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Stein’s memoir is valuable for the way it calls attention to how many of us
have preconceived notions of what a Jewish text should be or what
constitutes an appropriate Jewish response. Further, some of her
observations are downright chilling in light of our own country’s
resurgent white nationalism. Explaining the persistence of anti-Semitism,
Stein's Germans are “desperately clinging to any past century, any past
century is a hope and a force any past century even any present century,
they cling to a century and what that century stood for . . .,” a line that
effectively captures how nostalgic myths of white America are invoked
today.
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Join JTS faculty for live, interactive online mini-courses.

Encounter compelling scholarship that brings Jewish text and wisdom to
bear on contemporary issues.

Vilna: The Rise, Fall, and Afterlife of the Jerusalem of Lithuania
Professor David Fishman | January 30, February 6, 13

Halakhah in a Changing World:
An Insider’s Guide to the Law Committee
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Finding Meaning in the Book of Psalms (advanced)
Professor Benjamin Sommer | April 10, 17, May 1
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Cost: $60 per course
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Redeeming the Plagues

Miriam Liebman, Student, The Rabbinical
School of JTS (Class of 2018)

Every year at the Passover seder, there is a brief pause in the chaos when
everyone dips a finger in their cup of wine and spills a single drop for each
of the ten plagues. We are spilling wine to remind ourselves that although
the plagues served as miracles for us, those miracles came at the expense of
others. That moment of reflection comes to a quick end when so many
seder tables begin to sing upbeat melodies listing each of the plagues and
reminding ourselves of our own redemption and the miraculous acts God
performed in order to take us out of Egypt. But what does it really mean for
us that our redemption comes at the expense of others’ suffering?

In this week’s parashah, Parashat Va'era, we are given the first seven of the
ten plagues: the water of the Nile, the source of life for all Egypt, is turned
into blood, cutting off not only the Egyptians’ drinking water but killing all
of the fish that they may eat; frogs swarm the homes of the Eqyptians—and
even when the plague comes to an end, the smell of dead frogs fills the air
with an unbearable stench; lice and then insects swarm the earth and bodies
of all Egyptian humans and animals; pestilence strikes all the animals of the
Egyptians, sparing only those belonging to the Israelites; the people are
struck with boils; and finally, Eqypt is struck by a hailstorm strong enough to
utterly destroy anyone and anything left outdoors. These acts, this suffering
brought upon an entire group of people, ultimately brought us out of
Egypt. These plagues saved us from our fate as slaves, but they had life-
altering consequences for an entire nation—all because of the actions of
one ruthless leader.
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The Gemara asks how we can pray and praise God with joy in the midst
of suffering. Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak cites Psalms 2:11 saying: “Serve
the Lord in fear and rejoice with trembling.” The Gemara continues by
asking, “What does it mean to rejoice with trembling?” To which Rav
Adda bar Mattana responds in the name of Rabbah: “One may not
experience unbridled joy; even where there is rejoicing, there should be
trembling” (BT Berakhot 31a). It is this very section of Talmud where we
learn that we break a glass under the huppah at a wedding to temper our
joy, even if only momentarily, in order to acknowledge the suffering in
the world around us.

Throughout this parashah, it seems to me that the Torah has
intentionally chosen to refer to these acts as NiI9an (magefot)—
plagues—suffered by the Egyptians, and not as miracles or wonders that
saved the Israelites (other than the very general reference in Exod. 7:3),
as is the case elsewhere in the Torah. In choosing this language, in
pointing us toward the destruction of Egyptian life and land, the Torah
sends us the same message Rabbah does in the Talmud: we must be
able to celebrate our own victory while simultaneously mourning the
losses suffered by our enemies. We begin to do so by consciously
choosing the language we use. Because although our language cannot
eliminate suffering, it can change how we respond to it.

By using the word “plague,” our tradition is calling our attention to
someone else’s catastrophe. By choosing its words carefully, the Torah is
pushing us to acknowledge the realities inherent for all people in the
moment of the Exodus. Words alone cannot change reality, but they
can alter the ways in which we perceive it. Perhaps, in turn, that will open
us up to new ways of relating to others. The Torah’s use of the word
“plague” lets us know that the freedom of Exodus was not a universal
freedom and that liberation for only some, while others continue to
suffer, cannot be true liberation.

We cannot change the fate of the Egyptians. In our moment of
celebration at the seder, the best we can do is to heed Rabbah’s advice
and temper our joy by acknowledging the Egyptians’ losses. Yet as we
look toward the future, how can we work to create a world in which we
go beyond simply holding back from rejoicing at our enemies’ suffering,
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and spilling a mere drop of wine for every plague? We may not be the
generation whose redemption is universal, but we must be the generation
that strives to change what may seem like platitudes into real justice.

The publication and distribution of the JTS Parashah Commentary are made possible by a generous grant
from Rita Dee (z'T) and Harold Hassenfeld (z/).
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AWEEKLY EXPLORATION OF THE JEWISH BOOKSHELF

A Jewish Response?

Dr. Alisa Braun, Academic Director,
Community Engagement, JTS

Wars | Have Seen by Gertrude Stein (1945)
“And now in June 1943 something very strange is happening . . .”

Does Gertrude Stein belong on the “Jewish Bookshelf?” It probably
depends on whom you ask. Alan Dershowitz accused Stein of being one
of the collaborators who “made [the Holocaust] possible” since she had
survived in France due in large part to a friendship with a Vichy
government official. I'm guessing he would say “no.” Many Stein scholars
have in turn defended her from what they consider to be trumped-up
charges. Others look at her more notorious texts and conclude that far
from displaying fascist or anti-Semitic beliefs, they are consistent in terms
of her own commitments to literary modernism’s ideal of the passive
subject.

In Wars | Have Seen, Stein describes her experience under Nazi
occupation in France, and the anxiety and terror of the occupation comes
through in her understated language. Life is increasingly “strange,”
everything is “funny.” You no longer know whom you can trust or whom
to rely on for help. The repetitions which are a hallmark of her style seem
perfectly apt for describing the increasing absurdity of daily life, as when
Stein describes buying a jar of jam: “You have to buy what you do not
want to buy in order to buy what you do want buy.”



