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as the ability to master relevant parts of
the environment and the confidence that
our actions make a difference for ourselves
and others.”

Lou Jacobs, LCSW

Executive Director

Jewish Big Brother and Big Sister League
Baltimore

Against the Apocalypse: Responses to
Catastrophe in Modern Jewish Culture, by
David G. Roskies. Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, 1984. 374 pp. $9.95
(paper).

A $ We try to grasp the enormity of
the Holocaust, we often accept its

uniqueness uncritically and ignore the vast
literature pre-dating the Holocaust which
comprises a history of Jewish tragedy. This
significant corpus indeed seems to an-
ticipate the Holocaust.

Dr. David Roskies, Associate Professor
of Jewish Literature at the Jewish Theolog-
ical Seminary of America, challenges this
apocalyptic nature of the Holocaust and
Places it within the context of centuries-
old Jewish literary responses to the perse-
cutions, pograms and other communal
catastrophes.

Winner of the 1984 Ralph Waldo
Emerson Award of Phi Beta Kappa,
Against the Apocalypse is a masterful
work. There will be few opportunities to
read a book as elegantly and movingly
written.

Roskies weaves an extensive and learned
literary history of fesponse to catastrophe.
He challenges our assumptions on the
uniqueness of the Holocaust in his thesis.
“History,” he writes, “has conspired with
literature to repeat the patterns of perse-

cution . . . everyone could recognize the
unprecedented horrors as something already
experienced. The greater the catastrophe,
the more the Jews have recalled the an-
cient archetypes.”

For the writers and the thinkers of each
generation, historical continuity provided
emotional security by placing their par-
ticular tragedy in historical context. They
were able to experience tragedy, write
about it, respond to it, and then move
beyond it with a renewed commitment to
life and community.

According to Roskies, we have survived
throughout our history not only because
of our power of remembrance, but also
because we have been able to call upon
our historical awareness to respond to
tragedy and withstand the onslaught.
There was a sense among Jews that as real
as the destruction before them was, there
Wis a ceitainty and faith as well that the

Jewish people would survive and endure.

In addition, Agarnst the Apocalypse
helps put our discussions and debates on

“Jewish continuity” into petspective. With
the Emancipation of the 19th Century, the
assimilation and acculturation of most of
20th Century Jewry, and our lack of fluen.
¢y in Yiddish and Hebrew, this literature
has been lost to us. It is because we have
no sense of literary and historical continuj-
ty that the Holocaust has “become the
cruicible of our culture.” Roskies argues
that, “of all Jewish traditions, response to

catastrophe remains the most viable,
coherent, and convenantal.” His work
returns the literary and historical context
to us.

Roskies also explores the role of mourn-
ing in the Jewish tradition and the very
important limitations which were designed
to prevent excessive personal and national
mourning.

1. The observance of days of mourning
and fasting as well as celebration of the
normalcy are vital to Judaism. Our ten-
dency to ignore or make irrelevant the
observance of Tisha B’Av or the Fast of
Esther causes an imbalance in Jewish
expression.

2. Our days of fasting and mouring are
intended “to bring the individual into the
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collective memory of the people of Israel’s
historical tragedy.”

3. Limits were set to mourning to pre-
vent the development of extreme asceti-
cism or a cult of death.

“What the rabbis did,” Roskies writes,
“was to incorporate the high and low
points, the fasts and the festivities, into a
-permanent tension within the liturgical
calendar, which in turn becomes its own
self-regulation mechanism.”

Finally, Roskies recognizes in the history
of the literary response a communalization
of memory and remembrance. Roskies
notes that, “one rule was rarely vio-
lated . . . the literature did not treat the
individual victim as worthy of memoriali-
zation.” There are no individual heroes in
the observance of our fast days that com-

pare with Catholic martyrs and saints. Our
tragedies are observed as collective
disasters.

As Roskies concludes, “it has been the
Jews’ ability, in the midst and in the wake
of apocalypse, to know the apocalypse, ex-
press it, mourn it, and transcend it.”

Against the Apocalypse is testimony to
the enduring importance of collective
memory and individual remembrance. It
is a testimony to the power of the Jewish
literary tradition to give hope to the

Jewish people in the face of adversity.

Rabbi Paul David Kerbel
Nevey Shalom Congregation
Bowie, Maryland
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