Part One: 1937

1

n 1937, I returned to Bialystok, seven years after I had been a stu-
dent in the Novaredok Yeshiva of the Musarists, a movement that gives
special importance to ethical and ascetic elements in Judaism. When I
came back, I found many of my old school friends still there. A few even
came to the evening when I spoke. Others visited me secretly; they did
not want the head of the yeshiva to know. I could see on their scrufty faces
that their poverty had brought them suffering and that the fire of their
youthful zeal had slowly burned itself out. They continued to observe
all the laws and customs meticulously, but the weariness of their spiri-
tual struggles lay upon them. For years they had tried to tear the desire
for pleasure out of their hearts, and now realized they had lost the war
with themselves. They had not overcome the evil urge.

I also met some who had grown more pious in the interim, more
serious and reclusive. I was mistaken to have expected that in Musarist
style they would try to “tell me off” They didn’t berate me. Some were
friendly, trying to avoid argument, and others sighed over me regretfully,
as someone who had gone astray.

There was someone I kept looking for and did not find: my for-
mer close friend Hersh Rasseyner. He was a pitch-dark young man with
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My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner

bright, downcast eyes, always sunk in thought, stern and taciturn. Only
when he rocked back and forth over Duties of the Heart could you hear
the anguished misery of his voice. There were reports that in his zealous
study of Musar he had smashed all the lecterns in the study-house. He
did not turn up; I heard that he kept to his garret in isolation and did
not even come to the yeshiva.

One day we met unexpectedly in the street. He was walking
hurriedly with his head down, as is the custom with the Novaredok
students who do not wish to be “eye to eye” with the world. But he saw
me anyway. He put his arms behind his back and tucked them deeper
into his sleeves so that he would not have to shake hands. The closer he
came, the higher he lifted his head. When we finally stood face to face,
he looked at me intently. He was so agitated his nostrils quivered — but
he kept silent.

Among the Musarists when you ask, “How are you?” the ques-
tion means, “What is the state of your Jewishness? Have you advanced
spiritually?” But I wasn’t thinking of that, and simply asked, “Hersh
Rasseyner, how are you?”

In the yeshiva, students were called by the town they came from.

Hersh moved back a little, looked me over from head to toe, and
seeing that that I was nicely dressed, retorted with a sneer, “And how are
you, Chaim Vilner? My question is the more important.”

I felt my lips trembling and I answered hotly, “Your question,
Hersh Rasseyner, is no question at all. I do what I have to do.”

Without taking his arms from behind his back, Rasseyner took
another step away from me and right there in the middle of the street
he shouted in my face: “Do you think that by running away from the
yeshiva you have saved yourself? You surely know the saying among us:
Whoever has learned Musar can have no enjoyment in his life. Chaim
Vilner, you will remain a cripple. You will be deformed for the rest of
your life. You write godless verses and they pinch you on the cheek for
it like a heder child. To add to the blasphemy, you come to spread your
godlessness in the very city where you once studied. Now they’re stuff-
ing you with praise as they stuff a goose with grain, and spoil you like
an only child! But later you’ll see, when you’ve begun to go to the school
of those pork-eaters, oh, won't they beat you! Oh, how they’ll whip you!
Which of you isn’t hurt by criticism? Is there really one of you so self-
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Chaim Grade

confident that he doesn’t go around begging for words of approval? Is
any one of you prepared to publish his book anonymously? The main
thing for you people is that your name should stand on the cover, at the
very top! You have traded in our menuhas hanefesh, our tranquility of
spirit, for what? For lusts that you will never satisfy, for doubts that you
will never resolve no matter how much you suffer. Your writings will
make no one better and will make you worse. I have heard that your
pampbhlet, your excuse for a book, is called Yes. But I tell you, ‘No!” Do
you hear me, Chaim Vilner? - ‘No!”

Having said his piece, Hersh Rasseyner began to walk away with
a quick energetic stride. But I had once been a Musarist too, so I ran
after him.

“Hersh, now you listen to me. No one knows better than I how
torn you are. You're proud of yourself because you don’t care that people
laugh at you for wearing tsitsis down to your ankles. You talked yourself
into believing that your linen prayer-vest is a fiery partition separat-
ing you from the world. You hang on to your fringes like a drowning
man to a rope — but it doesn’t help you swim against the current. You
humiliate yourself because you are afraid that the world, like Potiphar’s
wife, may find you attractive, and that unlike the righteous Joseph you
won't have the strength to tear yourself away. So you flee from tempta-
tion and think the world will run after you. But when you see that the
world doesn’t run after you, you get angry and cry out: ‘No one enjoys
life You want to console yourself with that idea. When you go off to
your solitary garret it’s because you would rather have nothing at all
than take the crumb that the world throws you. Your modesty is really
pride — not self-denial.

“And where did you get the idea that I left to seek pleasure? I was
looking for a truth that you don’t have. For that matter, I didn’t run away,
I simply returned to my street — to Vilna’s Butchers’ Street. You think
you're flaying me because you scream ‘No!” in my face for a book I wrote
called Yes. You don’t understand that I myself say ‘No’ to the world as
itis. And yet, I force myself to say ‘Yes’ because I believe in my street. I
love the porters with their backs broken from carrying their loads; the
artisans sweating at their workbenches; the market-women who work
their fingers to the bone to give a poor man a piece of bread. But you
scold the hungry for being sinners and all you can tell them is to repent.
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My Quarrel with Hersh Rasseyner

You laugh at people who work and do business — because you say they
don’t trust in God. But you live on what those exhausted women labor
to bring you and in return you promise them — the world to come. Hersh
Rasseyner, you have long since sold your share of the world to come to
those poor women.”

Hersh Rasseyner gave a start and disappeared. I returned to Vilna
relieved of a burden. In my disputation with the Musarist I myself began
to understand why I had left them. I told myself that if, at the time, I
didn’t know why I was leaving and where I was going, someone else had
thought it out for me, someone inside me and stronger than me. That
stronger someone was — my generation and my surroundings.
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