."? Does not despair triumph
over hope in such a moment?

Since there can-be no covenant without the covenant
people, is not the covenant shaitered in this event? in Elie
Wiesel's words: “The Jewish people entered into a
covenant with God. We were {o protect His Torah, and He
in turn assumes responsibility for Israel's presence inthe
world...Well, it seems, for the first time in history, this very
covenant is broken.”s? Or as Jacob Glatstein put it: "We
received the Torah al Sinaifand in Lublin we gave i
back/Dead men don't praise God/ The Torah wasgiven to
the Living."** In response fo the Desiruction of the Temple,
the Talmudic Rabbis said: “Mi Kamocha ba'ifmim
HaShem?" {"Who is like you among the sitent, O God?"}
instead of “Mi Kamocha ba'elim HaShem?" ("Who is like
You among the mighly, O God?"p* Today would they not
say what Glatstein said?

By every logical standard, Weisel and Glatstein are right.
The crisis of the covenant runs deep; one must consider
the possiblity that itis over. Had the Holocaust stood alone,
would not affirmations of the covenant of redemplion
appear 1o be mockery or ifluslon?

A. Roy Eckardt was pointed to yet another dimension of

the crisis. In retrospect, the divine assignment iothe Jews

was untenable. In the covenanl, Jews were called as
wilness to the world for God and for a final perfection. In
light of the Holocaust, it is obvious that this role opened the
Jews {o a murderous fury from which there was no
escape. Yet the Divine could not or would not save them
from this fate. Therefore, morally speaking, God must
repent of the covenant, i.e., do teshuvah for having given
his chosen people a task that was unbearably cruel and
dangerous withouf having provided for their protection®®
Morally speaking, then, God can have no claims on the
Jews by dint of the covenant.

The fundamental shift in the nature of the covenant can
be put yet another way. It can no longer be commanded.
Covenantally speaking, one cannot order another to step
forward o die. One can give an order like this to an enemy,
but in a moral relationship, one cannot demand the giving




Jfthe other's life, One canask such a sacrifice, bui one
cannol order it. To use another image of Elle Wiesel's:

when God gave us a mission, that was all right. Bul God -

tailed to tell us that it was a suicide mission >** One cannot
order anolher {0 go on a suicide mission. Out of shared
values, one can.only ask for volunteers. Similarly, God can
no ‘longer enforce of educate for ihe covenant by
punishment, The most horrifying of the curses and
punishments threalened inthe Torahfor falling o live up'io
ihe covenant pale by comparison with what was done in
the Holocaust, Al Jews now know that by keing Jewish
ihey expose nol only themselves but their children and
even grandchildren to ultimale danger and agony.s* No
divine punishment can enforce the covenant, for there is
no risked punishment so terrible that it can match the
punishment risked by- conlinuing faithfuiness fo the
covenant, if the Jews keep ithe covenant after the
Holocausi, then it can no longer be for the reason that it is
commanded or because # is enforced by reward or
punishment.

The Assumption of the Covenant

But do the Jews keep the covenant? There were a
piticant number of suicides among swrvivors who so
spaired that they could not live on without their Jost
loves, lost families, lost faith. Still olhers converted or ran
away from the Jews 1o assimilale and pass among the
Geniiles and so tried to shake off the danger and pain of
being a Jew. Bul the overwhelming majority. of survivors,
far from yielding to despalir; rebuilt Jewish lives and took
part in the assumption of power by the Jewish people. For
many of them, refusal to go anywhere bui Israel meant
years of waiting in DP camps, or a miserable riskytrip in
crowded, leaky, and unseaworthy boals to lsrael or
internment in refugee camps in Cyprus and Mauritius. Was
there ever falth like this faith?

The Jewish people overwhelmingly chose to recreate
Jewish life, to go on with Jewish lestimony afier the
Holocaust, What is the decision 1o have children but an
incredible statement of hope, of urbroken will to redemp-
tion, of belief thal the world will stilt be perfecled-—so that il
iz worth bringing a child into this world, Whenthere was no
hope, as in Kovno or Warsaw in 1843-44 the birth rate
dropped precipitously lo aralioof less than 1 io 40 deaths.
Logically, assimilated Jews should have gone evenfurther
with assimifalion ence they heard aboul the Holocaust for
thus they could try o rid themselves of the dangers of

ing Jawish. Instead, hundreds of thousands of them
opted fo become more Jewish, Committed Jews have
responded by the largest oulpouring of charly and
concern for other Jews in history. Observant, learned

Jews have recreated yeshivol and Torah study so thal

today more people sludy Torah/ Talmud full time than ever

before in Jewish history, and that includes the Golden Age
of 8pain and the heyday of East European Jewry.

VOLUNTARY COVENANT

By every right, the Jews shovld have guestioned or
rejected the covenant. If the crisis of the First Destruction
was whether God-had rejected the covenant, therrihe
crisis that opens the third stage of the covenantis whether
the Jewish people would reject the covenant. In fact, the
bulk-of Jews, observant and non-observant alike, actedio
recreate the grealest Biblical symbo! validating the
covenant, the'State of Israel, "The reborn Stafe of |5tael Is
this fundamental act of lite and meaning of the Jewish
people after Auschwitz . .. The mosl bitlerly secular atheist
involved in Israel's upbuilding is the front line of the
messianic life force struggling o give renewed testimony
io the Exodus as ullimate realify."?

What then happened lo the covenant? | submit thal its
auihority was broken®* but the Jewish people, released
from ils obligations, chose voluntarily {o take it on again.
We are living in the age of the renewal of the covenant.
God was no longer in a posilion to command, but the
Jewish people was so in love with the dream of redemp-
tion thal it volunieered o carry on its mission.

When the Jewish people accepled the covenant, they
had no way io measure what the cost might be. The
Midrash repeatedly praises the israelites’ response fo the
offer of the covenanl, "We will do and we will listen,"® as
amazing. As {he cosi of faithiulness increased, the Jews
might have withdrawn and cut their losses. In fact, in this
era, their ailhiulness proved unlimited. Their commitment
transcended all advanlages of wlilitarian considerations.
They had commitied their very being.®*

In Soloveitchik's words, the covenant furned outto bea
covenant of being, not doing ® The purpose of the Jewish
covenant is {o realize the lotal possibility of being. 1t is not
like a uiilitarian contract designed fo achieve limited ends
where, if the advantage is lost, the agreement is dropped.
The Jewish covenant is a commitment, out of falih, (o
achieve a final perfection of being. Faith sees the risks but
knows that without the risks the goal can never be realized.
Covenanted living, like marriage or having children, is an
open ended comritrient, for the risks are great and one
never Knows what pain, suffering, danger or foneliness one
is taking on. Faith in the final perfection involves seeing
whal is, bui also what could be, precisely because life is
rooted in the ground of the Divine and we do have a
promise of redemption, Out of this faith comes the
courage lo commit.

The crisis of the Holocaust was that not in thelr wildest
dreams did Jews imagine that thls kind of pain and




VOLLUINTARY COVENANT

destruction was the price of the covenant. Nor did they
realize that the covenant might unfold to the point where
God would ask them o lake full responsibilily and
unlimited risks for it. Yet, in the ultimate test of the Jews'
faithfulness to the covenant, the Jewish people, regardless
of rituatobservance level responded with areacceptance
of the covenant, out of free will and love. For some, it was
love af God; for others, love of the covenant and the goal;
for others, love of the people or of the memories of the
covenanial way. In iruth, it Fardly matters because the
fhree are inseparable in walking the covenantal way.5*

I the- covenant is nol over, then what dees the
Holoeaust reveal about the nature of the covenant? What
is the message to'us when the Diving Presence was in
Auschwitz, suffering, burning, starving yet despite the most
desperate pleas, failing fo stop the Holocaust?

The Divine Presence need not speak through prophets
or Rabbis, The Presence speaks for fiself. if the message
of the Destruction of lhe Termple was {hat the Jevs were,
calied to grealer parinership and responsibility in lhe
covenant, then the Holocaust is an even more drastic cali
for total Jewish responsibility for the covenant. lf after the
Temple's destruction, Israel moved from junior participant
to true pariner-in the covenant, then after the Holocaus,
the Jewish people is called upon to become the senior
pariner inaction. In effect, God was saying to humans: you
stop the Holocaust. You bring the redemnption. You act to
enstre that It will never again ogcur, | will be with you tolatly
in whatever you do, wherever you go, whateverhappens,
but you must do it. And the Jewish people heard this call
and responded by taking responsibility and crealing the
Slate of Istael. Thereby, the people took power into ils
hands to stop another Holocaust as best it could.

The decision to create a Jewish state is also a decision
1o creale a society and social reality in which Jews and
Jewish values direct the fundamental decisions, For two
thousand years, the Jewish witness 1o the world could only
operate on lhe verbal level, indirectly, influencing the
forces which moved the world such as Christianity, Islam,
Western cullure. Now Jewish actions can direclly affect
the historical destiny of the world. Now Jews can construct
a society that can affect olhers by example. Israel, as a
Jewish-run realily, can exemplity the joinl process of
human liberation and redemption. For example, lsrael
represents an agricullural society Lhat utilizes limited
resources, translorming desert into ferdile, productive land,
thus offering the way for the world lo overcome poverty
and hunger, Israel serves as a model of an open,
educational sociely taking a population from pre-modern
poverty and passivily and creating from it & people that
assumes responsibility and increases its dignity without
losing its past and its values. This is whal Israethas done in
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part with its Oriental Jewish immigration. Both these
models are paricularly significant for the Third World
where the bulk of humanily siruggles with the problems of
poverty, fatalism and renewal of social institutions.

Of course, the politics of oil and world rivalries have
isolated israel and reduced is influence. Also; Israel itself.
is far from perfect and has only partially succeeded in
{hese models. However, these limitations are congruent
with-the shift from powerlessness and ideal existence {o
exercise of power and the conquest of reality. Reality is
recalcitrant and.flawed, and all tiumphs.are partial and
eguivocal. It is also true that many Israelis accept the call
to prevent another Holocausi, but do not accepl the
commitment to creale a redemptive model society. In a
situation of voluntary covenant, there-cannot be one goal
imposed from above. Rather those who acceptthe calling
must persuade and influence the others 1o ake.part inihe
process,

The Jewish lradition itself has been-less helpful than it
could be because raditionalists have not fully taken up the
challenge of the new covenantal role. for Israel, Religlous
feaders have spent much energy trying to rebuild the
pre-Destruction realily rather than sanctifying the new
every day, Sometimes people say that they would respond
if only they were fo receive clear prophetic instruction®
Bui the revelation of our lifetime is so velled and
ambiguous that there is little cerlainty and few clear,
unassailable responses. This very lack of clarity is
consistent with the voluntary nature of the covenant and:
the new maturily of the people Israel. Anything clearer
might be coercive, The redemplion will become obvious
onlyTetrospectively when the Jewish people recognize it
as such. Jews must iake a more active role in discerning
the covenant's presence and in realizing its goals. Then
will the Jewish people truly have come of age in the
covenant.

Was the Holocaust Necessary?

The recognilion that consciousness of the voluntary
cavenan! grows out of the experience of the Holocaust
may lead to rnisunderstanding. This insight may be
interpreted as an affirmation of the Holocaust® Some
have argued: without the catastrophe, there would have
been no Slale of Israel. Therefore, the Holocaust is a
necessary sacrilice or blood-letiing that paves the way for
redemption. Similarly, some may think that since the
maturation of the covenant comes out of the Holocaust,
the disaster was necessary, Some may also believe that
this unfolding of the covenant is an explanalion of why the
Holocaus! happened or even some raiionale forit. { reject
these possibilities.

There can be no rationale for the Hologaust. If anyone




