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“Kotso shel Yud”
(“The Tip of the Yud”)

Stanley Nash

The Hebrew epic poem “Kotso shel Yud,” “The Tip of the Yud,” writ-
ten by Yehudah Leib Gordon (1830-1892) in 1875, is the best-known
work of the Haskalah, the Hebrew Enlightenment period, and it is
a principal, hitherto untranslated, document for Jewish “feminist”
research. The poem is a powerful indictment—a satire' and, hence,
by definition, an exaggerated and one-sided indictment—of the
status of women within Judaism. Gordon began working on this
poem at least as early as 1870, according to his correspondence with
the highly educated Miriam Markel Mosessohn and her husband
Anshel Markel? Miriam Markel, a writer and translator, was re-
markable for her command of Hebrew during an era when Jewish
women, if they were educated, were more frequently fluent in
Yiddish or Russian. It was in 1868, during the height of the nascent
modern Hebraist struggle to bring rabbinically dominated Judaism
into consonance with the needs of modern Jewish life (milhemet ha-
dat ve-ha-hayyim), that Miriam Markel sent Gordon a portion of her
rendering into Hebrew of a book in German about Jewish history.
Gordon was so impressed by Markel that he decided to dedicate
“Kotso shel Yud” to her. In that same period Gordon wrote journal-
istic pieces, suchashis “Binah le-To’ei Ru ‘ah,” “Enlightenment for the
Intellectually Misguided,” in Ha-Melits, 1871, where he penned
such lines as:

Is it really such a good thing...that Jewish girls should grow up
without any training or education—they who are going to be the
mothers of children and homemakers; and how will they rear their
children when they themselves received no rearing in their youth?”

STANLEY NASH, Ph.D. (JTS67) is a rabbi and Professor of Hebrew Literature at the
New York campus of the Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion.
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It is clear that Gordon was mindful of the larger, more positive,
profile of the attitude toward women in Judaism. We know this
from his letter to Miriam Markel, in which he writes that Judaism
could boast its great heroines and positive role models such as
“Miriam, Deborah, Hannah and Abigail...Judith, Esther and Bruri-
ah” and that

in our nation these false views [about the inferiority of women]
never struck root and Jewish wives never fell below the level of
their husband: our ancestors did not lock up their wives and
daughters and they did not imprison their spirits, inasmuch as [this
spirit] is a gift from God...and on the [messianic] day that the earth
will be filled with wisdom the prophet promises us that our sons
and our daughters will prophesy and in those days to come, even
upon maidservants will God pour out His spirit; because gender
differences exist only in human bodies, but the spirit obtains for
both male and female alike. *

Notwithstanding Gordon’s awareness of the more balanced ap-
praisal that Judaism deserves on theissue of women, Gordon clearly
saw that there were enough serious abuses at least potentially capa-
ble of being implemented under rabbinic law and particularly, with
the widespread prevalence among Jews of woefully benighted soci-
etal attitudes, to merit Gordon'’s scathing portrait of the plight of
his luckless fictional heroine Bat-Shua in Kotso shel Yud. Gordon
keenly felt the need to dramatize the inequities of Jewish law, and
he testified to having written this poem “with blood and tears.”* He
attested that it would be enough for him if this poem

will in the future save one Jewish woman from being doomed
forever through the lack of knowledge of grammar and Bible
among the Rabbinic authorities, even in matters that school chil-
dren are familiar with.®

In the intensity of his work, Gordon mirrored trends then current
among Russian writers, such as the poet N. Nekrasov and the novel-
ist N.G. Chernyshevsky, toward the amelioration of the plight of
women.®

As Ben-Ami Feingold points out in his masterful study of “Kotso
shel Yud,” Gordon's very first chapter presents his ideological target
as a caricature in a string of intensifying “comic-grotesque” char-
acterizations. Judaism views the “Hebrew woman” “like a menstru-
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ant woman,” “an idol-worshipper,” “a slave,” “a hen,” “a whore,”
“an object.” He purposely debases his rhetorical-linguistic register
to include words such as “nakedness,” “monster,” “excrement,”
and “the snake’s pollution.” Gordon employs a distinctively “satir-
ical-rhetorical strategy.” From the very outset, says Feingold, Gor-
don employs the technique of “demeaning his ideological opponent
a priori,” thereby subtly introducing a

7w

system of norms...into the vantage-point of the reader. Thus the
characterization of the satirical object is accepted as if it were part
of an objective description of the world and not the result of
tendentious hostility.”

Furthermore, by turning to thereader in afamiliar way in the second
person, Gordon gives the impression of having an intimate conver-
sation with him, inviting him to share in his impressions of his tragic
subject.

The hyperbolic second chapter highlight’s the aristocraticnature
of Gordon’s heroine. This, t0o, is a continuation of Gordon’s thrust
toward caricature, for Bat-Shua emerges as something of a demi-
goddess who becomes defiled by contact with the real world—in
this instance, the world of Judaism. This epic poem resembles the
allegoristic style of writing that typified the earliest works of the
Haskalah with an admixture of publicistic militancy.

In spite of its use of stereotypes, Kotso shel Yud contains a certain
delicacy of portraiture that invites the reader’s empathy. In the
words of one critic, itis a “novel in verse.” Set against the backdrop
of the coming of the railroads, it fleshes out a picture of'societal
change that helped to sound the death knell of the shtetl. The char-
acter of Fabi as the new Jewish man affords a picture of new possi-
bilities for the Jews in European society. But the stultifying baggage
of the traditional patriarchal society—with its prejudices and super-
stitions—threatens to anchor the Jew to his past, just as “the an-
chored Jewish woman,” the agunah, can never escape her fate. Gor-
don'’s occasional asides in which he reflects on the broader impli-
cations of the miniature “soap opera” taking place before our eyes
projecthis story ontoa wider canvas. One aside is during Bat-Shua'’s
wedding ceremony at her arranged marriage:

But what is that gut-wrenching groan
That rivets our ear more than the tumult of the timbrels?
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“Thatis not the sound of a groan but rather the sound of the glass
Being smashed in remembrance of the destruction of Jerusalem.”
The city’s destruction we remember for thousands of years
But to the destruction of our people we harden our hearts,
And with the clatter of the ceramics

we break on the wedding day
We do not hear the screaming of our children

who are to come after us.

Thesecond memorable aside is when Bat-Shua and Fabi are wait-
ing for the messenger to bring the get, the bill of divorce, from Hillel.
Gordon notes in a somewhat understated, but nonetheless surpris-
ing, way: “And as the Eternal People [the Jews] await the Messiah’s
arrival,/ So did the two of them await the day of the courier’s com-
ing.” In Hebrew the rhymes accentuate the fatalistic pathos of these
two asides. The first aside critiques Jewry’s addiction to mourning
and its proclivity for becoming mired in the past. The second paro-
dies the Jews’ quietistic awaiting of the Messiah. Both passages hint
at Judaism’s chronic resistance to change, an inertia that renders
dubious much of the Jewish enterprise on both the personal and
national levels. And yet, the dramatic power and prophetic temper-
ament that come through in this epic poem stir the reader to a sense
of anger and frustration that are a stimulus to effect change. And
that, of course, was Gordon’s professed hope in his recourse to
satire. In one memorable comment, Gordon made a pun on the
words “satirah” (M'©RD), “satire,” and “setirah” (7°nY), “demo-
lishing,” with the intent of a thoroughgoing rebuilding and restruc-
turing of Jewish societal attitudes.

Even Gordon’s harshest critics, such as Reuben Brainin, who felt
that Gordon’s portraiture was not sensitive or realistic, succumbed
to the charm of his character portrayals in “Kotso shel Yud.” There is
a quality of sincerity and deep caring that comes through in this
work, and those who read it in an engaged manner, and also take
intoaccountits differences in genre and style from our own day, will
enjoy a very special esthetic and ideological literary experience.

A Note on the Translation

The translation of “Kotso shel Yud" offered here is almost entirely
literal with only an occasional archaism or alliteration attempted to
parallel the highly stylized Hebrew original. By and large, the
purpose of the English rendering is to enhance access to this great
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poem both for potential Hebrew readers and for those English read-
ers interested in getting as close as possible to the content and mean-
ing of the text. I have made no pretense of demonstrating the type
of literary virtuosity necessary to do justice to Gordon’s poem. It is
my hope that with the help of my translation future writers will try
their hand at rendering a poetic translation of this gem of the Has-
kalah period, aliterary era, which s, in terms of the amount of mate-
rial translated, the most neglected of all areas of Hebrew literature.

Notes

1. See the amply referenced article by Ben-Ami Feingold, “Kotso shel
Yud - Anatomiyyah shel Satirah,” Mehgerei Yerushalayim be-Sifrut
‘Ivrit, 11 (1983), 73-104 and see Michael Stanislawski, For Whom Do I
Toil? Judah Leib Gordon and the Crisis of Russian Jewry (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988), pp. 127-28.

2. Yosef Klausner, Historiyyah shel ha-Sifrut ha-"Ivrit ha-Hadashah (Jerus-
alem: Achiasaf, 1963),1V, 344-45. And see Carol B. Balin, To Reveal Our
Hearts: Jewish Women Writers in Tsarist Russia (Cincinnati: Hebrew
Union College Press, 2000), p. 13ff.

3. Klausner, Historiyyah, IV, 344-45. Cf. Stanislawski, ibid.

4. Klausner, ibid., p. 363.

5. Ibid. .

6. Seeespecially, N.G. Chernyshevsky, What Is to Be Done? [Russian orig-
inal, 1864] (New York: Random House Vintage Books, 1961).

7. Ben-Ami Feingold, ibid., pp. 83-84.
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Hebrew woman, who knows your life?

You were born in obscurity and in obscurity will you depart,
Your woes and your joys, your hopes and desires

Are born within you, and inside you they die.

The earth and its fullness, all pleasure and comfort

Are vouchsafed to daughters of other nations.

But the life of a Jewess is perpetual servitude,

Never leaving her store to go one place or another;

You conceive, give birth, you nurse, you wean,

You bake and you cook, and prematurely — you wither.
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And so what if you were graced with a feeling heart and beauty,
If the Lord gave you talent and intelligence!

For you, knowledge of Torah is a taint, beauty a detriment,

For you, all talent is a deficiency, all knowledge a drawback,
Your voice is indecency, your hair, a horror;

And whatare you in your entirety? A vessel of blood and excrement;
Ever since Genesis, the snake’s pollution rests inside you*

And like a menstruant woman, your people expel and banish you
From the house of schooling, from the sanctuary of the Lord

And from places of rejoicing — to express only lamentation.

* According to one tradition Eve had intercourse with the serpent.
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It is best for you that you know not your ancestors’ language
That the house of your God is shut in your face,

For now you cannot hear the blessing of your scorners

“That he did not make them a woman,” daily they pray,
Like a heathen or slave are you considered by them,

Like a hen always prepared to raise fledglings.

Why then, oh stomping heifer, oh milking cow,

For what, hence, have you a need to be learned?

Why should they invest for naught in your education —
When whosoever follows your advice inherits Gehenna?
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Is it not enough if God withholds from you offspring,
If in your youth he takes away your husband,
If the best years of your life you're a prisoner of woe,
You have yet to deal with the levirate, to do halitsah* with his shoe.
You may have cried over your father’s death more than your
brothers,
Yet of his estate only they are the beneficiaries.
But not only have they stolen from you the benefits of this earth,
- They have deprived you even of heaven’s dew of blessing!
For themselves, these miserly males, have counted out 248 mitzvot,
Whereas for you, pathetic female, they have allotted only three.**

* Inordertobeexempted from marrying herbrother-in-law, the childless widow
must remove his shoe in a rather humiliating ceremony.
** The three mitzvot assigned specifically to women are hallah, niddah and hadlakat
ha-ner (setting aside a portion of the hallah, observing marital purity, and light-
ing Sabbath and holiday candles).
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How wretched is your heart, Oh Hebrew woman!
You desire knowledge and life experience,
but you receive nothing, —
A flower of the Lord wasting in the wilderness,
It doesn’t even know the sun; light has never illumined it fully;
You are a piece of neglected earth,
a seed of what could have become good fruit,
But they did not cultivate your soil; instead you grow wild:
You had not yetbecome an intellectually mature, aware individual,
And already you were taken byaman, and you conceived offspring,
Before you learned to be a daughter to your parents,
You were married and became — a mother to your children.
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Married were you —

Did you know the man to whom you were wed?
Did you love him? Did you get to see him up close?
Were you in love? — Wretched thing, don’t you know yet,
That love in the heart of a Jewish girl there cannot be?
Forty days before her mother gave birth to her,
The Heavenly matchmaker found her a husband,
So what good would it do her if she were to see him now?
What would a passionate love give her,

what would it add to her life?
Love of that sort our mothers did not know —
Shall our sister be treated as a whore?*

* In the style of medieval poetry, Gordon has embedded whole a verse from the
Bible (Gen 34:31), creating an ironic new context.
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Put a kerchief on your head, conceal your face,
And consign your locks of hair to the razor;
Why should you look at the one standing at your side,
To see if he is a hunchback or spindly, an old man or young?
It is all the same to you! You are not the one who chooses,
Your parents do the choosing, they rule over you,
Like an object that is sold from domain to domain do you pass.
Are they Arameans that they should ask the opinion

of the young daughter?*
The hand of your father rules over you in your virginity,
And upon departing his house —

your husband comes to dominate you.

* The sarcastic reference is to Gen 24:57—58.
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Your husband, too, was not reared properly in his youth,
He did not plant a vineyard, nor did he build himself a house;
At the end of his stay in your parents’ house,
when the dowry runs out,
And when you are overrun with little olive shoots [children],
Then he will begin to seek out a profession and a living,
Like a man totally at a loss, bereft of intelligence and know-how,
And then when he sees that all hope has fled,
He will run away somewhere, deserting you and leaving you an
agunah, an anchored woman. ..
This is the history of all Jewish women —
This is the history of the beautiful Bat-Shua.
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Whoever has not seen Hefer's* daughter, Bat-Shua,
Has never seen a beautiful woman in his life,
Has never seen Creation pristine, unadulterated, unadorned.
This female was constructed of whole stones,
Unsullied by human artisanship or craft.
Her perfection was not marred by their plying hands,
Nor subject to the futile failures of human endeavor.
Therefore did the soul of Bat-Shua —
the most beautiful of women —
Encompass all the excellent qualities of the daughters of Zion.

* The root h-f-r (712n) has “shame” as one of its possible meanings.
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Purity and modesty and skillful diligence,
The image of a superior person blended with humility,
A readiness to shoulder heavy duties, a slowness to anger,
And enhancing all of these, a quality of grace and kindness.
Were modesty to be given blood and bones
Taking on flesh and skin upon them,
To dwell in human form upon the Earth —
It would have the image and form of Bat-Shua;
For not like other humans was this woman created,
But rather by the Divine’s creation-through-a-kiss
did she enter the world.

A ray of light God took from the radiance around Him,
With a droplet of luminous dew and a speck of Heaven’s ether,
The chuckle of a perfectly righteous man and
the springtime’s fragrance —
These He placed into his Image, which was sevenfold burnished,
And a pure soul did He take out from his treasure house,
The likes of whose sweetness the world had not yet known,
And in a moment of Grace He breathed into this creation’s nostrils
And when it emerged as a living being — He kissed it,
And with this kiss a gracious woman was created
And by the human name of Bat-Shua was she called.
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With a kiss was she born, with a kiss was she reared.
Neither governesses nor nursemaids surrounded her cradle,
Yet her soul did not cease from developing in secret

And each new minute and dawn added to its beauty.

Thus in the dryness of rocky terrain a vine will strike root
‘That extends its tendrils toward the portals of heaven!

The she-wolf that suckled Romulus and Remus

Gave plentifully to her, too, of the milk of its breasts
Because her father the Deity gave Creation instructions

On being a governess of unparalleled excellence.

A grapevine’s luxuriance, a date palm’s stature,

These eyes like loops of light blue,

Her cheeks an embroidery of scarlet and white wool,
Fire melting into thawing snow,

This tower of ivory called her neck.

This aggregate of blessing sequestered from the eye,
Bears itself with Divine stateliness as upon a breeze —
And a beauteous voice trickles majestically like wine —
Who is the craftsman of such deft virtuosity,

Who has forged all of these in his workshop?
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This charming woman stands before us

With her stature, her figure, the full force of her presence;
No matter how much we look at her our eye is not sated
With the loveliness of her face, the perfection of her beauty.
Three and twenty times has the winter renewed

The ravages of its season upon her countenance

And not a whit of the effect of aging has it inflicted upon her.
That she is a married woman no longer in her maidenhood
We have only one bit of reliable evidence —

The wig and head-covering over her forehead.

Hefer, her father, a respected citizen and dignitary

In the place of his residence, the city of Ayalon,*

Holds the lease for the postal station, for riders and horses
of the mail,

He also maintains there a restaurant and inn for travelers.

His only daughter is the manager and lady of his household,

For her mother died while she was still young,

And the officers who journey through this town

Are unanimous in professing about her

That there is not another woman so lovely

As the Jewess, the daughter of the postal station manager. .

* Probably a play on the word aylonit, a congenitally sterile woman.
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Let these arms like lily stems give witness
That she could have, if taught, played music beautifully;
And this leg like that of a doe —

that she might have done wondrously
Had she not been prevented from learning to dance.
To school she never went, nor grammar did she learn,
And yet she speaks fluently in several languages.
And she is able when need be to follow all the latest fashions
In weaving, embroidery, spinning, and sewing.
Listen, too, to her sweet voice when she sings quietly
And puts her daughter to sleep in her cradle.
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And on the Sabbath day, when she goes to the synagogue,
Look and see how lovely she is in her splendid garb;
Over a silk dress she wears a fine linen apron,
A golden brooch and pearls on her smooth neck;
The pure white head covering like a crown on her head,
Like a queen she strides among her fellow women,
Even the ascetic scholar, that dried out piece of wood,
will come stealthily to see her
— Because even he secretly has a lustful spirit —
And the Shekhinah of God's presence gets pleasure from her
Even as she displaces the Shekhinah with her erect stature.
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However, all this occurred many years ago;

Now upon this erect stature millstones are hung;

The stresses of making a living and the woes of raising children
Because Bat-Shua has a store as well as two children, ’
And like a soldier staunchly standing at her post,

Day-in and day-out Bat-Shua sits in her store,

From early morning until after nightfall,

Measuring, weighing, counting, computing.

She also oversees her home and she rears her children,

For behold she is a mother — but also a father to her children.
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A father to her children — but where is their father?
Perhaps death cut short his life at a young age?
Or, perhaps he is a peddler selling his wares out in the villages?
Or, one who stays athome, busying himself with the study of Torah?
Or, perhaps he is a man so foolish
that he returned to his father’s house,
And to a woman like Bat-Shua, he has given a divorce?
No. His father’s house has not seen him,
Sheol would say: “He’s not here.”
And the house of study: “He has left me in perpetuity.”
In the marketplace...don’t go looking there, you'll not find him —
For he’s wandering in faraway countries without a morsel.
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In the fifteenth year of Bat-Shua’s life,

Her father found her a bridegroom after his own heart.

They did not meet face to face — why and for what?

Let them get married, let them live together, and love will
eventually come.

Did Abraham see the face of Sarah our matriarch

Until he drew close to the river of Egypt?

Thus did our forefathers live, so shall our children.

For our Matchmaker is the One who dwells in heaven:

Hence Bat-Shua was not about to disobey her father,

Although she was already the legal age of majority, of refusal.
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All travelers are acquainted with the man Avdon,
Lease-holder of the saloon in the village of Piraton™:
Undoubtedly they’ve also seen there a lad scrawny as a wood
, shaving,
This is Hillel, Avdon’s only son — he is the bridegroom.
He has the eyes of a calf and side curls like tails,
And a face as gaunt as one of Rabbi Tzaddok’s chewed-up dates,
Nonetheless, he was a “prodigy,” proficient in the three “Bavot,”**
And with his acuity he could smash mountains into fine pieces,
And upon becoming a bar mitzvah in recent days,
He had given a drasha on the talmudic subject concerning

“the cleaving of two uteruses”....

* The Hebrew root ¥12 can denote a calamity brought about as a result of
Divine punishment or retribution.
** A short reference to the names of three talmudic tractates.
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This exposition, which had stirred the entire village,

Hefer heard and his heart, enamored, cleaved to the expounder,
Saying: “Indeed he alone is a bridegroom for my only daughter,
He alone will say kaddish after me, he is to be my son and heir.
The conditions of engagement were as follows: another two years
The bridegroom would attend the Volozhin Yeshiva,

With Hefer providing a dowry of 200 coins

And three years of board at his table.

And upon Hillel’s return from Volozhin there was to be a feast day
In the middle of the month whose sign is Virgo.”*

* Auguring good luck for the young virgin.
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All the young girls of Ayalon envied Bat-Shua.
“That happy girl! By what virtue did she merit this bounty?”
And they prophesied for her a life of wealth and honor.
As for Bat-Shua — who knows the secret thoughts of a maiden?
Like scarlet she blushed on the day the good news came
But she was silent — and spoke not a word:
And if “keeping silent is tantamount to confession”

be a rule in Torah law,
Without a doubt she must be happy and content with her lot,
For who would give credence to the words of lowly women
Who were saying that Bat-Shua cries at night?
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Cries?— why would she cry?

Until now, she was like an unfinished mass of clay,
Now a man preeminent among ten thousand

will make her into a finished vessel,
A man— even if he knows not a thing about matters in the real

And when Bat-Shua was seventeen years old,

Her father married her off to the chosen one of his heart,

And the wedding took place on the assigned day

On the eve of the Sabbath of the “Ki Tavo” Torah portion,

Woe you day of biblical rebuke and curses! Your bad omen caused

world, The prophecy of Bat-Shua’s girlfriends not to be fulfilled,
He can still uproot mountains in the ethereal matters of Abaye and That instead of a life of happiness her life was bitter,
Rava,

Because the curse written in the Torah portion crouched within her,
Because her pathetic husband had married a wife
Before having prepared a house for dwelling

or a vineyard for his sustenance.

If he does not know a trade or a language ,
He knows that a woman is acquired in three ways.*
Ifinallhis days he has nothad the slightest knowledge about money
He still has one thousand pages of Talmud in his pocket
Interlaced with the commentaries of the Maharsha

and the Pnei Yehoshua—
Is this not enough for you, our friend Bat-Shua?

* A sardonic allusion to the fact that of the “three ways” -—money, contract, and
intercourse — the groom undoubtedly understood the latter.
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This Hillel son of Avadon from Piraton

They whisked away from the synagogue on his wedding day
And the hazzan caused the donkey to open his mouth*

And he repeated after him: “Behold, you are sanctified to me...”
And with the completion of the sheva berachot by the rabbi

The cantor’s assistants brayed like lion cubs

And from every corner the maidservants showered

Upon the heads of the bride and groom hops and parched corn,
And the musicians made the most raucous noises

While the women clapped hands and came out dancing.

* See Num 22:28.
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But what is that gut-wrenching groan

That rivets our ear more than the tumult of the timbrels?

“That is not the sound of a groan but rather the sound of the glass
Being smashed in remembrance of the destruction of Jerusalem.”
The city’s destruction we remember for thousands of years

But to the destruction of our people we harden our hearts,

* And with the clatter of the ceramics we break on the wedding day

We do not hear the screaming of our children
who are to come after us:
“Woe, the glass packet [pun on the word for “a trap”]
is broken yet we are trapped,
And into the ocean’s swirl with no foothold have webeen lowered.”
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Like splitting the Red Sea is match-making difficult!
A Jewish boy and girl — such is their life.
Around them a wilderness of scorpions and snakes,
On their heels the enemy with a raging sea before them,
“Speak and let them journey forward!”
say the complacent ones of this world,
And they jump into the sea with the purest faith.
At the outset their road is fortune-filled:
To the right and left of them ,
It is as if the walls of water have congealed into rocks
dripping with honey and oil,
But overnight the treacherous waters return... »
And flood the channel of dry land with waves upon waves!

CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly

“KOTSO SHEL YUD"”

(1)
(29)

DOy WOV 1Y A2YA WY-N

19N 20 NPV DY DY 1NT D)

- oR IRYM NI? NN N
D992 NP THY) D290 N

W00aN PPINY 19N PO TPYITR
AN ODYY PP OPIPN

NOWY IPTPY NN 100 WD
M) ON17 O2an o3 NP P

Wy NO WM 197N ONIY VN 3
DT N NIYOD ON ORJ2

Thus Bat-Shua and her husband sat for three years

And ate from heaven’s produce at Hefer’s table.

She conceived, bore, and weaned children,

He prayed, learned, and read books. o

In the fourth year the manna ceased, and those eating it looked
Around them and became petrified, pillars of stone. ‘

What would they eat? What would they give to their children?
How would they build their house without bricks and straw?
For their best years had elapsed and they had done not a thing

_ Except for the souls [the children] they had acquired.
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Rav Hefer, too, witnessed during these days

The great hand that brings low the mighty,

And who could believe that a miracle would be wrought

Even in this faithless generation, as in days of yore?

A fiery chariot and fiery horses speeding along with terrifying
sound,

The likes of which had not been heard since the days of Elijah,

Were carried along with hurricane force from the East;

Next to them in the air a magical wire was extended—

The wire transmitting a message, sending letters quickly,

While in the fiery chariot travelers were passing to and fro.
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These woeful innovations encompassed the region,
Although they had not yet been extended to Ayalon;
Already the mail delivery system had ceased, the royal couriers,
Who traveled on horses grew fewer day by day,
Each day Hefer grew poorer, his money purse thin,
The stables in disrepair, the horses having been sold,
Gone was the money of the travelers
and the profit from the horse-feed,
Only four horses remained in the stable,
They were to provide for him in his old age a bare subsistence
But even this he would be compelled to divide with his children.
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Then Hillel began looking around for food...
But in vain did he make overtures on the right

and snatch at things on the left,
In everything success turned its back on him.
Because we cannot eat today if we did not prepare yesterday.
And what is a Torah scholar without practical knowledge to do?
To become a collector for taxation,

he does not even know the language of the country.
To be a ritual slaughterer — he is too weak-hearted,
To be a teacher — he is weak-lunged for screaming,
To be a merchant — he has no capital; a cantor — he has no ear,
There still are the livelihoods of sextons and matchmakers,
But, for each of these, seven idlers are queuing up.

In the meantime one day follows the next, month follows month,
The cheeks and stomach demand their due,

The ready cash has melted like ice,

Even the wedding gifts have been seized by the creditor.

What will befall us, Hille]l — asks Bat-Shua —

Have you forgotten that you have a wife and children?

— To distant lands I will attempt to journey:

There, people say, money is like stones,

Perhaps Elijah will appear and come my way

And reveal to me the source of my livelihood.
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Oh, Hillel, what are you capable of doing, Bat-Shua,

what can you hope for?
You removed the gilded embroidery from the prayer shawl,
And the silver cases from the pouch of the phylacteries.
And for a paltry amount you sold them to the jeweler:
This holy money, the last of his possessions
Hillel took so as not to take his family’s last resources,
And he went to another country, away from his wife and children.
And Bat-Shua, having sold her jewelry upon his departure,
Opened for herself a store and grocery
For selling peas and lentils, cereals and flour.

Inside this store of hers, Bat-Shua stays at her post
Day after day from dawn until dusk,
She would measure and weigh and also manage her household,
She would rear her children, too — this woman of valor!
Just look at this boy of five,
Every morning he goes to the heder,
He is washed thoroughly and to keep him warm
he is dressed in flannel
He also has his loaf of bread along and his books in order,
Just a cursory glance at his demeanor reveals
That the eye of a caring mother is watching over him.
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And his little sister remaining at home.
Whose face is a duplicate image of her brother’s,
Her mother would dress her and comb her hair
While with a gentle smile the young girl is politely quiet.
For her little hands are folded on her chest,
With her eyes intent upon her mother and upon her new dress
The little girl with the voice of a dove recites lovingly:
“The Torah did Moses command us, a heritage...
[to the community of Jacob]”
“I will listen to the instruction of my father;
I will pay heed to the teaching of my mother,
And in the eyes of God and man, I shall conduct myself properly.”
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To the instruction of your father you shall listen —
Oh, living orphan, your father is wandering abroad
in search of Elijah.
Who knows where he’s located?
Not even the eye of a hawk can spot him.
You he has forgotten —
even the sound of his communications has grown faint.
During the first year he still occasionally dispatched
Loving letters and flowery missives,
Currently, his dispatches have ceased for many days now:
In vain does Bat-Shua anticipate along the route of the couriers’
station:
“Watchman, what of the night,
Watchman, what of the night?” [Isaiah 21:11]
When will a letter and some news arrive from Hillel?
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In the meanwhile, day rushes upon day, month follows month,
And already twice has the earth changed

From summer to fall garb, from verdure to frosty ice,

And the unhappy storm-tossed soul remains unconsoled,

Her eyes are still spent with longing, her heart afflicted.

And already she is being referred to by a new name,

For she is no longer called by her name “Bat-Shua,”

“The agunah” she is called by old and young alike.

And in place of her being a symbol of envy in her youth

She has nowbecome an object of shocked lament among her friends.

And gossip mongers diffused rumor throughout the city

And rumor upon rumor was spread as if by a bird in flight;

This one would say: “Hillel married another woman.”

And this one: “He drowned in an abyss of water.”

And this one: “He became rich and moved to the isle of Crete.”
And this one: “He renounced his religion and became a Christian.”
And among Jews, there were not yet periodicals

To advertise a search for runaway husbands, to refute false rumors.
There remained for the wretched abandoned women :
Only eternal heartache and eyes wasted from longing.
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One trouble begets another, calamity comes in pairs:
Hefer suddenly died; at the time his ears heard tell
That the route of the railroad was to pass through
The city of Ayalon, as well, he suffered a stroke.
Now Bat-Shua stood all alone on her life’s path,
Lonely and abandoned, with no one coming to save her;
She maintained her composure, pretending, before the public eye,
But, at night, she made moist her pillow with tears;
Hence hurry up, salvation, from wheresoever you may come
Lest her affliction grind her down and
render her a terrible sight to see.

152 CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly

“KOTSO SHEL YUD”

(41)

O N XD DAYY NYRT N
NP0 T30 IMN I¥ING

- DY NP ND DRI TP
NIP NPV NYRIY IR V2

NIY Onn Nivao DTN 17 ¥ ON
-NRYY NP D3N NP N

PRYn D2 DY YROT) M2 DN PV
MPIY VYN DMYY? NP NN
DT YD) W WIY-ND PYYINID
NP2 M9 N DR DTRN T2 D)

Aye, the tear of the oppressed is not merely spilled water,
In a treasure-house is it placed like a precious jewel:
The painful cries of poor people are not the cry of sheep,
There is a listening ear and salvation close by.
If the evil of human hearts, the foolishness of evil lying people,
Fill the earth with corruption and outcry,
The eye of God is upon His creatures

and His mercies over all the works of His hands.
He will effect justice and righteousness for the oppressed:
Regain your strength, Bat-Shua, dare to hope, oh pure soul.
Even for you has a merciful God anticipated a cure

for your affliction.
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Fall has passed and the days of spring arrived,

The earth has shed its winter garment:

Farmer and husbandman have gone out to their work,

All the rivers of the wasteland are now rushing.

Ayalon, too, has awakened to new life:

The work project is under way. From all sides there come
Flocking toward Ayalon, like eagles, builders, craftsmen,
Clerks, as well as excavators and bridge builders

And Fabi, the supervisor over the building of the rallroad track,
Came early on to hire workers for the project.
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And Fabi was a Jewish man (Faybish being his name beforehand),
Enlightened in all his ways with a magnanimous heart,
A widower living alone (his wife had died without children),
And thirty-two years of age.
With his integrity and cultivated speech
He elicited good will and friendship from all who knew him:
And his employer (a Christian man, not of Jewish nationality
Who, therefore, would give work and administrative responsibility
to Jews)
Perceived the breadth of his knowledge and of his soul,
which was bounteous,
And so made him chief over all of the workers.
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A dwelling in the city wall facing Bat-Shua’s store,
Built higher than all the houses of the city
Is where Fabi established his permanent residence,
In the same place as the clerk’s office, which Fabi supervised.
The dawn would find him at his writing table
And for those wishing to see him, he was available until ten o’clock
From then until noon he was not at home,
Because he would walk around the city,

in the archives and legal offices .
Afterward he would go out to the field to oversee the work,
And at night he would rest —

every day he would follow the same routine.

And while resting he would not spend his time on nonsense,
But rather he would peruse books, write letters and essays,
He’d read journals and play a musical instrument
Or he would speak impressively among fellow intellectuals,
Or go out to the garden to stroll, muse, and think;
Or he would peer through a telescope,

standing next to the open window,
Gazing at the passers-by along the street of the city,
And in the wrinkles of a man’s forehead

and the droplets of sweat on his brow,
He would read that individual’s problems and inner stresses.

4
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And he saw a beautiful young woman
Sitting in a store opposite the entranceway of his house:
He saw that when a person came to buy
she would put on a happy face
But when he left, her face would turn gloomy, betray sadness.
And he would see her sitting with her left hand beneath
Her head, while with her right hand
she attended to her small children, -
And with great compassion looking after them
- While tears poured from her eyelashes;
And Fabi asked: “Who is this decent woman?”
They answered him: “She is Bat-Shua the agunah!”
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Heaven has many obstacles and afflictions

Awaiting Man, the pinnacle of creation;

Who can list the bevy of evil angels

That beleaguer him all his days with affliction upon affliction?
Every plague, disease, disgrace, and source of anguish,

Penury and lack, virtual starvation,

Anxiety of heart, bitterness of soul, devastating longing,

And still for the Hebrew woman there is one additional plague:

“Iggun,” “to be made an agunah —
including and exceeding all the above.
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Upon hearing this appellation Fabi was seized by fright

And his mercies were aroused to have pity on her,

Because he imagined the soul of this miserable woman

And he was determined to see her to find out her life story.

Consequently he went to her store for purchasing and buying,

And in speaking with her, he would subtly interrogate her

And shrewdly lead her from subject to subject,

And she would answer him directly and candidly,

And from the sweetness and soundness of her responses,

He understood that here was a precious gem S
tossed about in the refuse.
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That night Fabi was unable to sleep

And he tossed and turned on his bed,

Because the image of the agunah stood starkly in his mind

And banished sleep from his eyes and composure from his heart.
Bat-Shua’s sleep was also disturbed on this occasion:

For the first time in these days of her sorrowful existence

A man of integrity and good sense had spoken kindly to her,
And with a genuine concern had inquired about her circumstances.
These ingenuous souls did not yet realize anything

As to what was depriving them of their ability to sleep.
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Fabi continued to come on frequent occasions
To Bat-Shua’s store whenever he saw that there was no one around.
He would come to buy spices and delicacies,
But he bought her heart with his palate (words) sweeter than wine.
Bat-Shua explained to him, opening her heart,
The severity of her situation these past two years,
That her husband who married her while she was still very young,
Had deserted her and left her without support
and with her two children.
She said furthermore that according to hearsay
Her husband was now located in the city of Liverpool.
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Now Fabi had an acquaintance in Liverpool named “Sasson”
Who shipped railroad ties for his tracks,

And Fabi asked him to look for Hillel from Piraton,

And at the end of a month Fabi received his answer,

That Hillel son of Avdon from Piraton was ‘

A peddler in Liverpool making the rounds of the villages,
And he was set to board ship on “The Crooked Serpent,”
Which was to depart in a month’s time for the Azores,

And to his wife he would agree to send a bill of divorce, a get,
If she were to pay him 500 silver pieces in cash.
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All of this Fabi did not relate to Bat-Shua

And on that very day he authorized his associate

To pay the assigned sum to Hillel

And to hold him firmly to his commitment lest he back out.
And at the end of a monthFabi received from Liverpool
Conclusive notification by “telegraph”

That his associate had done what he requested,

And that same day Hillel had written in the rabbi’s house

A get for his wife in accordance with Jewish legal requirements
And he had transmitted it to a courier for delivery. '
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And gave her the good news that her day of redemption was near,
And who can relate the heart’s delight of the agunah! .
All the more, who can imagine the intensity of her happiness and joy
When Fabi suddenly went down on bended knee before her

And with a dovelike voice coming from the depths of his soul

He beseeched her: “Bat-Shua, most precious one,

Be my wife when you go free from wedlock: .

All of your days you've had your fill of harsh bitterness, )
But in my bosom you shall find your happiness as you deserve.

Summer 2006 165




YEHUDAH LEIB GORDON (STANLEY NASH, trans.)

(54)

O DDV OW) M M

yIID 120" N NPND NPy’ na
VI D23 DMy WY 35730

QP9 NI Son YPINN

AVID ND N Y7 ninyin noy
NAT) 22 YR MiNn wWopn 49
WRYR Nppm N0 N ny

TIND YANGY MY YIY-na Ny

MY N 27p2 Ny’

ANPYRY - JIND MW NN

Begone, ignore you women who spread malicious gossip,
Devout readers of the”Tsena v'Re’ena” and “Korban Minhah,”
Getaway from here those who scandalize heaven, who spyinsecret,
Incessant talkers and obsequious hypocrites.

You do not know the language of the heart, the language of love,
Lest you fill the streets of Ayalon with gossip and slander,

In the event you might eavesdrop in back of closed doors

And hear Bat-Shua answering Fabi lovingly:

“Let the victor in battle carry away his captive —

Iam your maidservant, Fabi!” — as she kisses him.
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Another four weeks passed, for that is how long it takes
For one to travel from Liverpool to Ayalon,
Two weeks by boat and two by the main highway,
If he encounters no obstacle or setback along the way:
These days with impatient longing f
The lovers counted like the days of the omer. ‘ ‘
In the meantime they imagined to themselves their future life

together,
Bat-Shua would once again blossom like a date palm ‘ |
And as the Eternal People [the Jews] await the Messiah’s .arnval, i
So did the two of them await the day of the courier’s coming. o
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And Fabi decided that after completing his assignment,
He would begin to build railroads as an enterpreneur,
Transfer his residence to the country’s capital,
And establish his home there in a grand style.
All this he confessed to her and did not keep it to himself.
For her part, she was intending to abide by his wishes
And place her children in the care of a trained governess
And to prepare herself to become a homemaker
at the appropriate time,
But for now, to complement the deficits in her upbringing in her
father’s house
And to study music, writing, language arts and literature.
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In the meantime a notice appeared in the newspapers
That the merchant ship “The Crooked Serpent”
Had smashed into the rocks on the shores of Cyprus
And all of its passengers had been lost at sea
on the day of the disaster.
When Bat-Shua heard she broke down in tears
For her poor husband, who had so suddenly met his end,
And with a melting heart she offered thanks to the God of salvations,
For His having sped salvation and redemption to her just in time,
Since had He not dispatched Fabi to come her way,
She would have been shackled until the day of her death.

168 CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly Summer 2006 169




YEHUDAH LEIB GORDON (STANLEY NASH, trans.) “KOTSO SHEL YUD”

(58) (59)

NIID-D NYI9 MAY 1y OPM
DNND NN (PNIYI97 19m oP ")
- 1PN NI YYD N3

DM Y 127 RDHT 27 I
YY1 YN OP vap 2 DY
™Mpn NHPn 1D P3 .0 NPOR?

DONIRD IR YN MPR N TN

DY S0 NNYY, PIP OX

NZNR NYTI DRI YIDD

DY) VoD Y NI N

Py Y2 Sy YHNY YNA2 ON PY ON
MRTEN XMW TR NN

WIY-N NYND 2D NNAD NYINY2 NI MYV OTN 32 ¥ AN
)P O DIA PROL-VY N2 ‘ NRYY NI VRO WPNY?

C - DRY AN WIY-N2 17 vivm | AN YY) ,T2 03 YIW-M2 72 OIR OW
DPYE W) DY3 ON PNYIP Y03 WY | NHN TN9TY YN WO IPTRN

And on the eve of the Shabbat of Ki-Tavo But what hope has a man, what good is his wishing,

(Alas, a day preordained for calamity): in the afternoon If all around him currents of wickedness are menacing:

The messenger arrived and brought his missive — Does a worm crawling in the grass know

But the rabbi of the town was already indisposed: From whence the crushing boot will rise to stomp upon her?

He therefore appointed the following Sunday If God’s eye extends over all of his creations

For delivery of the divorce document. The town was humming and His mercy over all His works

Over the rumor circulating that Bat-Shua the agunah And if in accordance with wisdom and justice

Had received her divorce and was permitted to any man. He established the earth,

Now, my dear reader, if you possess any sensitivity, ; Alas, the evil heart of man and the folly of perfidious individuals
Just imagine the jubilation of Bat-Shua and Fabi. Will nullify His mercies and fill the earth with atrocity.

Woe, woe for you, Bat-Shua, in your case, too, pure soul,
Quack doctors have fabricated a new affliction
even before your prior ill’s remedy.
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Aforetimes when the Torah was a light in Israel,
Not a spade to dig with, not a pedigree of bravado,
Geonim (Torah geniuses) were only very few in number
out of each generation,
All of them were holy individuals
whose reputations preceded them;
Now — the number of geonim has equaled the number of rabbls
So much so, that even our younger rabbis laud themselves
with this title,
We even have geonim of various and sundry varieties;
“True geonim” and “formidable geonim"
And “the greatest of all geonim,” to the second and third degree,
As well as “luminaries” and “eagles,” “pillars,” “hammers.”
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And in Ayalon there is a rabbi of the most superior rank,

~ Not an ordinary gaon but a “gaon par excellence,”

The “one most extraordinary of the chosen few”

And the name of His Excellency is Vofsi the Kuzari.

“Vofsi” he is called because that is his given Jewish name,
But why is “Kuzari” his family name?

Is his father really a Tatar of Ishmaelite [Muslim] extraction?
I dare not make such an assertion

Although we have indeed heard from antiquarians

That Sennacherib came and intermingled the nationalities.
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Be that as it may, Rab Vofsi’s soul is definitely Tatar,

There is not whithin it even one of the excellent qualities

That distinguished the holy people, the Jews [bnei brit]:

For the money of Jews he has no compassion,

He’s unaware of the principle of seeking a harmonious resolution,
pity is alien to him;

He knows only to destroy and confiscate,
to declare food unfit [treif] and forbidden:

And with his erudition in the Talmud and decisors [poskim]

He is never lacking for proof-texts for his decisions.

He acquired a reputation as the foremost strict interpreter
of the Law

And hence was accounted one of the “formidable geonim.”
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Onthe Sunday preceding the synagogue chanting of “ Nitzavim,”
Rav Vofsi summoned to him his two judges,
And one of them opened the bundle of letters
And he took out the get and read it aloud.
“It’s precisely according to law,” he said.
“There’s not a thing wrong with it.
The courier can deliver it to the woman who is being divorced.”
However, Rav Vofsi, having only barely glanced at the get,
Declared to the courier: “Don't you even come close!”
Can’t you all see that the divorce paper is not valid:
The name Hillel is written without the letter yud, defective.
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The judge who read it aloud,
a man versed in Kabbalah and other esoterica,
Decided on the authority of the “Ari” that
Hillel is indeed to be written defective, without the yud,
The second judge, too, said the same thing on the authority of the
“bedek habayit,” [a halachic work by Yosef Karo] —
The two of them expressed their opinions that the get was valid,
But Rav Vofsi decided that Hillel should be written with the yud,
As was the opinion of the “Zam” and the “Sam” [two books about
divorce}, based on the Shulhan Aruch. '
And he scolded them saying that he was amazed
How the two of them had forgotten a formalized ruling.
And thus he held to his opinion like an iron spur,
and like a-firmly rooted tree [ke’ets shosul],
And he proclaimed in a loud voice in Yiddish:
“The get is posul, invalid!”’
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If a man have the affliction of leprosy,

If any illness or disease befall him,
. There are doctors in the world with remedies at hand,

There is hope for the ailing that they may be saved.

If a man sin against his fellow man or against God

And the judge sentence him more severely than his crime,
There is another judge and yet another above him

Who will alter the sentence of the condemned man when his appeal

is heard:

But a statement from the mouth of the rabbi — who can alter it,
And to whom can the doomed ones turn and raise an outcry?
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The way a lead ball shot from a military weapon

Wreaks killing, destruction, and death wheresoever it lands,
So did this crushing remark from the mouth of the rabbi
Impact the heart of the wretched woman sitting there.

How had all her hope turned to calamity in an instant:
Suddenly she was seized by a paroxysm and she fainted...
The rabbi motioned to his two attendants

And they lifted her up and carried her out on bodily.
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Everyone in attendance observed the injustice,
They all shook in their tracks and a deathly pallor covered them,
For even their dessicated souls, their hearts of stone,
Knew that this verdict was a death sentence for her.
And within the city the rumor spread like lightning
Each mouth uttering: “The agunah is going to stay an agunah.”
When Fabi heard he grew irate, clenched his teeth,
But he kept silent because he knew there was no recourse or savior:
The pure of heart lamented for her: “Alas, oh suffering woman;
Not some huge wave at sea was it that drowned you —

only a tiny yud!"
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If a stone be hurled to a river’s sediment-covered bottom

For a moment its water will churn and whirl,

The stone will sink, disappearing from sight,

And as before calm waters will surface and flow.

So, too, is life in the raging current of its flow.

Everything in Ayalon returned to how it was before

And the youthful vigor of Bat-Shua overcame her illness.

She recovered from her fever and descended from the bed,
Which she had entered on the day the divorce writ was nullified.
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How numerous the mercies of her townsmen during her illness:

All the people from every corner rushed to her side,

The Gabbai of “The Bikkur Cholim society” came daily to see her,

And compassionate women took care of her children.

Quack doctors! Of what use are droplets of medicine

For an affliction as large as the sea, for an illness without bounds?

Compassion and acts of charity will not bring salvation

In a society benighted unto death and without social safeguards.

Vermilion and plaster will not arrest the inroads of thorns and
thistles

If the plague has already spread to the inner walls of the house.*

* There is no remedy, according to the Bible, but to destroy the house.
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Now Bat-Shua was searching for a different source of livelihood,
Because, while sick, her store was closed for lack of an attendant:
And as she was still searching, a letter was brought to her
In which the following was written: “My dear beloved:
If you cannot be mine and I, yours,
If you cannot share with me my money and my dwelling,
Allow me therefore to assist you in your support,
And let all of your needs be secretly provided for at my expense;
For only then will my mind be set at ease,
only then will I find happiness,
In my knowing that you are sheltered from poverty and lack.”
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“No Fabi, I will not take even a thread or a shoelace” —
The poor woman replied to him decisively —
A wife in the home of her husband has him to fend for her,
But a gift from a stranger is unseemly for her to accept.
If God has not willed that I should be sustained by you,
He is God — let Him do what is best in His eyes:
Go your way and may God help you to prosper
Me, too, He will not abandon, remove distress from your heart;
By the sweat of my brow I will eat bread

while there is yet strength in me,
But from a stranger’s hands I will not accept gratuitously.”
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“God has not willed it!!"”— our Father in heaven,
All libelous human perversities they project upon You,
And you Almighty God, forgiving, long suffering, God,
Have kept silent from Eternity,
restraining and withholding your wrath,
In Your name fathers and mothers have obliterated their mercies
And with their own hands cast their children into the fire,
In Your name wicked priests have ignited the pyres
And offered up human sacrifices by the hundreds and thousands,
And in Your name, compassionate God, the homileticians
Over a displaced tip of a yud, kill so many and so many souls!
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Day followed day and already three months had flitted by:
Fabi had left the city and no one knew his whereabouts,
Our compassionate folk had forgotten Bat-Shua
Each going his own way,
each and every one in the grip of self-interest,
Only frequenters of study halls and street-corner idlers
Only they did not forget her, and she became their prime gossip,
Only they would converse frequently
About the agunah that ogled* the railroad builder,
And already for “agunah” they substituted “the married woman,”
And from Fabi they reverted to Fayvish
and from Fayvish to “vay-bish”**

* Literally “that lusted for.”
* A pun: (1) vay = woe; vay-bish = luckless, or one with bad luck; (2) “done in by
a woman,” from the Yiddish word vayb, “woman.”
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And the work of laying railroad track had completely been done,

And already the fiery chariot with hurricane fury

Over iron rails and with majestic and awesome snorting

Was magically whisking people by the thousands.

(By now in the study hall they had dropped [the topic of] the agunah

And every Yeshivah student was pondering the legalistic theory
{halachah] of the railroad.)

And after much learned deliberation they agreed unanimously

That the locomotive was none other than the black hound

That was used for miraculously swift travel “kefitsat haderech” —

As described at length in the book “Berit Menuhah”)
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And when the train would stop at the gates of Ayalon

" And the passengers would get off to eat a hasty meal

There would come toward them from the hotels
Poor Jewish women selling all kinds of food:
And amongst them they would see one of them
An erstwhile beauty with ruined good looks
wearing ragged clothing,
Whose hair has whitened although she is not an old woman,
Her stature is bent, her eyes swollen,
And naked and barefoot to both sides of her
Her two children holding onto the hem of her garment.
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Y\;\L};of:zs Zg:, oh .pathetic soul, what is the nature of your life?

Ty ace be: r; witness t.hat you were not created for this lot:

it Go r human bgmgs who have led to your downfall
you've reached this sorry state, so broken and downcast?”

No —kind people, perish the thought that God could be complicit:

After all my Almighty Creat
’ or endowed it £
Fortune once shined her face upon me, me with fine talents,

I had practically reached the point of having it all
l'and my children — I

But it was the tiny tip of a yud that brought me to ruin. '
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Book Reviews

Studies in the Meaning of Judaism by Eugene B. Borowitz, (Philadel-
phia: Jewish Publication Society, 2002), 473 pp-

Gene Borowitz has been my best friend for sixty years, so [ am not
well positioned to treat hisnew and powerful book with objectivity.
But he can be very critical of all of us in his usual self-deprecating
way, including here a strong refutation of the neo-Kantianism of
Steven Schwarzschild, the rationalist member of our old triumvi-
rate, whom we have mourned for more than ten years. Borowitz, to
be sure, is critical of classical Reform Judaism with its naive and
premature messianism. But he equally unmasks the pretensions of
Orthodoxy and the paralyzed ambivalence of Conservative Juda-
ism. He is no less hard on himself, though, it seems to me, with far
less reason. Still, he employs a sanguine tone that clashes with my
own bad conscience about liberal Judaism. No one has worked
longer or harder than Borowitz has. He patiently mastered Hebrew,
modern and ancient. He learned modern philosophy from its most
difficult texts. He studied Jewish classics every day of every year. He
thinks hard and writes carefully. He is a wonderful teacher and
writer, and a wonderful friend.

This volume, only the second in this Jewish Publication Society
series of studies devoted to a Reform Jewish scholar (most of the rest
are dedicated to members of the Conservative wing, with which the
Jewish Publication Society has an almost incestuous connectiony), is
the very first by a self-acknowledged Jewish theologian. The book
proceeds chronologically, not topically as in the other studies. That
is all to the good, since it results in a kind of intellectual autobiog-
raphy whileshowing clearly the evolution of our single mostimpor-
tant American Jewish theologian, one of the few important Ameri-
cans of any faith to produce a body of work like this. [ hazard that
Eugene Borowitz will be recognized by historians as the Reinhold
Niebuhr of the Jews; no one else has been so massively important in
so many ambitious ways.

The seed of all his later accomplishments is already present in his
earliest attempts as a young student, hardly in his twenties. Sensing
that the humanist or universalist moment in liberal Judaism had
exhausted itself, he understood that a new kind of thinking, one
deeply influenced by the German religious renaissance of the early

Summer 20Q6 1




