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God’s purpose in destroying the community of Vilna was perhaps to hasten the

redemption, to alert whomsoever might still be alerted that there is neither refuge nor
hope for life in Exile. The Vilna community had served as a model and exemplar of a
Jewish settlement in Exile with its own distinctive culture. Many, oh so many, did not
perceive the net that lay hidden within this culture. And now the fortress of exilic

Judaism has been breached, its temple has been destroyed forever.

But if we take a hard look we can see that it was necessary for the destruction to come

from without. The fortress had already been destroyed and laid waste from within. Vilna

had put up no resistance to the assimilation and the obliteration of the Jewish character,

had not stood up to the spiritual destruction decreed by the Red conquerors.

The death of Rabbi Chaim Oyzer Grodzenski on the very day that the Reds entered
Vilna...can serve as a symbolic sign. The funeral...brought out tens of thousands of Jews
-- one might have thought it was a veritable demonstration of Vilna Jewry behind the
hearse of its most distinguished son, the Vilna Gaon’s truest disciple, who displayed its
honor and beauty for all the world to see; a last demonstration of Vilna yiddishkayt, a

vain attempt to prove that it still lived. But this proved be its last manifestation.

(I confess that it wasn’t until I looked into Chaim-Oyzer’s archive that I apprehended a
little something of his greatness.) Our world of freethinkers, separated from him by ten
thousand walls, also gained sustenance from his glory, and lived thanks to this cracked
vessel, which is to say, the cracked vessel of traditional Judaism. And together we were
all of us smashed, as it is written [Isa. 31:3}, the helper shall trip and the helped one shall
Jall [for “Oyzer” in Hebrew means: Helper]. I do not know for certain, but I want so
much to believe that somewhere, in the mystical recesses, somewhere in the depths of the
true believers, those spiritual giants, a hidden protest lay aburning, and that they were yet
contemplating to carry out acts of Kiddush Hashem, [as it is written,] The remnant of
Israel shall do no wrong [Zephania 3:13], save for those [of their number] who had
succeeded in ﬂeeing overseas. But from the outside -- from the outside it appeared as if

the Satanic Force had scored a complete and total victory, once and for all....

And later, when the full [Nazi] evil was revealed, and the decree of total annihilation was
enacted in full -- must we not admit that God, in his beneficence to the Jews of Vilna,

reserved for them a beautiful death? [As David said to Gad,) “Let us fall into the hands

of the LORD:;...and let me Vnot fall into the hands of men” [2 Sam. 24: 14]. A martyr’s
death is preferable to becoming degenerate. And if the Old Synagogue was laid waste,
and all that remained was a heap of stones and bare walls, is that not a better fate than that
young profligates appear who desecrate her sacred objects and tumn her into a theater or
museum? For the very stone of these walls absorbed the prayers and sighs of our
ancestors, their supplications for redemption, which ascend like an offering upon the
altar. And we will be reminded of them whensoever we long for the stones of our
homeland, and we will take them into our hearts, and pass their memory on to our
children and children’s children in our liberated Zion. And these undesecrated stones wiil
serve as a memorial to our Exile, for their merit was not to have been desecrated through
the hands of their own children, by those who had once built the walls, but rather, through
the hands of a savage nation, acting as the emissary of God. May their sacred memory
serve to sweeten and soften our hearts, to recall and to guide the way for the children of

Abraham.



