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Creative Writing in the Shadow of Death

Psychological and Phenomenological Aspects
of Rabbi Shapira’s Manuscript
“Sermons from the Years of Rage”

DANIEL REISER

Man should not cast aside from him the fear of the earthly; in his
fear of death he should—stay.

—Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption

Sermons from the Years of Rage

There are few extant documents of rabbinic thought composed under the
Nazi regime. As such, the collection of sermons authored by the Piaseczner
Rebbe, R. Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira, in the Warsaw Ghetto'—effec-
tively the final Hasidic work to be written in Poland, as noted by Mendel
Piekarz—is among the canonical, if not the leading, work of Orthodox
thought written during this period.” Like his prewar sermons (see Wiskind,
this volume), they were probably first delivered orally in Yiddish and then
recorded in rabbinic Hebrew.’ It should be noted that they contain no
direct references to current political or historical events, nor is there any
direct mention of Germans or other key Ghetto figures, though there are
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192 DANIEL REISER

numerous indirect references to specific occurrences: “evildoers,” suffering,
tribulations, physical and spiritual distress, the pain of losing loved-ones,
and crises of religion and faith.* The book is primarily concerned with
the religious and phenomenological significance of suffering.

These wartime sermons aimed to provide their audience with hope
and self-respect as well as offer counsel, forge a religious path, and per-
suade listeners that spiritual gains and human dignity were still attainable,
despite the German efforts to destroy them.” But that was not their sole
purpose. One must recall that R. Shapira not only delivered the sermons
orally but also took pains to preserve them in writing. It is evident from
the sermons of the latter half of 1941 and onward that R. Shapira was
well aware that his chances of survival—and those of the people around
him—were steadily diminishing® and that the destruction wrought by
war, including spiritual and religious crises, would never be fully healed:

Who is not pained as they behold the suffering of Israel, in
body and soul; and whose heart does not ache when they see
that there are no hadarim, no yeshivot, no place of Torah or
gathering of Torah scholars? This is not only the case at this
moment, as the houses of the Lord are destroyed, but the [con-
ditions of the] present will also be manifested in the future. For
young men who are students of Torah will be lacking: some
will be missing on account of unnatural deaths and starvation,
God save us, and others will be compelled by circumstances to
go out and seek sustenance for themselves. From where shall
we lay hold of lads who are students of Torah if now there
are none studying, and some of them have not withstood the
test and, driven by hunger, have gone out to the market on
the Sabbath in order to barter? Do we really think that such
lads and young men who have spent years wandering about
the marketplace and streets conducting business or begging for
bread, whether on a weekday or the Sabbath—the Torah and
Hasidic teachings acquired over several years in the hadarim
and yeshivot having been forgotten—[do we really think] that
when the opportunity arises, these ones will return to the
hadarim and yeshivot like before?!”

Given these circumstances, there is no doubt that the effort taken to pre-
serve this sermon in writing—particularly in light of the difficult physical
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conditions prevailing at that time in the Ghetto—indicates a broader
objective.® R. Shapira’s request in his final testament that these sermons be
published demonstrates that he did not perceive them as mere consolation
speeches, nor were they addressed solely to his ill-fated contemporaries.
R. Shapira understood his sermons to be religious writings of enduring
significance addressed to future generations and others not party to the
historical context in which they were originally delivered. One might even
suggest that he refrained from addressing particular historical events in
order that the significance of the sermons not be limited to any partic-
ular incident occurring within a specific context, time, and location. He
sought to preserve the sermons for all time, “to scatter them throughout
Jacob and divide them amongst Israel,” as indicated in his final testament.’

This collection, which he titled Sermons from the Years of Rage in
his handwritten manuscript, is distinguished by its willingness to confront
the experience of suffering:

When we studied the words of the prophets and of our sages
of blessed memory regarding the tribulations of the destruction
[of the temple in Jerusalem], we thought we had some grasp
of these tribulations, even crying on occasion at that time.
However, now we see how great the difference is between
hearing about tribulations and seeing them, and all the more
so suffering them—God save us—such that they are nearly
incomparable . . . and as much as we discuss the tribulations,
we are not able to describe them as they truly are, for knowl-
edge and discussion of tribulations cannot be compared to
experiencing them."

R. Shapira shares his intimate doubts and misgivings with the reader,"
producing a unique and moving document. An examination of these ser-
mons does not reveal a clear and defined stance on either the meaning of
suffering or the aim of the sermons themselves. Instead, R. Shapira invites
the reader to join his own struggle to persist. In one of his first sermons,
R. Shapira declares his aim to provide strength and encouragement, “that
you [the future reader] might be strengthened through me™? and “when
others see that I fortify myself despite my tremendous suffering, they too
might issue an a fortiori ruling regarding their own suffering—which is not
as bitter as mine—and be strengthened”* Yet two years later, R. Shapira
admits that he is no longer persuaded by his own words of consolation:
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Particularly when the sorrows are unceasing, then even the
one who had initially strengthened himself and the rest of
Israel now ceases to be strengthened and is weary of being
consoled. Even if he wanted to exert himself and utter some
remarks of comfort and strength, he would have no words to
say, for over these many long days of suffering he has already
spoken and repeated once more everything there is to say. The
words have grown old and have no further effect on him or
on his listeners."

Such honesty has few parallels in rabbinic literature. For two and a half
years, R. Shapira preached, encouraged, and comforted. Now, as his sermons
draw to a close and “the sorrows are unceasing,” he publicly declares that he
no longer has the strength to fortify and console himself—or the strength
to fortify and console his readers. This obviously raises the question of
why he exerted such energy to complete his manuscript, correcting the
sermons and committing them to future publication.

A Philology of Suffering

A philological examination of the handwritten manuscript “Sermons from
the Years of Rage,” which I conducted for the critical edition, indicates that
the sermons were produced sequentially, one proof succeeding another.
Further evidence of this appears in a letter R. Shapira appended to the
manuscript with instructions for the reader and publisher, including a
system he had devised for proofing his text:

Figure 8.1. Manuscript no. ARG II 15 (Ring. 11/370), page 4. Courtesy of ZIH
(Zydowski Instytut Historyczny).
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I note herewith that in the writings, wherever a mark such
as this | appears, it means that what is written on the side of
the page at this line should be inserted at this location. And
also, when a letter such as alef or bet or the like appears,
then what is written above, below, or somewhere else on this
page should be inserted at the location where the notation is
recorded. And sometimes an alef is recorded and sentences
appear above, after which the letter bet is written. This indicates
that written elsewhere in the text marked by bet are remarks
that belong here. Then what is written at the letter bet should
be connected to the letter alef, and both should be inserted
together at the place where the letter alef appears. But if the
word hagaha [proofreading] is written, then the text should
not be inserted; it should only appear below in small letters
and should be marked by some letter.””

In fact, initial proofing appears in the body of the manuscript text itself:
words are deleted by being crossed out, and added words and sentences
are placed atop existing or deleted words. Further proofing is done by
adding arrows to indicate supplemental text in the margins of the page.
Sometimes the author decides to delete an old “add” mark by crossing
the words out; wherever this is done, the arrow is deleted in the same
manner. Such deletion is evidence of at least one additional round of
proofing, in which the author reviewed his comments and decided to
delete some of them.

A further stage of editing was accomplished by adding letters to
the body of the text: inscriptions in square (Assyrian) Hebrew letters,
and underlining for emphasis. Each such letter is a reference to a note
on the upper or lower margin of the page—not on the side margins, as
with the arrow marking. The reference in the text proper appears again
next to the added text (upper or lower), so that the proper location for
each added text may be identified.

In general, I concluded that the notes marked with arrows are
older than those marked with letters, because many marginalia that are
referenced by arrows end with the appending of a letter that leads to an
additional remark on the top or bottom margin of the page. Admittedly,
the opposite sometimes occurs as well—a comment marked by a letter is
added at the top or the bottom of the page, at which location an arrow
directs the reader to an additional supplemental text alongside the first
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comment. This represents yet another level of proofing, in which R. Shapira
reviewed the remarks that he had added and corrected them as well.'®

I believe that careful investigation of the manuscripts archaeology,
its layers and emendations over time, calls our attention to a human phe-
nomenon worthy of discussion. Many of the marginal notes were actually
written late in 1942, though R. Shapira was already aware by late 1941
(see Magid, this volume) that Polish Jewry was facing an unprecedented
catastrophe from which it might never recover. By the time these last notes
were added to the manuscript in 1942, in fact, the mass transports from
the Ghetto to the death camps had already begun. R. Shapira must also
have known that there was very little chance that he, his manuscript, or
any of his immediate followers would survive. Under these circumstances,
his commitment to painstaking, multilayered, and minute revision of his
already finished text should not be taken for granted.

R. Shapira knew that he was going to die and had already lost all
his family, and how did he occupy himself? With correcting and editing
his sermons! Moreover, all of this was done without any certainty that
these sermons would ever be found and published. Such literary activity
is testimony to a life lived at two extremes: the bitter reality of death and
the simultaneous vitality invested in writing, corrections, and stylistic
editing. On one hand, there is calamitous death that destroys everything,
while on the other hand, a new literary creation is produced that requires
a great deal of concentration. Even before we consider the actual content
of these sermons, their very existence should be treated as testimony to
an extraordinary human endeavor. R. Shapira was himself aware of this
tension, which sometimes provoked him to reflect on whether his own
ability to write under these circumstances was a sign of indifference or
apathy to his own suffering and that of others around him:

There are times when a person is astounded by himself,
exclaiming, “Am I not broken? Am I not nearly always in
a state of tears, crying from time to time? How can I study
Torah? By what means may I strengthen myself to produce
new teachings of Torah and hasidut?” At times, his heart
strikes him, as he declares: “Is it not my heartlessness that
allows me to fortify myself in the study of Torah while my
sorrows and the sorrows of the Jewish people are so great?”
He will once more answer himself, “Am I not broken? How
great are my tears; all of my life is woe and gloom.” This
person is perplexed by himself."”



Figure 8.2. Sermon for Passover 1940. Manuscript no. ARG II 15 (Ring. 11/370).
Courtesy of ZIH (Zydowski Instytut Historyczny).
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While this passage is framed in the third person, it is clear that the
author, who “strengthen[s himself] to produce new teachings of Torah
and hasidut,” is actually testifying about himself. If my reading is correct,
this passage represents a personal testament to the pangs of guilt that
seized him (“his heart strikes him”) because he was apparently able to
remain creative despite the torments of his fellows, which “are so great”
On the one hand, he feels great discomfort about allowing his routine of
studying Torah and Hasidic teachings to continue as though nothing has
happened; on the other, he expresses deep awareness of pain and rupture,
so that he is “perplexed by himself” The ability to live in between these
two opposing worlds—the world of literary creation and innovation, and
the world of total destruction—is testimony to a special kind of resilience
deserving description in its own right.

A Psychology of Suffering: Writing in the Shadow of Death

Beginning in the 1970s, a psychological theory was developed that was
concerned with the influence of awareness of death on human cognition
and behavior: terror management theory. The Jewish American writer and
cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker claimed that all creative activity is
directly related to the denial of death.’® For him, culture and creativity
supply a certain bulwark against the fear of death, while the denial of
death motivates man to write and create. In other words, human creative
activity is a form of escape from or ignoring of death, an attempt to prevent
the inexorable end. According to this model, writing may have offered R.
Shapira a mental reprieve from the bitter reality and death surrounding
him, despite the fact that his sermons directly address death and suffering.”

A different approach suggests that human creativity contends with
death and, rather than evading it, emerges victorious. There are matters
more important than life, and engagement with them represents the victory
of the spirit over death and the physical. When Socrates was sentenced to
death by the court of Athens in 399 BCE, he was faced with the possibility
of evading and changing his punishment. However, Socrates decided, for
philosophical reasons, to bear his punishment and drink the cup of poison
hemlock. His death was portrayed by Plato as a victory of the philoso-
pher and of philosophy.?® Socrates refused to desist from philosophy and
stated in his defense, “On this point I would say to you, men of Athens:
‘Whether you believe Anytus or not, whether you acquit me or not, do
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so on the understanding that this is my course of action, even if I am to
face death many times. ”*' Also, “death is something I couldn’t care less
about”** His engagement with philosophy overcame his instinctive fear
of dying. This is a victory, not an escape.

It must be noted, however, that Socrates left behind no writings of
his own and that Plato’s dialogues were written as works of philosophical
fiction after his death. This being the case, it is worth noting an authen-
tic autobiographical work authored by an individual sentenced to death,
The Consolation of Philosophy, by Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius,
which was written while its author was in prison awaiting his execution.”
Boethius was a Roman consul at the beginning of the sixth century who
was executed for treason in 524 CE, after two years of imprisonment.
The Consolation of Philosophy, written in the shadow of his impending
death, is not merely a depiction of his inner life but a manifestation of
the philosophy that is, in the words of Kabbalah scholar Yehuda Liebes,
“the triumph of the spirit of the individual over the reigning tyranny, and
the victory of reason over suffering and emotion* Like Sermons from the
Years of Rage, this can be understood as a triumph of the spirit through
the writing of a text. In this understanding, the writing does not escape
or commemorate suffering—it overcomes it.

Viktor Frankl, the founder of logotherapy, wrote about his experi-
ences in German concentration camps and maintained that he and his
fellow prisoners succeeded in actualizing their spiritual freedom in the
very place where they had been deprived of all human rights.* Frankl
came to Auschwitz with a completed manuscript ready for publication,
which was confiscated upon arrival. Realizing that the manuscript was
lost, he began to reconstruct the work, an activity that gave meaning to
his life and endowed him with physical and spiritual strength. “Certainly,”
he testifies, “my deep desire to write this manuscript anew helped me to
survive the rigors of the camps I was in. For instance, when in a camp in
Bavaria I fell ill with typhus fever, I jotted down on little scraps of paper
many notes intended to enable me to rewrite the manuscript, should I
live to the day of liberation. I am sure that this reconstruction of my
lost manuscript in the dark barracks of a Bavarian concentration camp
assisted me in overcoming the danger of cardiovascular collapse’® The
writing of notes on scraps of paper and the desire to rewrite his book
enabled Frankl to overcome his difficult surroundings and actualize his
spiritual freedom. According to this model, R. Shapira’s writing was an
actualization of freedom in a freedomless world.
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A third approach can be found in the writings of Martin Heidegger.
His Being and Time (1927) addresses the meaning of death at great length.””
According to him, death exposes the individual to his own mortality and
the lack of meaning in his life, but it is this very lack of meaning that
enables the individuation of the individual and is therefore true meaning.
Death is devoid of substance; it is a pure emptiness, which contains all
and hence brings forth the creation of the new. The mental renunciation
of the everyday world gives birth to the new, as the universal meaning
is abandoned and gives way to the personal creation of the individual.*®

Similarly, Franz Rosenzweig utilized the existential fear of death to
criticize rationalist Western philosophy, opening his Star of Redemption
(1921) with the words, “in philosophos!”® As an existentialist, Rosenzweig
positions existence as prior to all thought and places the earthly fear of
death—which philosophical idealism, and Hegel in particular, attempt to
deny—as the starting point of Star of Redemption. Rosenzweig wrote the
book in light of his encounter with the horrors of World War I. For him,
death establishes existence as prior to all thought. From the fear of death,
man realizes his being; this fear is the source of all life.*

Another modern writer, Lev Shestov—born Yehuda Leyb Schwarz-
mann (1866-1938)—argued that meaninglessness and despair are primary
human experiences (“Utter futility! All is futile!”),*" which, however, point
to an experience of faith beyond both knowledge and hopelessness.*

According to Shestov, the experience of doubt and the deepest
uncertainty are continuous with the experience of “faith” The believer
begins his path in the depths of despair, but it is from these very depths
that he cries out to God: “Out of the depths I call you, O Lord”** What
does he call? “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”** Faith
is not a sense of contentment but rather a struggle with bitterness and
a darkened spirit: “I say to God, my rock, ‘Why have You forgotten me,
why must I walk in gloom? ”* The individual finds himself in a constant
struggle against reason and logic, against the “truth” thrust upon him; this
struggle is the state of faith. Shestov’s final work, Athens and Jerusalem,
concludes with these words: “Philosophy is not Besinnen but struggle. And
this struggle has no end and will have no end. The kingdom of God, as
it is written, is attained through violence*

Much like awareness of despair, which is the starting point of religious
experience, awareness of death also serves a central function in Shestov’s
thought. Only death can shake off from man the false enchantments of
knowledge and scientific truth.’” “[Shestov’s] philosophy seeks to instruct



CREATIVE WRITING IN THE SHADOW OF DEATH 201

man to contend with the horrors of his historical existence, to live authen-
tically with his despair without evasion, and to recognize the horrific reality
of mortality and the lack of importance of an existence bound to end.
All of these are meant to instruct him however in that spiritual strength
which is faith, to lead him to God who will provide him not only with
a primary meaning to his life, but with freedom”* Death exposes man
to the end, and consequent meaningless nature, of his life and reminds
him of his finality in order that he not be engulfed by a fabricated world
devoid of meaning.”* The fear of death shatters the illusion of our existence
as independent and distinct beings. The possibility of faith thus develops
in the very face of death.

The Neo-Hasidic thinker Hillel Zeitlin (see Leshem, this volume),
who was acquainted with R. Shapira and even wrote a glowing review
of his educational tract A Student’s Obligation,” was also influenced by
Shestov. In an essay titled “From the Depths of Doubt and Despair (On
the Tremendous Striving of Lev Shestov),” Zeitlin addresses the extreme
negation of all values and meaning in the world, which found expres-
sion in Shestov’s thought.** “Friedrich Nietzsche came and rejected all
that was human,” writes Zeitlin, “conceiving by this to make room for
the Ubermensch. Lev Shestov . . . came and elevated the rejection of all
things human to a degree of shocking and wondrous perfection in his
recognition that the Ubermensch too is but a ‘human, all too human’
conception.” For Shestov, according to Zeitlin, “all that is human—even
if it be decorated with the finest adornments of philosophy, science, and
verse—is nothing but futility and pursuit of wind”** However, Zeitlin
notes, Shestov’s negations must be understood as continuations of “Hume’s
efforts in the critique of human perception; Schopenhauer’s efforts in the
negation of any value to life; Nietzsche’s efforts in the critique of man and
all that he has; Rousseau and Tolstoy’s efforts in the negation of all that is
called culture and civilization; Dostoyevsky’s efforts in his groping about
and prodding . . . and [that] it is from that very depth of nothingness
that he calls out to God-Wonder™* Zeitlin puts all this into a familiar
Jewish idiom: “Through recognizing the nullity of all that is human, he
[Shestov] seeks ‘the One who spoke and the world came into being. ”*

According to this third model, R. Shapiras writings are not a man-
ifestation of a polarized life led between a mode of innovative creation
and a reality emblematic of death and destruction. The bitter existence to
which he was fated had already lost all meaning, and the works he wrote
were a possession to bring before God, evoking the talmudic aphorism
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“Praiseworthy is he who comes here with his teachings in his hand”*
R. Shapira did not record his sermons for others but rather for himself,
as he wrote elsewhere: “Behold, a person does not write solely for oth-
ers . . . but also notes for himself”;* “Every [personal] impression (roshem)
needs paper and space to be written (yirshemu) on”* The manuscript is
R. Shapira’s offering for eternal life: “Fix yourself in the vestibule so that
you may enter the palace*®

In sum, the manuscript Sermons from the Years of Rage is a tes-
timony to the phenomenon of creation in the shadow of death. Three
philosophical and psychological explanations have been given above for
this phenomenon:

1. Ignoring the world: the attempt to prevent inevitable death.

2. Triumph over the world: the actualization of freedom in a
freedomless world.

3. Disillusionment with the world: through recognizing the
nullity of all that is human, he seeks “He who spoke and
the world came into being”

A Phenomenology of Suffering

The attempts I have suggested above to explain R. Shapira’s “creative writing
in the shadow of death” should not be seen as three distinct approaches
that do not correspond. We should note that R. Shapira’s sermons do not
contain a clear and decisive doctrine, and R. Shapira does not hesitate to
acknowledge that he himself is perplexed, as we saw above.” Therefore, it is
more likely that R. Shapira engages in all these three different approaches—
on different occasions. In practice, we can also approach this subject from
a completely different perspective: the phenomenological one. According to
this approach, his sermons are more of an attempt to refashion the question
of suffering in phenomenological terms, as a wandering journey rather than
a quest for “meaning” alone.”” Don Seeman has argued, convincingly, that
this collection of sermons should be “approached as it was written, with a
view to ritual and hermeneutic strategies rather than foregone ideological
conclusions, and to lived experience in suffering rather than doctrine™"
Cultural anthropology tends to assume that ordered and coherent
meaning is the primary desideratum of social life. Both Max Weber and
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Clifford Geertz associate religious rituals with the quest for meaning in
suffering. According to Geertz, the purpose of rituals is to make suffering
meaningful and therefore sufferable.” In contrast, Seeman uses the phe-
nomenological account of Emmanuel Levinas, who argues that suffering
is inherently “useless” and therefore resistant to meaning’s claim. Seeman
demonstrates how R. Shapira’s Ghetto sermons constitute a denial that
the insufferable can be made sufferable and “urge ritual fidelity in spite of
meaninglessness, and not always as its antidote”® In a later article, See-
man expands and deepens his idea of “ritual in its own right” and deals
with R. Shapiras quest for ritual efficacy in a reality of radical suffering.
R. Shapira’s response to crisis in the Warsaw Ghetto was not limited to
making suffering meaningful but extended to the problem of efficacy, which
precedes “meaning”* Seeman was the first to use this kind of language
and to develop categories of experience as a key method for reading R.
Shapira’s sermons.

Nonetheless, Seeman does find a kind of meaning—not in the
sense of meaningfulness with which anthropology remains preoccupied
but rather in the sense of a purpose, sometimes pragmatic, for suffering.
Such as: “bringing down blessing,” “defending the cosmos,” and “suffering
for the other;” which all derive from kabbalistic teachings: “I have argued
that the impossible weight of suffering in Warsaw pushed ritual practice
inexorably away from its meaning-making dimension and towards an
increased emphasis on the essentially ethical gestures of bringing down
blessing, defending the cosmos, and suffering for the other”*

With this perspective, I would like to look into what I have described
as the tension of “writing in the shadow of death” There is no doubt
that both preaching and writing down the sermons are ritual practices,
which have the highest priority in halakhah and the deepest significance
in Jewish mysticism.”® Studying and teaching Torah are rituals that carry
deep cosmological significance for Rabbi Shapira: “Innovative study and
teaching of the sacred texts in their traditional form is a ritual activity that
literally draws divine vitality down from above to support the integrity
and existence of the cosmos, including the community of believers™ R.
Shapira himself engages this problem through the study and teaching of
Torah: “It is certain that Rabbi Shapira refers not just to the text of Scrip-
ture when he says “Toraly in this context, but to the whole interwoven
corpus of Jewish sacred textuality, including his own Hasidic sermons,
whose production and study are without a doubt meant to be ritually
efficacious in their own right*
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This concept of “ritual in its own right” can lead us to a more
extreme approach and at once a very simple claim: R. Shapira wrote
down his sermons as a plain act of learning Torah. He continued doing
what he always did in his lifetime: teach and write—rituals in their own
right—with no additional explanation, even not the pragmatistic one, and
a fortiori the mystical motive. This explains the feelings of guilt and per-
plexity he expresses over the very act of writing these sermons. But at the
same time, he expresses the feeling that he cannot put down his pen. To
be clear, I do not underestimate the value of the concept of ritual efficacy
developed by Seeman. However, I want to differentiate between teaching
Torah by preaching a sermon to the public and writing it down afterward,
especially given the layers of editing and proofreading explored above.

Rituals bring down divine blessing and defend the cosmos, according
to Jewish mysticism. However, writing down the sermons may be an action
of torah lishmah, learning Torah for its own sake, a value that has a long
history in Jewish tradition.”® The study of Torah outweighs, in Judaism,
all other precepts (mitsvot),”® hence we can approach it in a different
manner from all other rituals. R. Shapira writes his sermons, then he
proofreads them and writes corrections in the margins of a manuscript,
then he adds another layer of corrections and additions, and so on, all
alongside the bitter reality outside, because this is his way of learning
Torah. Obviously, there is no certainty that these sermons will ever be
found or published. However, this did not change R. Shapira’s sense of
obligation toward learning Torah, which became part of his DNA and
which he could not disengage from, even in times of crises, just as he
could not stop breathing oxygen.

As Seeman points out, learning Torah in the Ghetto (like all other
religious rituals) was not done in order to “make suffering sufferable,” in
Geertz’s terms. It was a ritual efficiency, which, according to Ariel Evan
Mayse, was “surely meant to open the heart and awaken the soul amid
the sadness, destruction, and pain of the Warsaw Ghetto. In this crushing
environment, the talmudic and midrashic aggadah spirit offered a way of
transcending time and entering the world of illuminated exegesis rather
than temporal suffering”®* This is true for learning the sources that con-
struct the homily and then teaching it aloud to the public. Nevertheless,
R. Shapira could have stopped here. Why did he need to write his ser-
mons, and why did he need to make changes—often very minor ones that
have no effect on meaning? Moreover, R. Shapira stopped preaching just
before the “Great Action,” which began on July 22, 1942. Major parts of
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his proofreading were carried out after the Ghetto emptied.®® It is clear
that at that point, R. Shapira was not working on his Torah in order to
provide hope or self-respect or for the sake of “suffering for the other”
or even for “affective strategies that would allow his followers—and the
cosmos itself—to resist collapse,”® since there was no longer an audience,
or an “other,” or followers, and the cosmos did collapse. It seems to me
that his writing, under these circumstances, expresses the value of torah
lishmah in its most extreme form, as a “ritual in its own right”®

We can never know with any degree of certainty how R. Shapira
himself viewed this tension of creativity in the shadow of death—if he saw
any tension at all—aside from the personal testimony that he recorded
for various audiences, both immediate and less proximate, in these ser-
mons. But I believe that critical examination of his manuscript together
with openness to the psychological and phenomenological dimensions
of suffering and creativity offers the best chance we have to do justice
to his torment.
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