62

Wiesel's Memoir
and God outside Auschwitz*

Mildred L. Culp

Night records Elie Wiesel's internment at Auschwitz, and itraises
questions about God’s and humanity’'s respective roles in the death
camps. Today’s literary critics and theologians, however, highlight
Wiesel's gift for story-telling of his theology and miss the quality of
the writer’'s individual works. Tending to group all of the author’s
Holocaust stories to illuminate a particular theme, they have failedto
recognize that Wiesel's theology in Night is manifest only when they
perceive ‘that there is meaning in [it, which] comes only when the
elements that go up to make thatthing’” appear in their relatedness.’
They do not see that Wiesel's text is @a memoir rather than a short
story or autobiography, and that the meaning of Night is that God
makes the conscious choice of turning away from the world when
humanity assumes God’'s role in it.2 This essay will prove that the
book is a memoir rather than an autobiography and, through textual
analysis, that Wiesel believes God was inoperative at Auschwitz.

A brief note on Wiesel's attitude toward the Holocaust suggests
why Night merits examination as an autobiographical act written
from a theological perspective. Recently, Wiesel observed that he
remains incredulous about his experiences at Auschwitz: | do not
believe it. The event seems unreal, as if it occurred on a different
planet.”3 Clearly, the author is concerned with the meaning behind
the crucial event in his life, and Night reflects his attempt to achieve
some degree of understanding. Thus, the book deserves to be
analyzed as a testimonial to its author’'s personal experience in a
theologically confusing world.

In a recent book, Karl Weintraub observes that autobiography “'is
written from a specific retrospective point of view, the place at which
the author stands in relation to his cumulative experience when he
puts interpretive meaning on his past.*'* When Night opens with its
remarks about Moche the Beadle, it seems to be a very simple story.
But by the third paragraph Wiesel is telling the reader that his
acquaintanceship with the curious man began in the closing months
of 1941, when the narrator was a devout Jew. The book promises to
examine the narrator’s religious beliefss through the medium of art
Wiesel works through the particular to reach the abstract; he
recounts history to achieve universal truth. He promises insightinto
“the nature of our own selves and our share in the hyman
condition.”s *Accepted for publication June 3, 1980



As autobiographical literature Night reflects what Roy Pascal calls
"Selbstbesinnung,” a search for one’s inner standing.””” Wiesel's tale
is an attempt to analyze history until it “partakes of the recurrence of
myth.”8 In fact, the author is participating in ritual by reopening
communication with the past and with literary form. Published in
1958, Night is Wiesel's first book, which suggests that the writer
perceived asomewhat metaphysical urge to understand a past rooted
in the events of the Holocaust. Its narrator tries to formulate a
philosophy based on that experience. Night is a memoir and a
Bildungsroman centering on the religious awakening of an already
religious boy of fifteen. While the term “memoir” has carried with it
connotations of informality® in this case it has been chosen to reflect
serious purposes. The book is atype of autobiographical writing. but not an
autobiography. which is slanted toward the individual. Wiesel's memoir
moves beyond personal considerations to critical theological issues
arising in an irrational universe. The author recognizes that “religion.
Anvolves a complex of emotions and relationships and an energetic
principle of living."'® Wiesel's special gift is the ability to synthesize the
powers of observer artist and historian theologian

As a record of Jewish life under Hitler s regime. Night has been
misread as providing evidence that God has broken the covenant with
the Jews. But textual evidence reveals that humanity's betrayal of
God leads to unprecedented banality and emptiness. Because the
Holocaust is an attack on humanity by humanity, Wiesel's record
necessitates 'that luminous patterning of which the artist alone is
capable. . .to show us what is significantly human in the destruction
of six million people.”"" Textual analysis reveals that humanity has
created the evil of the Holocaust by trying to play God.

Wiesel is not concerned primarily with the political issues
precipitating the Holocaust or the phystcal suffering of the Jews. His
attention rests squarely on fundamental questions of the human
spirit when human beings decide, like God, who will ive and who will
die. The author’s focus is Eliezer, the martyr/hero whose name
begins with the prefix "El,” the Hebrew word for God, and how
unmitigated suffering robs him of his previous belief. Night is a
spiritual dialectic addressing God's effacement and the dilemma of
living when one has confronted ultimate evil and has had to survive
without divine intervention. In part, it i1s Wiesel's Kaddish to his
spiritual infancy and the victims of the Holocaust.

Night tells the compelling story of the Holocaust asonlyartcan. Itis
at once historical and beyond history. A memorial to the dead, itis a
hving reminder of the need to reflect upon history for the insights it
bequeathes the present. But it is told 1n the form of a story, which
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suggests to the reader that Wiesel values art for its ability to find
ultimate meaning. To personalize that story, he juxtaposes the
Holocaust with a child’s recollection of his experiences and creates
"a curious blend of beauty and suffering.”"'2 The author’s use of the
first-person narrative makes his material even more immediate. T his
technique of memoir also transforms history into an organizing
principle for form.'3 The "I organizes the form of Night and, finally,

becomes its form.

Wiesel is in dialogue first withthe “I"" creatingthe memoirandthen
with the events of history thatleadtoatheology. The second dialogue
proves more interesting thanthe first, but too many critics alight on it
only briefly and bypass formal considerations. If Wiesel's "message”’
were intended to be expressed without the aid of metaphor, the
author would have exchanged the memoir for an essay or for
historical analysis. The autobiographical writing suggests that
Wiesel believed his self-actualization could be communicated best
through the medium of art. Therefore, it is formal considerations to

which we must turn.

Wiesel uses the tools of the consummate artist. Evidence of his
technique appears throughout the narrative in comic incongruity,
irony, temporal changes, symbolism, imagery, and appropriation of
the Bildungsroman While none of these can be separated from
Wiesel's theology, the last is completely bound up init. Comicscenes
are created to magnify the tragic quality of the story. As if to
underscore the seriousness of his subject, the writer refersto the
wish of the Jews of Sighet that Passover end, “'so that we should not
have to play this comedy any longer.”"'* Passover, therefore, has
turned into a religious celebration that is completely out of place.
Later, after Eliezer is permitted to keep his pair of new mudcoated
shoes, he thanks God for “having created mud in his infinite and
wonderful universe.” (p. 48)'> Under norinal conditions, God is not
usually exalted for the mud of the earth, and the universe of Night is
not “wonderful.”

In a world where comedy is incongruous, brutality transforms
human beings. Just before the liberating Russian army arrives, for
example, the prisoners dress in layers for the evacuation. Wiesel
comments, "Poor mountebanks, wider than they were tall, more dead
than alive; poor clowns, their ghostiike faces emerging from piles of
prison clothes. Buffoons!” (p. 94) This scene is a reminder of theearly
incident in which the thinnest prisoner swims in his uniform, and the
heaviest one is barely covered. But the reader does not laughat this
comedy, because the writer is recounting the life of suffering in a
world where reasonable expectations are confounded and where



human responsibility has been abandoned. The boy's world 1s
dreamlike and must be shared through the story-telling impulse: it
was like a page torn form some story book.” (p. 26)

If the reacer misses the significance of the incongruity, Wiesel
adopts irony as a stylistic device to communicate the irrationality of
the concentration camp experience. The Jews of Sighet, crammed
into a box car travelling to Auschwitz in the spring of 1944, have
never heard the name of their destination. In fact, the group is so
oblivious to its fate that it believes what itis told: " There was a labor
camp. Conditions were good. Families would notbe splitup. . . We
gave thanks to God.”(p. 37) The ultimate irony, thanking God at
Auschwitz. Every sentence is clipped and matter-of-fact. Wiesel's
genius i1s clear in his ability to keep the reader as aware of the
deception in the “facts’ as the Jews are taken in by them.

Irony strikes the reader once again on Yom Kippur, when the
starving Jews debate whether they should fast. Some of the
prisoners believe that challenging the danger inherent in observing
the holiday under the circumstances of the concentration camp
would impress God asdevout.'®Inthisincident "the absurd[emerges
as] the breakdown of the accustomed order in God's world, the
dissolution of a long established relationship between man and
God.""7

A third narrative device involves changing the shape of the
dimension of time. Night itself denies temporality the character it
usually assumes by repeating history and creating a perspective
which shows the author within history and outside of it
simultaneously. For the Jews, though, the present alone has
meaning, because it is the abnormality, the very brutality of that
present with which they must contend in order to survive. From this
standpoint, the future and past lose their meaning. Thisis particularly
noticeable in Eliezer's repeated comments about the inactive
memories of the prisoners, and the reader’s perception that the boy
wonders only occasionally what happened to his mother and Tzipora,
his little sister.

More particularly, however, the narrator leaps out of his story by
presenting an analogous incident which occurred after the camp
experience but reinforces its universal qualities. First the author
establishes the dreamlike nature of the world by disclosing that
Elizer's senses are blurred when he arrives at Buchenwald. The
transtemporal qualities of the Holocaust are disclosed in three
specific incidents. The first occurs when Eliezer's father expresses
minimal concern for having to wear the yellow star: “The yellow star?



Oh, well, what of it? You don'tdieof it.”” Wiesel's aside, '(Poor Father!
Of what then did you die?)” (p. 20) comesirom the present but speaks
of oppression against the Jews throughout history.

The secondscene isEliezer's beatingby Idek. The child's blood runs
and a French girl, who is passing as Aryan and does not speak with
other prisoners, tries to comfort him. Although Eliezer is uncertain of
the girl's background, the actreinforceshissense of her Jewishness
Wiesel then moves directly to his chance meeting with her on the
Metro in Paris many years after the war. The significance of the
meeting reflects that “"the solidarity of Jewish people is based on the
simplest and most courageous of human acts: the coummunication
of one Jew to another that he is a Jew, and thus shares his
identity.”"'® When the woman affirms their common heritage, the
writer attests to the transtemporal dimension of the affirmation.

A more arresting episode occurs during deportation as the Russian
front closes. When a German workman throws a piece of bread into
the wagon, a boy, like a ravenous wolf, kills his father over the food
And then he is killed by the other men.

But the author demonstrates that the significance of theincident s
not isolated to the Holocaust, because he shifts to an experience in
Aden some years later. In this particular scene some passengersona
pleasure boatare amused by thereactions of 'natives,” to whom they
are throwing coins. When Wiesel sees two children on the verge of
killing each other over some money, he asks a wealthy Parisienne to
stop tossing coins overboard. She responds indifferently that she
enjoys giving “to...charity.” (p. 112) Each of these events illustrates
Wiesel's perception that the experience and meaning behind the
Holocaust are not confined to the concentration camp alone

Wiesel's command of symbolism permeates his book. Thesymbols
suggest death, evil, and insight. Each assumes a significance beyond
itself and keys thereader into the main theme of the memoir, which is
the opening of Eliezer's—and the reader's—eyes to God's
dissociation from the events of Auschwitz. Indeed, the symbols in
Night come to suggest that when humanity assumes responsibility
for the Jews or any other group of people, God faces the death of
God’s creation and therefore moves outside of it.

Death imagery pervades the personal record, and symbols of lke
are transformed into symbols of death. Before leaving Sighet. ‘fO'
example, the townspeople are shadows whose lives are beinhg
drained. They are the goods of the market place. a commodity whose
humanity is denied by the events of the Holocaust. In fact. the fgaded



portraits symbolize the Jews of Sighet whose value has disappeared.
Thereafter, the Jews are “"dried-up trees, dried-up bodies, numbers,
cattle or merchandise, rags, starved stomach(s].” (pp. 47, 74, 63)
Depersonalized and dehumanized, they are closest to death when,
like the narrator’'s father struck down by dysentery, they become

ghosts.

Even religious symbols hint of death. Altogether, these reflect the
Jews’ very real concern for their once vital faith. The world of Sighet
becomes “an open tomb’ (p. 27) leading to death. In such a place
there are numerous travesties made upon Judaism. Hitler's agents
choose the Sabbath to deport the Jews and the synagogue to detain
them. This synagogue the deportees must profane by relieving
themselves in it. Then at Birkenau, someone faced with the prospect
of dying in the crematorium begins to recite the Kaddish. Wiesel
observes poignantly, I do not know if it has ever happened before, in
the long history of the Jews, that people have recited the prayer for
the dead for themselves.” (p. 43)

Wiesel's imagery is most effective when it illuminates the
omnipresence of evil through images and symbols of darkness and
light. As in most literature, night stands for evil or death, but here
light is distorted to mean the same. Fiery stars foreshadow the
crematory ovens. Eliezer asks if his experience is not a nightmare and
comes to realize thata seriesof nights, one “last night’" after another,
will introduce him to evil. Here he describes the first:

Never shall | forget that night, the first night in camp, which
has turned my life into one long night, seven times cursed and
seven times sealed Never shalll forgetthat smoke. Never shalll
forget the little faces of the children, whose bodies | saw turned
into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky. Never shall |
forget those flames which consumed my faith forever. . Never
shall | forget those moments which murdered my God and my
soul and turned my dreams to dust. . .even if | am condemned
to live as long as God Himself. Never. (p. 44)

This passage in Night incorporates many of the important images
used by Wiesel and provides insight into his theology. It shows how
the prisoner's days are converted into nights which darken their
souls, but that God exists. It makes the light of the furnace satanic,
because the furnace stands as a mockery of the candles lighted on the
anniversary deaths of loved ones. In fact, the word “furnace” s
meaningful as a reflection of the atrocity inflicted upon the Jews. As
one theologian has observed, A fire lit by men with the purpose of
consuming men strikes at the very heart of creation,”"'? because this
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IS a world overseen by humanity—not God.

Eyes, Wiesel's most frequently used symbol, direct the reader to
the Nazi Weltanschauung. In one moving scene, while a little boy
called "asad-eyed angel” (p. 75)isdying an agonizing death symbolic
of the cosmic tragedy Wiesel recounts, the prisoners are forced to
march in front of him and look directly into his eyes. Theologically,
this is one of the must crucial sections of the memoir. Many readers
have concluded that the incident symbolizes the death of God, when
actually a close reading of Night suggests the slow destruction of a
tortured child with refined and beautiful features as an act of
humanity. When Eliezer says his own eyes are open to a world
without God or humanity, he is speakingofHitler's world. Heremains
above the bestiality of that world only through the act of reflecting
upon it.

The concept of vision Is abstracted by three prophets, Moche the
Beadle and Madame Schachter, who are the seers capable of
providing advance warning to the Jews, and Akiba Qrumer, who
appears to be a false prophet. The first two are victimized for their
appearance of insanity. Moche is cast out Madame Schachter.
labeled insane. The mystic who has cabbalistic dreams of the
deliverance of the Jews finds a verse in the Bible which may be
interpreted to mean that his people will be saved within two weeks
Then the selection determines his fate. Wiesel's message is clear
medieval Jewish mysticism is irrelevant in the concentration camp,
because the God of this tradition is not operative there

Wiesel even enliststhe aid of hisreader’s eyes when his characters
may be unable to comprehend the significance of certain
relationships. The orphaned Czech brothers who “lived, body and
soul. for each other” (p. 61) are virtually inseparable A rabbi and his
son struggle to maintain eye contact. In particular. Eliezers
relationship with his father establishes a new covenant,““ and the
two remaln within the sight of each other whenever possible. All of
these reflect the author’s perception of “the crucial” importance of
human relattonships in the camps,?' which lend stabihty by
affnrmlng the importance of the human community in an Inhumane
world. They also show that God's covenant with God's people is still
very much alive

Still, the hero's perspective on God changes as the boy fights t0
survive when Nazism assumes God's dominion over the creation
Young Ellezer’s spiritual journey is. theologically and iterarily, the
most interesting part of the memoir. It s central to Wiesel's theology
and as such merits analys!s. In the beginning, the child is twelve and



an ardent student of the Talmud. At night he goes to the synagogue
and weeps “over the destruction of the Temple. . .because of
something inside me that feltthe need for tears.” (pp. 12-13)Eliezer’s
very being finds expression in prayer. Itisaninstinctive act, like living
and breathing. On his way to the ghetto, he experiences his first
hatred toward human beings as "the first of the faces of hell and
death” (p. 29) thatis, asthe creators and perpetrators of anevil world.
But he remains able to pray to God for help.

Upon arriving at Birkenau, the childis incredulous atthe burning of
people and children—and the world’s silence at such atrocity. As the
Kaddish is being recited, he expresses his questioning: if the lord of
the Universe is silent, why should he offer thanks to such a ruler?
Eliezer's childhood God is murdered that first night: ""A dark flame
had entered into my soul and devoured it.”" (p. 47)

Eliezer denounces God on the eve of Yom Kippur by asking,
rhetorically, the meaning of God's greatness amid the dying
Holocaust vicitims. He refuses to bless God, because doing so would
signify blessing the One who permits the crematorium to consume
the Jews. The hero's religious position has not matured completely.
Remembering that he was once a a mystic who believed that his
prayer could save the world, Eliezer decides that humankind is
stronger than a God who cannot be undarstood: | was the accuser,
G od the accused. My eyes were open and | was alone — terribly alone
in a world without Godandwithout man.” (p. 79) Nazism perverts the
traditional relationship of God and humanity. On Yom Kippur the boy
feels a void after eating, but refusing to fast is his rebellion and
protest toward the now forsaken God of his childhood. After all, the
child views the camp experience as a Calvary, where sensitive people
like Akiba Drumer lose their faith.??

The main character’'s spiritual change progresses when Eliezer
beginsto see himself ""as two (separate) entities— my body and me. "’
(p. 97) This distinction reflects the boy's rejection of the Jewish belief
in the unity of flesh and spirit. Marching away from Auschwitz, the
child toys with the idea of dying because of death’s immunity from
physical and spiritual suffering. In a final attempt to make contact
with God, he prays to the God he has denounced for strength to
protect his father from death. His insincerity is punished by the just
God of his childhood, who presides over the son's silent appeal to
“getrid of the dead weight.” (p. 118) Eliezer is shamed by his own
words, and the covenant remains.

Overcome by the evil he encounters, Eliezer is transfixed on two
different occasions by his father’'s being beaten but, like the God of
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Aushwitz, is silent. When the prisoners make an effort to sing more
Hasidic melodies, speak of God's mysterious ways andthe sins of the
Jews and their future deliverance, Eliezer announces that he has
already stopped praying. He knows the God of Israel will nothear him
He identifies with the tormented Job and does ‘not deny God's
existence, but | doubted His absolute Justice.”" (p. 96) In transition
spiritually, the boy nevertheless believes that God is present.

As Eliezer’s father isdying,.thesondoes notrespondtoalast cry for
water and, even in his duplicity, feels free. Transtformed spiritually
Eliezer lacks the continued guidance of his traditional God. When he
sees himself in the mirror, Eliezer confronts a face marked by death
Stylistically, this scenereitierates the boy’s initiationintothe death of
a once familiar world and thus convolutes the outcome of the
Bildungsroman.?3

These incidents reveal Wiesel's perspective on the God of
Auschwitz. The memoirist does not deny God's existence: he actually
affirms it. We have already seen in the first night experience that
Wiesel believes God will always be alive. In fact, Wiesel implies that
his God exists outside Auschwitz, but not within it, because the
Holocaust is not God's creation. God is not ineffective or weak, as
Thomas Idinopulos charges, and the Holocaust does not prove that
God rules badly.?*

Moreover, Wiesel is not stating forthrightly that God is unjust
Instead, he asserts that God's justice may not be (this is different
from “isn’'t’’) absolute. It is not certain, not necessarily perfect or
relative; it may not be ultimate. The eyes of the narrator come to see
the concentration camp as a lonely world in which God'sjustice Is not
the ruling force.

At one point the prisoners cry simultaneously in all the cars
without “knowing against whom we cried. Not knowing why."" (p
115) The men have joined in the acknowledgement of Holocaus:
victims and the God who stands outside the Holgcaust Wiesel does
not pretend to understand Auschwitz here, excCgpt as a product o
human evil. And in fact, it is precisely at this pojn¢ that his memor
fascihates us, for it "demonstrates in a striking way the impossibiit
of closure.”’?®* The author does not, he cannot explgin the relationshit
between humanity and God that existed there. Nin g years after Nigh:
was published, he said that ‘the Holocaust. . cgn pe explaines
neither with God nor without Him."?¢ Wiesel is not speaking of a7
immoral or weak God. He avoids such value judgments As ar
observer, he records God's conscious inoperativeness in the hel
which is the Holocaust. Amid the brutality and suffering the write'



“achieves pathos because his aim is not to shock the mind butrather
to convey, through feeling, moral and spiritual knowledge.” 27 The
world Eliezer perceives is one in which humanity rules, and Wiesel
says there are no answers to the questions of what kind of
paradoxical God he portrays. This theological position has not
changed, for Wiesel asserted recently:

Those experiences of which | try to speak have no answers,
should have no answers. I'm afraid ofanyone who comes with a
theory, a system, based on that experience. . . | believe the
experience was above and beyond theories and systems and
philosophies.?8

Inthe end. the recollection of that suffering and its translation into Night
become atonce a Kaddishto concentrationcamp victims and an act of faith
toward the God who stood outside Auschwitz Through memoir, Ellie
Wiesel invites acommunal response tohuman evil. when humanity creates
a structure empowering itself to act like God.
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Critique

It is not exactly a guarded secret that Jews, for three or four
thousand years, have questioned who they were, who they are, and
whothey aregoingtobeasindividualsandas members of the various
groups within which they associate. And through those many
centuries they have often cried out in anguish and ambivalence to
their God. Elie Wiesel, who writes with great power and also great
agony, is certainly not the first writer to express these themes. Nor s
the German Holocaust with all of its unspeakable and unfathomable
horrors the first event to evoke these emotions. Having witnessed the
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, for example, the prophet
Jeremiah, ponderedthese problems andsent a message toJews who
had been carried off into captivity in Babylon. Essentially Jeremiah’s
message was that God is everywhere. The significance of this
statement, beyondthe fire and brimstone of sermons and the finesse
of the endless Talmudic debates, is that being Jewish is a matter
which transcends time and space and that the values of Judaism are
universal. Fundamentally Wiesel says that too, though the pain with
which he speaks and the implications of his message are eve n more

horrifying to us because the space and the time about which he
speaks are closer at hand.

In her essay focused on Elie Wiesel's book, Culp provides more 3
book report on Night than an interdisciplinary insight into the facts
and ramifications of Wiesel's internment at Auschwitz. To be sure
Nightis not considered in vacuo . Culp draws on a number of sources
indicated in her notes, in an attempt to demonstrate her basic theses
that (1) Wiesel’s book is @ memoir rather than an autobiography, and
(2) that Wiesel believes that God was inoperative at Auschwitz.

Whether Wiesel's book is an autobiography, a memoir, a fictional
account, or, for that matter, an ethnographic or sociological study, 152
matter of considerable scholarly interest. Discussion of thisquestion



