Intergenerational Identity

1. Devarim 29:9
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9 Ye are standing this day all of you before the
LORD your God: your heads, your tribes, your
elders, and your officers, even all the men of Israel,
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10 your little ones, your wives, and thy stranger that
is in the midst of thy camp, from the hewer of thy
wood unto the drawer of thy water;
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11 that thou shouldest enter into the covenant of the
LORD thy God--and into His oath--which the
LORD thy God maketh with thee this day;
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12 that He may establish thee this day unto Himself
for a people, and that He may be unto thee a God, as
He spoke unto thee, and as He swore unto thy
fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.
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13 Neither with you only do I make this covenant
and this oath;
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14 but with him that standeth here with us this day
before the LORD our God, and also with him that is
not here with us this day--
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The Question
2. TB Bava Metzia 12a
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One’s courtyard is included as a valid means of acquisition due to the fact that it acts as his
hand; but it is no less effective than agency. Therefore, with regard to a bill of divorce,
which is considered detrimental to the wife, one cannot transfer it to her by placing it in her
courtyard in her absence, as one cannot act against the interests of a person unless it is in
his presence. By contrast, with regard to a gift, which is beneficial for the recipient, one can
give it to him by placing it in his courtyard in the recipient’s absence, as one can act in a
person’s interest in his absence.

3. Akeidas Yitzchak!, Nitzavim 1

1999 RHY 19182 D9 MTY MNOR NPIAVWI T3 N2IN PINR PIATDI 17125 WD DIR PRY IRIAND NAD
RINNT PIN 1N 1907 RY ATV 1PNV IR IRTING DR DPIaY Y702 DY MdYap RHW nr Y3 na mnnd
N22 DR 72 AYIAVN NP2 IRYN R P RY DITNYN DN 290 N3N 7 .WAIN TN R 910 T¥n R 1N
19 PRY PIT RINY NM2TH WAIN TN W) 1732 NR PAWNY WIR 723 AT N RY 22 RN RIM 7N
WA HY DR YR TIDIRY INPIAY 29 HY IINTI NPRY YT RNV TWPN DIV MAMY N1 aRY

Midrashic Explanation
4. Tanchuma, Nitavim 8 — All the souls were there
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IN ORDER TO ESTABLISH YOU TODAY AS HIS PEOPLE..., i.e., so that I would not go back on the
word that I swore to their ancestors. Deut. 29:13 [14]): AND NOT ONLY WITH YOU <HAVE I
MADE THIS COVENANT AND THIS OATH>, but the generations that have yet to come were also
there, as stated (in vs. 14 [15]): BUT WITH THOSE WHO ARE HERE WITH US > ... AND WITH
THOSE WHO ARE NOT HERE WITH US TODAY. Now why does it say: THOSE WHO ARE HERE?
And why does it say: THOSE WHO ARE NOT HERE (without using the word STANDING)?
Because all the souls were there, <even> when <their> bodies had still not been created. It is
for that reason <their> existence is not stated here.

5. Akeidas Yitzchak, Nitzavim 1
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! Author: Isaac ben Moses Arama

Composed: c¢.1455 - ¢.1495 CE

Akeidat Yitzchak, written by the Spanish rabbi Isaac ben Moses Arama (c. 1420 — 1494) , is a collection of philosophical
sermons on the Torah. The book is composed of 105 “gates” with each gate containing a sermon. Each sermon discusses a
philosophical idea that comes from the chosen texts and a commentary that tries to solve the problems in the text. Akeidat
Yitzchak was first published in 1522 in Salonika.
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6. lgeres Teiman
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Times of Challenge

Era 1: Destruction of the 15t Mikdash

The wall of Jerusalem broken down.
All its palaces were burmed with fire.

And Preobus&%els were destroye
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7. Yechezkel 20:32
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Era 2: Destruction of the 2" Mikdash

8. TB Bava Basra 60b
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And from the day that the wicked kingdom, i.e., Rome, spread, who decree evil and harsh
decrees upon us, and nullify Torah study and the performance of mitzvot for us, and do
not allow us to enter the celebration of the first week of a son, i.e., circumcision, and some
say: To enter the celebration of the salvation of a firstborn son; by right we should each
decree upon ourselves not to marry a woman and not to produce offspring, and it will
turn out that the descendants of Abraham our forefather will cease to exist on their own,
rather than being forced into a situation where there are sons who are not circumcised.

9. TB Sanhedrin 105a
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Shmuel says that this was the convincing answer: Ten people came and sat before the
prophet Ezekiel. He said to them: Repent. They said to Ezekiel: In the case of a slave sold
by his owner to another master, or a woman divorced by her husband, does this person
have any claim upon that person? Since God gave the Jewish people to other masters, the ties
that existed between Him and us were severed. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to the
prophet: Go say to them: “Where is your mother’s scroll of severance, with which I sent
her away? Or to which of My creditors have I sold you? For your iniquities you sold
yourselves and for your transgressions was your mother sent away” (Isaiah 50:1). Learn
from this that God did not sever His ties to the Jewish people.
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Era 3: Spanish Expulsion
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10. Zevach Pesach, Hagadah of the Abarbanel, Hallel, page 33
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Era 4: The Holocaust

1. "Jewish Values in the Post-Holocaust Future:' in Judaism, Summer 1967, Volume 16,
Number 3, p. 281. Elie Wiesel

The Jewish people entered into a covenant with God. Wewere to protect His Torah,and He in turn
assumes responsibility for Israel's presence in the world ...Well, it seems, for the first time in history,
this very covenant is broken.

Answers
12. Akeidas Yitzchak
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13. Abarbanel, Devarim 29:9
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Classic Answer

14. Yechezkel 20:32-33
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And what you have in mind shall never come to pass—when you say, “We will be like the
nations, like the families of the lands, worshiping wood and stone.”
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As I live—declares the Lord GOD—I will reign over you with a strong hand, and with an
outstretched arm, and with overflowing fury.

15. Abarbanel, ad loc.
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Outside Perspectives

16. Penseés (Thoughts), 1660, Blaise Pascal (1623-1662)

Advantages of the Jewish people. - In this search the Jewish people at once
attract my attention by the number of wonderful and singular facts which
appear about them.

This people is not eminent solely by their antiquity, but is also singular by
their duration, which has always continued from their origin till now. For
whereas the nations of Greece and of Italy, of Lecedaemon, of Athens and of
Rome, and others who came long after, have long since perished, these ever
remain, and in spite of the endeavours of many powerful kings who have a
hundred times tried to destroy them, as their historians testify, and as it is
easy to conjecture from the natural order of things during so long a space of
years, they have nevertheless been preserved (and this preservation has been
foretold); and extending from the earliest times to the latest, their history
comprehends in its duration all our histories [which it preceded by a long
time].

The Jew is the emblem of eternity. He whom neither
slaughter nor torture of thousands of years could destroy.
He whom neither fire nor sword nor inquisition was able to
wipe off the face of the earth. He who was the first to
produce the oracles of God. He who has been for so long
the guardian of prophecy, and who transmitted it to the
rest of the world — such a nation cannot be destroyed. The
Jew is as everlasting as is eternity itself.

| remember how the materialist interpretation of history, when |
attempted in my youth to verify it by applying it to the destinies of
peoples, broke down in the case of the Jews, where destiny
seemed absolutely inexplicable from the materialistic standpoint...
Its survival is a mysterious and wonderful phenomenon
demonstrating that the life of this people is governed by a special
predetermination, transcending the processes of adaptation
expounded by the materialistic interpretation of history. The
survival of the Jews, their resistance to destruction, their
endurance under absolutely peculiar conditions and the fateful
role played by them in history: all these point to the particular and
mysterious foundations of their destiny.
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Letter in the Scroll

19. Zohar, Shir Hashirim, page 74
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20. Megaleh Amukos 186:1
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21. A Letter in the Scroll, page 42-45

enturics of Western thought, beginniy,
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have left us with the idea thae “

Enlightenment, _ Wwher, -
chocse how to live, we are on our own. Nothing in the .
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binds us. We are whoever and whatever we choose to, b §,

axiomatic is this idea to us that we are all too unaware of the

intellectual history that lies behind it. We can trace some (¢
the kev moments: when David Hume in the eighteenth cer.
tun stz;rcd that one could not derive an “ought” from an s~
or when Kant placed the concept of autonomy at the heart of
the moral life, or when the twenrtieth-century existentialist
Jean-Paul Sartre argued that for each of us, “existence pre-
cedes essence.” This long, cumulative development has left
us wich the belief that identity is something we choose, un-
fettered by any bonds with the past. No fact defines our
obligations, no history prescribes our roles. We enter the
world with a clean slate on which we can draw any self-por-

trait we wish,
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\gainst this whole complex of .ulcas. Jewish life is 3 g,
mmcl‘d countervoice. 'To be a Jew is to know that this cannot
be the full story of who I am. A melody is more than 5 se-
quence of disconnected notes. A painting is something
other than a random set of brushstrokes. The part ha
meaning in terms of its place within the whole, so thar if
historv has meaning, then the lives that make it up must in
some way be joined to one another as characters in a narra-
tive. figures in an unfolding drama. Without this it would be
impossible to speak about meaning; and Judaism is the in-
sistence that history does have a meaning. Therefore each of
us has signiﬁcancc precisely insofar as we are part of a story,
an extraordinary and exemplary story of a people dedicared

o certain | 3 i in, dotios
o tain ideas. We are not free-floating atoms in infinite
pace. We are lerters in the scroll
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One way of dramatizing the contrast is to imagine that we
are in a vast library. In every direction we look there are
bookcases. Each has shelves stretching from the floor to the
ceiling, and every shelf is full of books. We are surrounded
by the recorded thoughts of many people, some great, some
less so, and we can reach out and take any book we wish. All
we have to do is choose. We begin to read, and for a while
we are immersed in the world, real or imaginary, of the
writer. It may intrigue us enough to lead us to look for other
books by the same writer, or perhaps others on the same
subject. Alternatively, we can break off and try a different
subject, a different approach; there is no limit. Once the
book no longer interests us, we can put it back on the shelf,
where it will wait for the next reader to pick it up. It makes
no claim on us. It is just a book.

That, for the contemporary secular culture of the West, is
what identity is like. We are browsers in the library. There
are many different ways of living, and none exercises any
particular claim on us. None of them more than any other
defines who we are, and we can try any for as long as we
like. As browsers, though, we remain intact, untouched.
The various lifestyles into which we enter are like books we
read. We are always free to change them, put them back on
the shelf. They are what we read, not what we are.

Judaism asks us to envisage an altogether different possi-
bility. Imagine that, while browsing in the library, you come
across one book unlike the rest, which catches your eye be-
cause on its spine is written the name of your family. In-
trigued, you open it and see many pages written by
different hands in many languages. You start reading it, and
gradually you begin to understand what it is. It is the story
each generation of your ancestors has told for the sake of
the next, so that everyone born into this family can learn
where they came from, what happened to them, what they
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lived for and why. As you turn the pages, you reach the last,
which carries no entry but a heading. It bears your name.
According to the intellectual conventions of modernity,
this should make no difference. There is nothing in the past
that can bind you in the present, no history that can make a
difference to who you are and who you are free to be. But
this cannot be the whole truth. Were I to find myself hold-
ing such a book in my hands, my life would already have
been changed. Seeing my name and the story of my fore-
bears, I could not read it as if it were just one story among
others; instead, reading it would inevitably become, for me,
a form of self-discovery. Once I knew that it existed, I could
not put the book back on the shelf and forget it, because I
would now know that I am part of a long line of people who
traveled toward a certain destination and whose journey re-
mains unfinished, dependent on me to take it further.

With that newfound knowledge, I could no longer see
the world simply as a library. Other books may make no spe-
cial claim on me; they may be interesting, inspiring, en-
trancing, but this one is different. Its very existence poses a
set of questions addressed, not to the universe, but to me.
Will I write my own chapter? Will it be a continuation of the
story of those who came before? Will I, when the time
comes, hand the book on to my children, or will I by then
have forgotten it or given it away to a museum as an heir-
loom from the past?

This is more than an imaginative exercise. There is such
a book, and to be a Jew is to be a life, a chapter, in it. This
book contains the knowledge of who I am and is perhaps
the most important thing I can be given. Each of us, to feel
we belong, needs to know something about our personal
history—about who gave birth to us, where they came from,
and the history of which they are a part. We see this most
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