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to which, when it comes to describing God’s nature, we are only allowed to use
negative atfributes:

know that the description of God, may He be cherished and exalted, by means
of negations is the correct description—a description that is not affected by an
indulgence in facile language and does not imply any deficiency with respect
to God in general or in any particular mode . . . we have no way of describing
“Him unless it be through negations and not otherwise."

The linguistic nature of Maimonides’ negative theology is significant for our
discussion. According to Maimonides scholar Ehud Benor, Maimonides’ con-
cern is language’s ability to represent divine perfections. Benor claims that Mai-
monides seeks to show that negative theology alone can yield the representation
of God that, as required, does not violate God’s unknowability.' Benor stresses
that this is a radical thesis which implies that God cannot be represented as
infinitely greater and more perfect than we but only as absolutely incommen-
surable, wholly other.”® God’s wholly other nature as necessary being defines
the context of negative theology to maintain that since we have no knowledge
of what God is, we only know what God is not.'® If humans possess neither a
description nor an experience of God, how can thoughts and words relate to
God at all?"”

In the current chapter, I discuss several ways in which Agnon’s work reflects
this problem and the ways in which he tried to solve it. Perhaps influenced by
his father, Sholom Mordechai Halevi Czaczkes, who served as his main teacher
since he was ten years old, and who wrote a long essay on Maimonides,'® Agnon
seems to be constantly aware of the Maimonidean linguistic restrictions in regard
to referencing and describing God."

I show that Maimonides’ negative theology is one of the solutions that Agnon
employs in order to solve the theological as well as literary problem he faced
when attempting to represent the divine. For Agnon, as for the great medieval
Jewish philosopher, God’s essence can be referred to only through negative attrib-
utes, i.e., by saying what he is not rather than what he is and by describing his
actions rather than his essence.

I argue that Agnon relies on the Maimonidean solution in order to reconcﬂe
the theological prohibition with his literary agenda. 1 demonstrate my claim
by addressing first those rare occasions where Agnon directly refers to God
and show that in these cases he employs what we can designate as negative
attributes in the Maimonidean sense. Then I demonstrate that through a liter-
ary mechanism rooted in the Rabbinic (and Biblical) concept of “measure for
measure” (mida ke-neged mida),*® Agnon renders God’s actions while avoiding
depicting his attributes. Finally, I show how questioning this very mechanism
in particular in his later works serves Agnon as a subtle form of criticism of
divine justice.
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“Silence is Praise to Thee”

In this part of the chapter I argue that when Agnon does attempt to depict God—
or, more accurately, God’s presence—he does so only indirectly, by referring to
it through the symbolic use of silence. The famous Maimonidean assertion that
“the most apt phrase concerning [the depiction of God] is the dictum occurring in
Psalms, ‘Silence is Praise to Thee’ (Ps. 65:2)”% was transformed in Agnon’s work
into his frequent employment of a paradoxical line from the famous High Holi-
days liturgy, U-netane tokef* “And a still sound of silence shall be heard” (ve-ko!
demama daka yishama). Allusions to and variations on this line appear in several
of Agnon’s works, and it seems as though he uses them to describe the experience
of sensing the divine presence.

The biblical roots of this famous line can be found in 1 Kings, 19 when God is
revealed to Elijah:

And lo, the Lord passed by. There was a great and mighty wind, splitting
mountains, and shattering rocks by the power of the Lord; but the Lord was not
in the wind. After the wind-an earthquake; but the Lord was not in the earth-
quake. After the earthquake—fire; but the Lord was not in the fire. And after
the fire—a soft murmuring sound.”

After the negation of the presence of God in the wind, the earthquake and the
fire, God seems to appear in the silence. In his stories, Agnon does not refer to
the negation of the other elements, associated according to some midrashim with
God’s revelation to Moses. Instead, he alludes to the presence of God by focusing
on the very negation that derives from this phrase.

In his story “Twice as Much,” [“Pi shnayim,” 1940],* for example, the nar-
rator’s search for the divine in the midst of Yom Kippur results in an encounter
with a presence that is depicted in terms of its absence: “And silence prevailed
everywhere, like a silence that has emanated from silence. Silenced (damum),
1 walked on the roof of my home.”? Employing the Kabbalistic and Neo-Platonic
terminology of emanation (ha’atzalah), Agnon can write about the divine without
mentioning it by name. Like God, silence is beyond words. His emphatic use of
the verb “damum” (silenced), which is the present simple of “lidmom™ (to be
silent), right after the repeated word “demama” (silence), creates alliteration. By
using this technique, Agnon linguistically illustrates the moment of divine ema-
nation, the emanation of that which is beyond words. He solves the problem of
representing divinity by using silence, the negation of all sounds and words, to
suggest the presence of God in the world (“silence prevailed everywhere”) and
inside man (“silenced, I walked”). According to Benor, in Maimonides’ nega-
tive theology, religious expression that seems most fitting for talking about God
is silence, “which limits the domain of linguistic articulation to instruction for
oneself or for others.” It seems that Agnon adopts this mode to refer to the very
presence of divinity in the world of his story.
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Throughout the story, this non-sound acquires more of the quality of a sound:
“In the space of the world the same voice is shivering as before. It encircles the
sky and surrounds the air. I wanted to walk after the voice so that it would not
expire (ad she-lo yikhale).”?” The “shivering voice” (kol meratet) is not a full
sound, but only a fraction of one.?® Even this fraction is about to end, and the nar-
rator chases it throughout the story, never really able to reach it.

Agnon scholar Baruch Kurzweil takes the dominance of the word “demama”
(silence) in this story to suggest a world with no God.” However, a close read-
ing reveals that the word “demama” in Agnon’s work is not associated with
the absence of divinity, but rather with its very presence. The different uses of
“demama” here, and in many of Agnon’s other stories, point towards the fact that
God’s presence cannot be captured in human language.

Agnon uses this method in several of his other works. Another example can be
found in his story “Yatom ve almanah” [An Orphan and a Widow, 1922].° The
story is about an orphan boy named Ya’akov, who experiences a sort of epiphany
in the midst of a prayer on the anniversary of his father’s death: “While his singing
flowed in the air, he [the cantor] covered his face with his prayer shawl and placed
his head on the ark, and a still, thin sound rose and emerged from there, and the
Glory of God was revealed upon you.™!

As these examples show (and I could offer more), the presence of God is fre-
quently depicted in Agnon’s work through the metaphor of silence. In the story
“Ha-tizmoret” [The Orchestra],’* Agnon uses sound in an even more sophisticated
way. The story describes the narrator’s visit to an orchestra hall on the eve of the
Jewish New Year:

The hatl was full. Men and women violinists, men and women drummers,
trumpeters, and players of a variety of instruments all stood, dressed in black,
and played incessantly. The great conductor was not to be seen in the hall, but
the musicians played as if someone were standing over them and waving his
baton. And all the men and women musicians were my friends and acquaint-
ances, whom I knew from all the places I had ever lived.

- The fact that the players in this orchestra come from different points in history
suggests that the “great conductor” is not a flesh-and-blood conductor, but the -~

master of history. The role of this missing conductor is to make sure that thére is
some kind of order in the chaos of sounds. Surprisingly, despite his absence, the
harmony of sounds is maintained. The divine is not present in the hall, but provi-
dence has its own mysterious ways of dictating order.

We would expect that the absence of the great conductor would generate a
cacophony of sounds, but instead, the natrator explains that something quite dif-
ferent happens: “Each man and woman was playing for himself. However, all the
melodies joined to form a single song.”

Many of the stories of Sefer ha-ma’asim, the collection to which “The Orches-
tra” and “Twice as Much” belong, create a similar feeling of chaos. They are told
in a dreamlike way, and their sense of unity and order is very loose. As Dan Laor
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claims, Sefer ha-ma’asim represents a drastic shift in Agnon’s writing, in that its
stories consist of series of events with no clear causal relation between them.’

We should note that “The Orchestra” is the latest story of Sefer ha-ma’asim.
The first six of the book’s stories were written in 1932, and most of the rest.during
the early 1940s. “The Orchestra,” written in 1946, may thus be read as the story
that offers the most informed perspective on the events in Europe during those
years. The fact that the great conductor is absent, but a certain order is kept in the
hall/world, may suggest that Agnon is reflecting here on the question of God’s
presence/absence during the Holocaust, a question which he will return to in his
later works.

Theo-narration

We will return to this this topic of God’s presence during the Holocaust shortly,
but first I would like to get back to Agnon’s reliance on the Maimonidean model
and to connect it with what I propose to call his “theo-narration.” In most of his
work, Agnon does not depict God himself, and hardly ascribes any attributes to
him. Nevertheless, he describes God’s actions as the author of his story. Despite
his apparent absence, God/the author plays a crucial role as the moving force of
the plot.

In the opening of one of his first stories, “Agunot” (1908), we find a sort of
manifesto that establishes the author as equivalent to God:

1t is written in the scriptures that a thread of grace is spun and drawn out of
the deeds of Israel, and the Holy One, blessed be He, Himself, in His glory,
sits and weaves—strand on strand—a prayer shawl, all grace and all mercy,
for the Congregation of Israel to deck herself in.?

Agnon uses mostly verbs here to depict God as the authority responsible for
weaving the events of history. God’s role is that of the author; He is responsible
for connecting the events. The result of God’s work is a complete work of art,
made by weaving the various shreds into one whole. Not accidentally, the final
result is described as a prayer shawl.>”

... However, the semi-manifesto continues by stating the following exception to
this rule:

But there are times—alas!-—when a hindrance creeps in, and snaps a thread
in the loom. Then the prayer shawl is damaged: evil spirits hover above it,
enter into it, and tear it to shreds.>8

In Agnon’s work, this exception is in fact the rule. In most of his works from
this early period, the wholeness of the world as a work of art is “damaged” by
some kind of sin. As Shaked states, the harmony in the world is “impeded gen-
erally because of an event in the lower world of the flesh.”® Shaked suggests
that Agnon’s early works share a similar plot-structure that includes the main
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character’s predicament, which is viewed as the inexorable decree of fate, fol-
lowed by a decision that he is then punished for. According to Shaked, “the pro-
tagonists’ punishment appears to be a result of their decision; but in fact they
are victims of the predicament.”® However, as we shall see, in some of these
stories the protagonist’s action is what provokes God’s reaction. In these stories,
the unfolding of the sin, or the expectation of the punishment that it justifies, is
what moves the plot forward. Since the events of the story are depicted in terms of
a sin and its punishment, the process of reading involves the readers in an attempt
to find out what sin provoked the consequence.

It is no wonder then that the exposition of “Agunot”—which would become
Agnon’s signature story, the one from which he would borrow his pen name—
stresses the relation between sin and punishment (sachar va onesh). The work
is presented as the creation of God, who moves the plot based on the characters’
actions, and dispenses the reward or punishment that follows from these actions.

The rule of “measure for a measure” is used in Rabbinic literature as a herme-
neutic principle of Biblical narration.*! Agnon adopts this mechanism of causality
intentionally, in order to question its merits, and by doing so to criticize God’s
ways while describing His actions rather than His traits. Many of Agnon’s works
produce a sense of frustration for the readers when the expected consistency of
God is felt to be lacking. Their narratives are structured around a sin that eventu-
ally leads to punishment. Often, Agnon manipulates the order of events, so that
the readers learn about the punishment before discovering the sin. The divine plan
is mostly a reaction to the wrongdoing of man, even if initially the story presents
God’s action as completely arbitrary.

As an example, let us look at how the mechanism of measure for measure plays
out in Agnon’s first novella, Ve-haya he-akov le-mishor [And the Crooked Shall Be
Made Straight, 1912].* The basic storyline goes as follows: after living for a time
in great fortune, a Jewish couple falls into poverty, and the husband, Menashe-
Haim, leaves town and eventually becomes a beggar. Before he leaves, he receives
a letter of recommendation from his town’s rabbi, but in his hardship he sells the
letter to another beggar. He spends the next few days at a fair, gets drunk, and
falls asleep at an inn. There he is robbed of the money he received from the sale
of the letter. The beggar who bought it dies, and the authorities find it on his body,
which makes them believe that the deceased is Menashe-Haim. The news about
Menashe-Haim’s apparent death arrives at his hometown, and his wife gets an
official Jewish court approval that releases her from the status of Aguna and allows
her to remarry.* When Menashe-Haim finally returns from his journey, on the day
of his wife’s son’s circumcision, he finds out that all he can do for the rest of his
life is hide in the town’s cemetery, so as to conceal the fact that she has uninten-
tionally sinned (by marrying another man while her husband was still alive).

Surprisingly, the punishment of Menashe-Haim fits his sin perfectly well, if
we assume the rule of measure for measure. In selling the recommendation let-
ter, which had his own name on it, he is also selling his identity. His punishment
is that someone else gets to live the life that was his, living with his wife and
bringing up children with her. The sale is the sin of giving away one’s identity,
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and the punishment is, accordingly, losing this identity and being stripped of
one’s own name.

As Luis Landau has shown, this story is based on an old Hassidic tale that
was circulated in Galicia in various written and oral versions, and which Agnon
confirmed that he had read while he was still living in Buczacz.* In the earliest
version, we find a very similar plot, but the man and his wife remain righteous
throughout the story. The letter is stolen from the husband rather than sold by him,
and he is depicted as 2 man who does no wrong. When the husband comes back to
town, he shows up at a circumcision ceremony, and, not realizing that he is about
to meet his wife, he enters her room. She dies when she sees him, and the rabbi of
the town revives her. In a later version of the story, the husband himself sells the
letter of recommendation.®

Agnon borrows the husband’s sale of the letter from the second version. However,
he diverges from this version by focusing on the psychological process that Menashe-
Haim goes through in deciding to sell one of his very few possessions—the only one
that connects him to his old life. It is not by chance that the money the beggar offers
to Menashe-Haim for the recommendation letter is referred by the parrator as “the
sin” (“and Menashe-Haim sees and his one eye turns toward the sin”),% using a line
borrowed from the midrash: “And his one eye turns toward the sin.”* In the midrash,
this phrase refers to a man who is about to be involved with a “woman who is not his
own”;* one of this man’s eyes is turned toward the sin, and the other looks around
to make sure no one can see him. The midrash stresses that this man does not know
that “somebody sits in heaven and watches him.” Agnon’s allusion is partly ironic, as
we will find out later in the story that the sale is the reason that Menashe-Haim loses
his wife to another man. On another level, it might reveal Menashe-Haim’s recogni-
tion of the act as a sin. The fact that the phrase alludes to the presence of God is of
course another method used by Agnon to remind his readers of divine providence.
Menashe-Haim’s downfall, then, is a divine punishment inflicted because of a sin
he was well aware of committing. He makes the decision to accept the prohibited
money consciously, and his choice is portrayed as a moment of belief that God is not
there to see.®

In a manner typical of his fiction, Agnon intentionally blurs the expected sym-
metry between sin and punishment by pretending to abandon it altogether. In a
clear allusion to the Biblical story of Job, he announces the protagonist’s future
agony early in the story, presenting it as a direct result of God’s capricious will. In
accordance with a common formula of traditional Hassidic tales, Menashe-Haim
and his wife are described by the omniscient narrator as just and fortunate, though
childless, people. Then the narrator states the following:

Seemingly, a man like him could live in peace and tranquility, enjoying his
days happily, he and his wife, and see the pleasantness of God after [the age
of] one hundred and twenty, when the day of his death arrives. However,
when the Lord wants to shake the ways of a man, his luck will run as fast as
it can, and there are many messengers of the divine will, who will lower the
poor to the dunghill. >
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In an ironic paraphrase of Psalm 113:7 (“He raises up the poor out of the dust,
and lifts the needy -out of the dunghill”), Agnon suggests that God’s decision to
change the path of Menashe-Haim’s life for the worse reveals that His nature is
just the opposite of the way it is presented by the psalmist. Moreover, the rhyming
of this revised verse suggests a playful, careless God, who toys with the fate ofhis
creatures. Alluding to the story of Job, where Satan convinces God to allow him to
test Job’s devotion by making him suffer, Agnon presents God as similar to Satan,
willing to inflict agony and suffering on the happy and righteous couple.” Here,
though, there is no attempt to soften the intentions of Ged, as in the case of Job.*

Agnon thus builds the exposition in a way that reveals what seems to be a
capricious God. However, the plot of his novella counters this impression, since
the punishment is determined by what is presented as a sequence of bad choices,
and even wrongdoings, on the part of Menashe-Haim. The structure of the narra-
tive suggests that he is punished by a God who is much more consistent than one
might have assumed from the introduction.

Indeed, as Ya’akov Bahat suggests, the disproportion between the sin and the
punishment is striking here, and is central to humanity’s questioning of divine
justice. Bahat expresses the frustration that Agnon prompts in his readers:

This unexpected and unforeseen event, the sale of the letter by Menashe-
Haim, leads to a meaningless and hurried (divine) response, which grows
bigger through connections and sub-connections and a chain of new events,
and suddenly we stand in front of an amazing disaster—and we guess and
our heart tells us that there is a consistency here which is based on cause and
effect, which we could not have foreseen in advance, and whose meaning we
can’t understand; but we feel some faraway consistency, which we have not
yet reached—and all our values are under threat of collapse because of forces
beyond our capacity to understand.*®

The critic’s frustration reveals the greatness of Agnon’s literary achievement.
What Bahat describes as the feeling of a “faraway” consistency is the result of the
cunning way that Agnon renders God in this work. The consistency is there, but it
needs to be carefully reconstructed fronrwhat the author first presents as an arbi-
trary system. This does not mean that Agnon justifies divine justice; it is simply
his way of representing God’s actions and reflecting on its nature.

Measure for measure

In the aftermath of World War I Agnon began expressing a much more direct and
explicit frustration with the almighty God than in his earlier work. This develop-
ment first appears in its full scope in his famous novel Orea’h natah lalun [A
Guest for the Night], which many scholars have viewed as a high point in his
writing career.™

Agnon started working on (4 Guest for the Night) in 1938, seven years after he
visited his hometown of Buczacz (which he names here “Shabush”) at the end of
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his. visit to Germany.* Criticism of and irony toward God, which were concealed
in the structure of the narrative in his earlier fiction, come to the surface in this
novel, in the dialogues between the Shabushian characters. The plot itself is no
longer subordinated to the disappointing divinity that allowed the destruction of
the world that was depicted in the earlier works. By contrast, in his earlier novel
Hakhviasat kalah [The Bridal Canopy], Agnon was still depicting a world that,
despite its decadence, followed the traditional mechanism of divine causality.’
Reb Yudil Hassid, the protagonist of the earlier novel, is a great believer who, as
Agnon scholar Gershon Shaked notes, always interprets suffering as the best way
that God chooses for man.”” In the later novel, however, Agnon’s protagonists are
less confident in providence. The divinity that was previously so powerful now
has no role at the level of the plot, and the novel laments its absence. The narrator
hears the stories of the people of the town, who describe their suffering during
and after the war, and their stories reflect a sense of tormented defiance against a
disappointing God.

In this sense, the novel can be read as a collection of Job-like stories, except
that here there is no mention of any divine plan. While the omnipotent narrator in
Ve-hayah he-akov le-mishor reveals a divine plan to destroy the couple’s happi-
ness, here Agnon tells the stories of suffering from a purely human perspective.
This time, his flesh-and-blood narrator, can only hear these stories, and in them
the problem of divine justice is articulated in the most straightforward way.

The town that the narrator finds is only a shadow of what it had been in the
past: “Of the large houses of two, three or four stories, nothing was left except the
site.”* One of the most iconic figures of the novel, Daniel Bach, is in. many ways
similar to this shadowy town. A veteran of the war, he lost his home, his fortune,
four of his children, and his right leg. This tormented figure becomes a symbol
not only for the total destruction of the old world but also for the rejection of that
world’s divinity.

The narrator still voices the old world’s trust in God, but Daniel Bach, and
most of his generation among the people of the town, no longer shares his faith in
God. Early in the story, the narrator lays out his belicf in the fairness of the divine
system of reward and punishment: “While we are studying His Torah and observ-
ing His commandments, not one of the other nations can hurt us. When we do not
obey His Torah, even the smallest goy can hurt us.”* The narrator indeed tries to
reopen the town’s old study hall, but he finally comes to understand that the only
reason people visit the place is to find a warm corner to hide from the cold.

Several scholars have suggested that Agnon’s narrator here is a kind of reformer.
As Shaked puts it, “he comes to the town and demands faith.”® The opening of
the Bet-Midrash was supposed to renew the covenant with God.® Agnon voices
the competing option of rejecting the religious lifestyle and denying divine justice
through the character of Daniel Bach. The author’s approach differs here from
that of his earlier fiction, in that he does not maintain a balance between these
opposing views. Instead he presents himself, or perhaps his old views, via the nar-
rator, whom he depicts as naive. Daniel Bach, on the other hand, though a simple
man, is presented as much more convincing. He is depicted as a once-righteous
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man who was “as strict in his observance of minor duties as of major ones,” as

his father testifies.®? However, when his father reminds him of his pious past, his

reply is: “Like the rest of Israel who do the mitzvoth and do not think.”s* The
father voices the old world’s faith, or at least what is left of it. He laments his son’s
desertion of the religious world. Agnon uses the father and the son symbolically,
to reflect the generational crisis of faith in God. When the father suggests that his
son’s suffering might be the result of a trial from God, Daniel responds with one
of the most striking monologues in the work:

A man can bind himself on the altar and give up his life for the glory of God,
and prolong it until his soul departs. But to be bound every day, every hour,
every moment, on seven altars, to have one limb consumed today and another
tomorrow—this a simple man cannot stand. ’m only a human being, flesh
and blood, and when my flesh rots and my blood stinks, my lips cannot utter
the praises of the Almighty. And if I do utter His praises, is it the glory of God
if a lump of rotting flesh or a skinfold of stinking blood cries out, “Thou are
righteous, no matter what befalls me, and I have been wicked,” and even then
He does not lift His hand from me and continues to afflict me?%

In the earlier works, the question of whether man’s suffering is the result of a
divine trial was raised as part of the structure of the work. Here, however, Agnon
allows his characters to voice this debate and completely avoids representing this
question in the plot itself. In other words, he does not give us a reason to believe,
based on the plot itself, that we can justify God by assuming that Daniel Bach’s
torments are the result of a divine test. Obviously, this makes such an assumption
much harder to defend, and the word of Shlomo Bach, who tries to both comfort
his son and bring him back to keeping the Jewish law, are doomed to failure not
only in convincing his son, but also in convincing the readers.

Agnon himself is clearly not interested in convincing his readers, and not even
in making them wonder, as he was trying to do in the previous works. He presents
these “excuses” as empty and overused while Daniel Bach’s answer is powerfully
shocking.

The shock is only strengthened following Daniel Bach’s explanation for why he
does not keep the daily mitzvah of putting on zefillin (phylacteries):

So careful was I to put on tefillin every day that if I did not manage to put them
on I ate nothing the rest of the day. One night [ was lying in the trenches, bur-
ied up to the neck and over in soft rotting earth. The guns fired without stop-
ping; the piles of dirt erupted and slid into the trench, and the smell of burnt
flesh rose all around me. I felt the fire had caught my flesh and I was being
burned to death, and I was almost sure I would not come out alive: I would
eitherbe consumed by the fire or buried in the ashes. At that moment the sun
appeared in the sky; the time had come for the morning prayer. I said to the
angel of death: wait for me until I fulfill the commandment of tefillin. I put
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out my hand to seek my tefillin. My hand touched a tefillin strap. I thought a
bullet had siruck the bag whete the tefillin were kept and they had been scat-
tered all around. But when I pulled the strap and touched the tefillin, T was
struck by a stench. I saw that one strap was fastened to the arm of a dead
man, for that trench was a mass grave, and that arm belonged to a Jewish

solider, who had been blown to pieces as he stood in prayer adorned with
his tefillin.%

Daniel Bach’s graphic description® is very different from Agnon’s typical attempts
to dim the reality of his stories and to leave the description of this reality vague. In
this work, his famous silences are absent. The silence (demamah) that represented
the divine presence in the previous works is now replaced by words.”

This silence is also broken by using the city’s poet, Leibtche Bodenhaus—who
as a man of words seems to mirror the views of the author himself.5 Leibtche
Bodenhaus addresses for example the question of man’s capability of understand-
ing the divine when he discusses this issue with the narrator, presenting it as philo-
sophical question: '

He [Spinoza] says, “but to understand”—and surely, however hard we try,
we shall never understand. Let us take, for example, the verse, “God is angry
every day”—is it possible to understand why he is so angry? And if we have
sinned against Him, does He have to make our lives a misery and direct all
His blows against us? And would it not be better if he treated us according to
the philosophic principle, which means: to understand?°

Agnon articulates his own doubts through the poet, contrasting the philosopher’s
trust in knowledge with the incapability of man to know or understand God. It
may not be too far-fetched to assume that the author, in his despair upon his return
from his visit to his hometown, had similar thoughts to those he puts in the mouth
of Bodenhaus: “When I sit in my room, at my table, and rhyme verse after verse,
chapter after chapter, it seems to me that nothing in the world is right. And how
can it be right if its Creator is angry with it?”7° In 4 Guest for the Night Agnon
voices his own anger at that angty God, making.his defiance load and clear.
Perhaps surprisingly, in his next major novel, Temol shilshom [Only Yester-
day, 1945], the Biblical mechanism of reward and punishment is back in place.
As with A Guest for the Night 1 will not discuss this monumental and exten-
sively researched work at length; I would like simply to point out the way Agnon
imitates the Biblical mechanism of causality by developing here a system of sin
and punishment that ultimately reflects the Rabbinical principle of “measure for
measure.” ) :
In his book on Agnon’s work, mentioned at the beginning of the chapter,
Amos Oz suggests that the main question in the novel is whether the protagonist,
Isaac Kumar, will be rewarded with a miracle.” His tragic fate at the end of the
novel—he dies a miserable death after being bitten by a rabid dog—attests to the
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unfulfillment of this hope. Indeed, even Agnon’s narrator seems to wonder about
divine justice at the end of the novel:

And now, good friends, as we observe the adventures of Isaac, we are shaken
and stunned. This is Isaac who is no worse than any other person, why is he
punished so harshly? Is it because he teased a dog? He meant it only as a
joke. . . . Isaac should have stood on the soil and seen life on the earth and
brought his father and his brothers and sisters up to the Land of Israel. . . .
And you, Rock of Our Salvation, great in counsel and mighty in work, from
the mouths of those who thirst for Your Salvation, You would have heard
Your praise all the days.™

Many scholars have dealt with the question of what Isaac Kumar’s sin might have
been, much as the narrator himself does.” As in And the Crooked Shall Be Made
Straight, Agnon intentionally makes us wonder here about the protagonist’s sin.
It may not surprise us that, when Isaac Kumar thinks of what he believes to be his
sin (his relationship with Sonia, whom he wrongly thinks is his friend’s lover),
the narrator mentions that “his sin came and stood before his eyes, and a great
sadness embraced his heart, and like Menashe-Haim in his day, he pondered to
himself, How easy it was not to do that. But what was done can’t be taken back.”™

Here too Agnon introduces different clues in regard to the nature of his protago-
nist’s sin; at least one of these admits the possibility that the sin and its punishment
might satisfy the rule of measure for measure. As stated previously, Isaac dies of
rabies, which he contracted from a sick dog. This dog is none other than Balak, on
whose back Isaac had written, a few months before, the words (in Hebrew) “crazy
dog” (kelev meshuga).” This action makes Balak’s life extremely miserable,
since anyone who sees him either runs away in fear or kicks him away. According
to the rabbinic tradition, the sin of “leshon ha-ra” (“evil tongue,” meaning deroga-
tory speech about another person) provokes the punishment of “nega” (medical
affliction, or illness).”™ The Talmud suggests that even if someone uses defama-
tory speech against non-humans, such as trees or stones, he may still deserve this
severe punishment.” Isaac Kumar’s act of slander (writing “crazy” on the back
of the dog) is rewarded, then, with the appropriate punishment. As in the famous
biblical story (Numbers 12) in which Miriam is punished with leprosy for her
derogatory speech about her sister in-law, Zippora, Isaac Kumar is afflicted by
God for his defamatory words.

In this respect, Agnon is alluding to, or perhaps even imitating, Biblical justice.
Along the same lines, we should note the significance of the name Balak. This
was the name of the king of Moab, who, according to the Biblical story, asked the
prophet Balaam to curse the Israelites. Though he refused to do this, Balaam did
offer Balak advice. He suggested that the king send Moabite women to seduce the
Israelite men to commit the sin of sleeping with non-Israelite women. This plot
succeeded and resulted in the divine punishment of the Israelites in the form of a
plague (Numbers 22-25). It is perhaps not by chance that both stories appear in
the book of Numbers, which is structured around a series of sins and their divine
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punishments.” Agnon uses a similar structure, perhaps suggesting with his Balak
that Isaac's punishment symbolizes a divine collective punishment.

Agnon scholar Arnold Band suggests that the historical circumstances of the
years in which Agnon worked on the novel (1943-1945) are crucial for our
understanding of Isaac’s fate. According to Band, the novel invokes the story of
the binding of Isaac, but unlike the Biblical narrative, this story offers no moral
lesson and demonstrates no divine grace. Agnon’s Isaac is punished with a hor-
rible death for minor sins, and thus his senseless binding echoes the historical
situation of the Jewish world during those years, “a cosmos with no traditional
Jewish reasoning, that has, apparently, no judge and no justice, a cosmos which
is all but absurd.”” Indeed, Agnon’s narrative may, on the surface, attest to the
absence of divine justice, but here again he sophisticatedly introduces an alterna-
tive narrative, which suggests that a systematic and consistent divinity has been
present all along. The seeming absence of God is the result of a limited, human-
centered view. The ways of Agnon’s God, like the ways of the Biblical God, might
seem miysterious and unjustifiably harsh from a man’s perspective. It is ironic,
and fully in accordance with the rule of measure for measure, that Isaac Kumar’s
punishment for sinning against a dog is a disease caused by a dog that results in
symptoms that are similar to an animal’s features and its Hebrew name (Kalevet)
includes the word for dog (Kelev).

Band associates the disproportion between the sin and its punishment with the
absence of divine justice from the world of the novel, and presents it as Agnon’s
response to the Holocaust.® However, as we have seen, this very disproportion
might in fact reveal the presence of God in the work. Again, this is not to suggest
that Agnon justifies God; in fact, quite the opposite seems to be the case. Repre-
senting God’s action through the system of reward and punishment allows him
to refer to God and even criticize his harsh ways, without ascribing any direct
attributes to him.

When “Israel was Loved by God”

More than a decade later, perhaps with a better historical perspective on the Holo-
caust, Agnon would indeed write a story in which he associates the divine system
-of reward and punishment, or better yet its collapse, with the Holocaust and its
aftermath. In his story “Be-sha’a ahat” [Tn One Hour]® from the collection Ir
u-meloa [A City and Its Fullness written between 1953 and 1960, and published -
posthumously in 1973], Agnon exposes the mechanism of reward and punishment
precisely in order to point at the presence of God in the pre-destruction world.®
He uses the readers’ familiarity with this system to manipulate their expectations
and to voice his criticism of or disappointment with God.

Instead of structuring the narrative around a certain sin that would lead to pun-
ishment, Agnon makes the focus of “In One Hour” a mitzvah, a good deed, that
leads to reward. Interestingly, the good deed involves saving a doomed marriage.
While Agnon’s earlier stories often feature hopeless marriages, the marriage in
this story is divinely blessed. The story is told as an idyllic tale of a Buczaczian
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couple, modest and dedicated to God and the Torah. The couple’s only surviving
son, Menahem, is depicted as a righteous boy, very wise and learned in the Torah,
a kind of genius. The storyteller notes that “all the sons that were born [to the
couple] after him died, and what was taken from them, God paid back to them
double in Menahem, their son.”® This early hint at divine justice is not accidental.
The work is filled with various reminders about the presence and justice of God;
it describes an ideal situation, where God ensures that there will be rewards for
good and righteous people. However, this world, as we will learn at the end of the
story, no longer exists.*

The remarkable feeling of balance and tranquility that abounds in the world
of this story—for instance in its beautiful description of nature and wildlife—
derives from the fact that it includes a just and merciful God. The only shadow
in the life of Menahem and his parents is the fact that he is already 15 and not

yet married. But soon the mother’s prayers for a bride for her son are answered-

in a miraculous way, which is immediately attributed to the fact that God has
heard her prayers:

And that plea that she read at that hour was a request for the marriage of
her son, since Sarah was praying before Him, blessed be He, that He in his
mercy would bring her son his match. And now come and see His mercy and
kindness, blessed be He. She didn’t have the time to finish her prayer, and
the Almighty had already brought her son his match, and they were already
sitting and preparing the wedding.®

Indeed, the father and the son do find a bride in the course of a casual trip. She
is a poor woman whose original groom had refused to marry minutes before the
wedding ceremony was scheduled to begin, because she could not offer proof that
there was money for her dowry. Menahem’s father suggests that his son should
perform a mitzvah and marry the bride instead. This decision to save the bride is
depicted as a moment of revelation for the father and the son: it is a righteous deed
and a reward at the same time. The prayers of the mother are rewarded by the act
of God, and the father and the son feel that God has allowed them to perform a
great mitzvah, and therefore understand that the marriage will be blessed. Indeed,
the bride is revealed to be magically beautiful, and this is interpreted as a sign that
the marriage is part of God’s will, that God is the one who sent the bride to his
beloved Menahem.

In a complete reversal of the earlier works, the tale concludes with a happy
ending. The world of the story is depicted as a balanced and harmonious place,
and the wedding itself is the peak of this happiness, celebrated by the entire town.
The marriage serves as a sort of a promise of a happily-ever-after future, which is
a reward for the town’s good deeds and trust in God. This ideal tale of a balanced
world, where divine justice is present and where causality is in the hands of a
kind and loving God, is a beautiful recollection of a world that was lost. How-
ever, one might suspect that this beautiful tale is told only to lament the abrupt
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disappearance of this reality from our world. Indeed, the story ends with the fol-
lowing conclusion:

They all came to the place of the canopy until the entire town was there . . .
and who is good like the people of Buczacz, and how good is the deed of
someone who marries a woman for the sake of God? And he who marries a
woman for the sake of heaven will have children that are great Torah schol-
ars. All the sons and sons of sons of Menahem, son of Avraham David, all
are sons of the Torah who would have followed the words of the Torah, and
would have been known in the remarkable gates of the Halakhah; however,
the enemy came and killed them all. They perished, but His mercy, blessed
be He, didn’t perish, since every good deed brings fruits and the fruit of the
fruits. And if God will reward me in life and will give me strength and tran-
quility of soul, I will tell what good deeds the good people of Israel were
doing in the time that God, blessed be He, was good for Israel and Israel was
loved by God.®

The utopian world of the story, symbolized by the wedding~—which is supposed to
mark its continuity—is doomed to destruction. This is the destruction not only of the
city and its people but of the entire history of the Jewish people. Menahem’s parents
are named Avraham (David) and Sarah-—an allusion to the nation’s first parents.
The name of Menahem, son of David, is a clear allusion to the Messiah (Menahem
ben David). The names symbolize the past and the future of the Jewish people, both
of which were lost in the Holocaust, along with any hope of redemption.

Agnon creates a striking contrast between the presence of divine justice and this
impending destruction. The end of the story may serve as an accusation against
God for abandoning his beloved people—for not keeping the promise of the wed-
ding, of redemption. God’s mercy is still in the world, but ironically, the people
who need it are no longer there: they were all murdered in the Holocaust. What
seemed to be a work meant to glorify God is thus ultimately revealed as a story
that exposes God’s great abandonment of his people. The ideal tale of a balanced
and just world is no more than an elegy for a world and a town that have vanished
under God’s watch.

Furthermore, I believe that the.story is more than just a critique of theodicy. It
also contains a meta-poetic statement. The narrator declares that his role is to tell
the good deeds of the people of Israel when God was still with them, which means -
that the world after the destruction cannot be represented in such a manner. After
all, its main mechanism no longer exists. He states, alluding to Lamentations 3:22
(and the benediction of modim in the daily Shmone esre prayer), “They perished, but
His mercy, blessed be He, didn’t perish.” This points at the fact that since the people
(and not God) are no longer part of this world, the presence of God is no longer
relevant. Divine justice had a crucial role in the world of Agnon’s work, as long as
this world existed. Exposing the mechanism of reward and punishment by breaking
it, Agnon can comment on both his role as an author and God’s role in his work.
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“I Don’t Want to Say Much”

A careful reading of A City and Its Fullness reveals the extent of Agnon’s cri-
tique of divine justice, which presents disturbing questions about providence.
In the way of a conclusion, I would like to discuss one last novella from the
book, in order to demonstrate my claim that Agnon uses the mechanism of reward
and punishment to reflect on God’s ways while avoiding attributing him human
qualities. The novella Ha-mashal ve-hanimshal [The Parable and Its Lesson] is
structured around a sequence of sins committed by Aharon, a wise young Torah
scholar, who later goes astray and becomes a heretic.®” Aharon’s first sin was
no more than sharing an idea about an interpretation of the Torah with a friend.
However, he did this during the public reading of the Torah. The caretaker of the
town’s synagogue tells this story after he suddenly expels another young Torah
scholar from synagogue on account of the same sin. The synagogue caretaker
repeatedly frames the act of talking during prayer or the reading of the Torah as
an act of competition with God himself, “as if the words of mere mortal were
superior to those of the living God.”*

In what follows, Aharon begins to question God’s ways more thoroughly. The
episode in the synagogue marked an attempt, perhaps not even conscious, to ques-
tion God’s words and to put himself and his words before God. Now his questions
become bolder, as he asks, “What God has done to this people, what lay behind
this terrible anger?” Eventually, he moves beyond questioning: “He reached the
dire conclusion that the God of Israel had disengaged Himself from Israel, Heaven
forbid, and had become, Heaven forbid, an enemy.”®

We can see that these thoughts of Aharon’s are not that different from the narra-
tor’s words at the very end of “In One Hour,” as if Agnon is using Aharon here to
voice his own defiant sentiment. However, the story becomes more complicated,
as the synagogue caretaker explains that Aharon later vanished and left his wife,
who was the only surviving member of the rabbi’s family (the others were mur-
dered in the 1648 Khmelnitski pogroms). Due to the disappearance of her husband
the wife became Aguna and could not remarry until her husband was proved to be
dead. In order to save her from this tragic fate, the rabbi and the synagogue care-
taker go down to hell to find Aharon, to confirm that he is indeed dead. Agnon’s
description of this trip into hell alludes to Dantels hell; in a sense, it is a journey
into Agnon’s divine justice system? The caretaker’s report of what he saw there is
meant to shake human pretensions of being able to understand divine justice and
predict its workings.

The journey to hell confirms Aharon’s questioning of God’s just ways, since
people that were considered just and righteous in their lives are punished there
as sinners. At the same time, Agnon maintains the “measure for measure” system
that is found throughout his work, albeit in a somewhat humorous or perhaps
cynical manner. It turns out, for instance, that there is a whole section of hell set
aside for those who talked during the reading of the Torah or during prayer. Their
punishment is that, however much they try to talk, no one can hear what they
say.”® The visit to hell shows therefore that the rule of measure for measure applies
even there. Alan Mintz points out in his essay about the story that “some of the
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greatest sages of history are suffering the torture of hell because of what seemed
to be merely an excess of zeal is destabilizing discovery that produces troubling
questions about the proportionality of human conduct and divine punishment.”®!
Mintz goes on to suggest that the Khmelnistki massacres of 1648 continue to influ-
ence the life in Buczacz even years later and that the theological wound that they
opened is embodied in Aaron’s suffering for eternity in Hell “because he could not
understand how God could let His people be viciously slaughtered.”? But Agnon
seems to go beyond commenting on the life in Buczacz at the end of the 1930s.
The hell that he describes is eternal and ubiquitous and so is the divine justice.

Agnon’s interest in questions of divine justice found its way into the narrative
structure of his fiction. He uses the Biblical and Talmudic principle of measure
for measure as the main mechanism of causality in his works. This mechanism
allows him to represent God’s presence in the world, while still adhering to the
Maimonidean principle of referring to God only through his actions.

In many of the works discussed in this chapter, the protagonist seems to be dis-
proportionally punished for what might look like a 'minor sin. This disproportion
allows Agnon to illuminate the presence of God in the world and to criticize his
ways. As we have seen, he expresses more direct frustration with God in his later
works. In his late novella, Kisuy ha-dam [The Covering of the Blood},” written
almost a decade after the stories of A City and lts Fullness, Agnon even atlows
himself to utter the following accusation, in a description of the misery of his
protagonist:

And so he got used to it and forgot that there is a merciful God who raises
up the poor from the dust, and lifts the needy from the ash heap, who lost his
mind for a short hour and (therefore) wastes his days in torments.*

One might recall that Agnon used the same sentence from the Psalms (“He who
raises up the poor from the dust”) in And the Crooked Shall Be Made Straight,
here, however, the explanation for his protagonist’s suffering is much different
from the one in the earlier work. It is the result not of his own sin, but of a sin
committed by God.”® This sardonic statement about God’s role in the Holocaust is
one of the rare cases in which Agnon attributes human qualities to God. Accord-
ing to Shaked; the plot of the story suggests an ironic view of “both the Master
of the Universe and the chosen people.”” However, later in the story the narrator
returns to his typically controlled and disciplined storytelling, while at the same
time reflecting on providence with irony:

But I am not complaining about anything. . . . Since—out of complete confi-
dence in the divine intellect (ha-sekhel ha-elohi), which is above the brain of
his creatures—1I say that everything is done well and in the right time. And
1 don’t want to say much, since I can see the question that appears on the tip
of your tongue: if so, what is the logic (sekhel) in killing a third of the nation
of Israel in the hand of a “abominable creep” (Shikutz Meshumam)??” Well
what is the logic in killing all of Israel’s haters? But if I with my small intel-
lect can’t understand the big intellect, does it mean that I am a fool?*®
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Like his narrator, Agnon “doesn’t want to say much” about God and the nature of
divine justice,” but, as I hope to have demonstrated in this chapter, this is exactly
what he does throughout most of his work.
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