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[Every now and then a book can be so effectively affective that one can even experience a visceral 

reaction.  Eric Remarqué’s All Quiet on the Western Front was one of those for me.  At many 

points I felt as if I had been bayoneted in the stomach.  The other book that has left me utterly 

breathless has been Elie Wiesel’s Night.  The following is a series of notes composed in response 

way back in early 2001, a therapeutic way of dealing with the experience in many ways. 

 With the political growth of the right and the burgeoning of a culture of cruelty over at 

least the Western world, it seemed like a good time for me to dust this off and upload it again.]   
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For many the death-camps of Nazi Germany have come to provide a devastating image of the 

heart of the twentieth century, a transformative event in the formation of the consciousness of 

particularly, but not exclusively, western peoples.  “We come after”, announces George Steiner, 

“and that is the nerve of our condition.” [Language and Silence (Harmondsworth:  Penguin, 1958), 

22]  He continues,  

We cannot act now, be it as critics or merely as rational beings, as if 

nothing of vital relevance had happened to our sense of the human 

possibility, as if the extermination by hunger or violence of some 

seventy million men, women and children in Europe and Russian 

between 1914 and 1945 had not altered, profoundly, the quality of our 

awareness.  We cannot pretend that Belsen is not irrelevant to the 

responsible life of the imagination.   

 Meaning, truth, goodness are all suspect, and Steiner is painfully forced to conclude that, 

speaking morally rather than empirically and deliberately alluding to the Holocaust, “To a degree 

which numbs understanding, this entire crucible of creation and of hope now lies in ash.” [In 

George Steiner:  A Reader (Penguin Books, 1984), 13]1  In other words, something has happened 

to theology, or at least a theology with its feet in the creativity of God.  For Steiner, the Holocaust 

marks a break in the trajectory of the West, one which forces a rethinking of the implications of 

the projects of ‘modernity’ and its theological substructure.  As Derrida argues,  

                                                 
1 Jacques Derrida designates the Holocaust as “le brûle-thout [the all-burning].” [Cinders, (Lincoln and 

London:  University of Nebraska Press, 1991), 57]   
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Nazism was not born in the desert.  We all know this, but it has to be 

constantly recalled.  And even if, far from the desert, it had grown like a 

mushroom in the silence of a European forest, it would have done so in 

the shadow if big trees, in the shelter of their silence or their indifference 

but in the same soil.2   

Foucault has argued that genocide is the dream of modern powers”, and that Nazism is the 

manifestation of “racism in its modern, ‘biologizing’, statist form.”3  For Lyotard, “with 

Auschwitz, something new has happened in history”, something which challenges the very rules of 

knowledge which prevail in the West:  “Auschwitz is the most real of realities. … Its name marks 

the confines wherein historical knowledge sees its competence impugned.”4   

 Responses to what has become known as the Holocaust have not been uniform.  Theodor 

Adorno, for example, famously but starkly prescribed the “No poetry after Auschwitz”, much cited 

by Steiner [Cited in Steiner, 1984, 14].  Julian Green once wrote that, after Auschwitz, “only tears 

have meaning.” [Cited in Eckardt, ‘Divine Incongruity:  Comedy and Tragedy in a Post-Holocaust 

World’, Theology Today 48.4 (1992), 399-412 (402)]  On the other hand, McCann claims that   

After the death camps there are at least six million reasons not to laugh 

anymore, and at least six million reasons to try and laugh again. 

[Graham McCann, Woody Allen:  New Yorker (Cambridge: Polity 

Press/Basil Blackwell, 1990), 154]   

 Nevertheless, there is something significant about Wiesel’s narrated reflections Night, 

forming as they do a subtle interrogation of easily won optimisms and teleologies.   

 

Dangerous Memory 

Reading texts can be a hazardous enterprise.  Personal sanctuaries can be breached, dark corners 

uncomfortably radiated, and readers’ pretensions exploded.  As Steiner claims, “To read well is to 

take great risks.  It is to make vulnerable our identity, our self-possession.” [1958, 19]   

Good reading, or interaction between interpreter and text, should entail a recognition of ‘otherness’ 

of the text confronting one as “an unexpected claim to truth”, and which then places one’s 

preunderstanding at risk of contradiction and transfiguring [David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity:  

Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope (London:  SCM Press, 1987), 15].  However, because of the nature 

textual inscription, the communicative act can become submerged in the depths of an excessive 

formalism in which the text is cognitively dissected and its content unaffectedly received.  As 

                                                 
2 Jacques Derrida, Of Spirit:  Heidegger and the Question (Chicago and London:  University of Chicago 

Press, 1992), 109.   
3 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1:  An Introduction (New York:  Vintage Books, 1980), 

137, 149.   
4 Jean-François Lyotard, The Differend:  Phrases in Dispute (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 

1988), 57.   



 3 

Tracy argues with respect to what he names a “narrow scholasticism”, “the original insight is 

buried under a centograph of dazzling technical virtuosity and unacknowledged sterility.” [Ibid., 

30]   

 Furthermore, one’s own interpretative framework can be exclusively cherished, and 

subsequently secured, above the risky potentialities of conversation and transformation resulting 

from the interaction with the ‘other’ through the text.   

 One wonders what might happen to those like Richard Swinburne when serious encounter 

with the disruptive dislocations expressed by Wiesel is had.  Bought at a terrible price is 

Swinburne’s argument that, while Auschwitz was a very great evil in and of itself, it nevertheless 

served a purpose in that   

[t]he possibility of the Jewish suffering and deaths at the time made 

possible serious heroic choices for people normally (in consequence 

often of their own bad choices and the choices of others) too timid to 

make them (e.g. to harbour the prospective victims), and for people 

normally too hard-hearted (again as a result of previous bad choices) to 

make them, e.g. for a concentration camp guard not to obey orders.  And 

they make possible reactions of courage (e.g. by the victims), of 

compassion, sympathy, penitence, forgiveness, reform, avoidance of 

repetition, etc., by others (151). 

 Thus, for Swinburne, despite its own intrinsic evil, the Holocaust is understood as a 

practical consequence of the existence of human freedom.  As such, it served a purpose:  it enabled 

the victims to be of “use”, albeit against their will, in presenting others with the opportunity, albeit 

often spurned, for making “very great choices.” [Cited in Isabel Wollaston, ‘The Possibility and 

Plausibility of Divine Abusiveness or Sadism as the Premise for a Religious Response to the 

Holocaust’, Journal of Religion and Society 2 (2000), §4, 

http://moses.creighton.edu/JRS/2000/2000-1.html]   

 

Night Fell 

It is significant that some of the terrors narrated by Wiesel, even before transportation to the death-

camp, are prefaced by the statement, stark in its brevity, that “Night fell” [see, e.g., Elie Wiesel, 

Night, trans. François Mauriac (Penguin Books, 1981), 23].  This growing fear of the dark as a fear 

of all that can destroy, is all the more destructive in its effects since, as Wiesel admits later, “Sleep 

had fled from my eyes.” [43]  There was no respite from this “unimaginable nightmare” of “an 

endless night.” [43, 37]  Indeed, later he announces “Never shall I forget that night, the first night 

in camp, which has turned my life into one long night.” [45]   

 A second horror is introduced by the theme of darkness when Wiesel recollects the day of 

expulsion.  When imprisoned, “Since no one could go out, people were relieving themselves in a 

http://moses.creighton.edu/JRS/2000/2000-1.html
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corner.”  The use of this observation plays an important role in its immediate, and then in the 

general, context.  The day of the expulsion is Saturday, and the place of the imprisonment is the 

synagogue.  Worship was not what the Jews had come for on this day of Shabbat rest.  On the 

contrary, they had been hounded and rounded up by Hungarian police whom Wiesel describes as 

being “the first of the faces of hell and death.” [30]  It was this demonic religiosity that is 

continually on display.  The Jews, one could argue, became the very burnt-offering, the holocaust, 

to the Nazi god.5  Indeed, in a moment of what seems to the outsider as a perverse logic, one camp 

victim later admitted to Wiesel that although there had been too many false prophets, with their 

illusory glad tidings of Russian liberations, Hitler was a prophet:  “I’ve got more faith in Hitler 

than in anyone else.  He’s the only one who’s kept his promises, all his promises, to the Jewish 

people.” [92]   

 What of the Jewish faith, the fruit of God’s covenant choosing?  The celebrated movement 

of exodus and promise of a home becomes subverted, not for the first time in Jewish history, by 

expulsion and destruction in a way that accentuates the sense of George Steiner’s description of 

the Jew as homeless, thrust out of doors:   

The synagogue was like a huge station:  luggage and tears.  The altar 

was broken, the hangings torn down, the walls bare.  There were so 

many of us that we could scarcely breathe.  We spent a horrible twenty-

four hours there.  There were men downstairs:  women on the first floor.  

It was Saturday; it was as though we had come to attend the service.   

 It is then that Wiesel announces the display of the reduction of the civilisation of the Jews.  

The persecuted were reduced to what would normally be considered uncivilised behaviour of 

public defecation, and that as the very defacing of their own local spiritual home.  And not only 

their home, but also comes the beginning of the gradual deflation of many religious hopes:  

“Night.  No one prayed, so that the night would pass quickly.” [32]   

 A third way in which Wiesel uses the image of darkness accentuates this gradually 

growing sense of dehumanisation and de-civilisation.  On the transport wagons, itself an image of 

this Nazi dehumanisation of the Jewish peoples,  

Free from all social constraint, the young people gave way openly to 

instinct, taking advantage of the darkness to copulate in our midst, 

                                                 
5 Richard K. Fenn:  “Thus fascism is more than an ideology seeking to conceal its contradictions; it is a 

religious movement whose rituals could visibly embrace contradictions in order to encompass and transcend 

them.  Indeed, as Sternhell makes clear, fascism lived in and through its ceremonies and rituals.  It was a 

political drama of the salvation of the soul through the rebirth of the nation.  No wonder it could not bear the 

thought of Israel, whose permanence as a historical community of salvation represented both an ideal and 

also a threat to the historical success of fascism.  Thus considered, fascism is a religious movement with a 

strong basis on ritual and ceremony.” [The End of Time:  Religion, Ritual, and the Forging of the Soul 

(London:  SPCK, 1997), 6f., citing Zeev Sternhell, Neither Left Nor Right:  Fascist Ideology in France 

(Berkeley:  Uni. of California Press, 1986), 271]   
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without caring about anyone else, as though they were lone in the world.  

The rest pretended not to notice anything.   

 When treated like beasts (herded into cattle trucks, names stolen) [“‘You … you … you 

and you …’ They pointed a finger, as though choosing cattle or merchandise”, 60] most of the 

characters in Wiesel’s recollections are reduced to bestial behaviour.  This quietism and isolation 

induced by breaking communities under persecution is reiterated later when Wiesel is being 

spoken to by the head of his camp block:   

‘Listen to me, boy.  Don’t forget that you’re in a concentration camp.  

Here, every man has to fight for himself and not think of anyone else.  

Even of his father.  Here, there are no fathers, no brothers, no friends.  

Everyone lives and dies for himself alone.’[121f.]   

 What does the theme of the survival of the fittest have to do with human socialities?  If 

Wiesel’s portrayal is accorded significance here, it would seem to come into its own with 

sociality’s pressured dissolution.  Evolution may be seen, then, less in terms of any easy 

progressivisms that could give rise to optimisms about the future of the human race, but rather as a 

process of waste that may be no respecter of persons.   

 

A-Theology of Auschwitz 

The question is, where is God?  And at this point, Wiesel’s Shoah remembrance takes its darkest 

turn since enduring such nights is made even darker by the growing sense that the divine may have 

no healing light to shine on the terrors of the night.  Wiesel’s description of the genesis of his play, 

The Trial of God, provides a certain illustration in this regard:   

Inside the Kingdom of Night [the Shoah] I witnessed a strange trial.  

Three rabbis – all erudite and pious men – decided one winter evening to 

indict God for allowing his children to be massacred.  I remember:  I 

was there, and I felt like crying.  But there nobody cried.   

 As the drama moves on, only a single party is to be found who will agree to serve as 

defence attorney for God.  That party turns out to be none other than the devil. [Elie Wiesel, The 

Trial of God (as it was held on February 25, 1649 in Shamgorod), a play in three acts, translated 

by Marion Wiesel (New York: Random House, 1979)]  Perhaps the most overwhelming fact about 

Wiesel’s Trial is that the play is set on the Feast of Purim, a day when, as the prosecutor himself 

observes, “Everything goes.”  Purim is a time, not alone for children and beggars, but also for 

fools.  In the act of poking fun at everyone, the fool is making merry.  And how could God ever be 

excluded from the party?  Irving Greenberg points up the rationale of Purim:   



 6 

One can only respond with laughter and mockery and put-on, satirizing 

God and the bitter joke this world threatens to become.  But as the 

hilarity reaches its climax, Jews move beyond bitterness to humor.  

Through the humor, Jews project themselves into future redeemed 

reality that transcends the moment.  Thus, hope is kept alive and the 

Messiah remains possible. [Irving Greenberg, The Jewish Way: Living 

the Holidays (New York: Summit Books, 1988), 254]   

 Eckardt reflects on the nature of this divine foolishness.   

God would have to go and make Godself a world.  Now God is stuck 

with it, and with us, and God is left with little choice but to keep on 

undergoing the agony of it.... And by revealing and demanding certain 

absolute requirements, God has only opened the way to being held 

unmercifully to account before the very same requirements-and, of all 

things, at the hands of that upstart humankind.  The Creator of all the 

universes made radically assaultable, and under God's very own 

sponsorship!  If this is not the essence of klutzhood, then I don’t know 

what the concept means. [A. Roy Eckardt, For Righteousness’ Sake 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 10, 324]   

 Certainly, Jewish theological reflections are by no means uniform. [see Isabel Wollaston]  

Emil L. Fackenheim, for example, ends his 1987 study by referring to a Talmudic ambiguity upon 

the hiding of God:   

[It is in weeping that God hides.]  He hides His weeping in the inner 

chamber, for just as God is infinite so His pain is infinite, and this, were 

it to touch the world, would destroy it.... God so loved the world that He 

hid the infinity of His pain from it lest it be destroyed…. [Emil L. 

Fackenheim, What Is Judaism? (New York: Summit Books, 1987), 291]   

 The chasm may be crossed from either direction, but this is possible only upon the 

foundation of the love of God.  It is in the hiding that the love of God is revealed, and it is in the 

revealing that the love of God is hidden.  Were the infinity of God’s pain to touch the world, the 

world would indeed be destroyed.  And so God must act to control God’s self, as in the very same 

moment God does not cease to weep within the inner chamber.  In the meanwhile the comedians 

are sent to stand in God’s place.  All this suggests that, however guilty God may appear to be, God 

is innocent.  God does not willfully sin.   

 At one moment, George Steiner’s expresses an almost unutterable horror over a God who 

“suffers the gusts of murderous exasperation at the Jews”. [Steiner, 1969, 121, based on a 
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rereading of Exodus 4:24]  At another, he quickly changes this image, somewhat, as if this thought 

is too shocking to even entertain.  While the dark mood remains, the divine exasperation at human 

self-mutilation becomes equally disturbingly depicted as producing the sigh of lethargy and 

increasing passivity.  In a cited medieval Polish parable God is depicted as being found by a Rabbi 

sitting in a dark corner in a small synagogue, claiming, “with a small voice:  ‘I am tired, Rabbi, I 

am tired unto death’.”  So it is “When God’s back parts are towards man, [that] history is Belsen”. 

[1961, 353; 1969, 122]   

 Early in the narrative Wiesel recounts the hopes and even the revival of his people’s 

optimisms in the face of early signs of brutality to the Jews of Sighet.  This is reflected in the fact 

that in the night the stars were shining.   

The stars were the only sparks of the fire which devoured us.  Should 

that fire die out one day, there would be nothing left in the sky but dead 

stars, dead eyes. [32]   

 As the brutality became more intense and severe, the narrative seems to lose any sense of 

this lighting provided by hope, climaxing at one point – the point of the end of the railway journey 

– by Wiesel’s perceiving the light of the flames of hell, and those flames themselves part of a 

carefully created and controlled environment, the pillar of flame that was to take the homeless 

Jews to their destiny:   

And as the train stopped, we saw this time that flames were gushing out 

of a tall chimney into the black sky. … We looked at the flames in the 

darkness.  There was an abominable odour floating in the air. [39]   

 Wiesel continues by recalling that the prisoners departing the train left their cherished 

objects behind, “and with them, at last, our illusions.” [40]  A Polish lad in the camp, Zalman, was 

mocked because of his praying from the Talmud.  “It was his way of escaping from reality, of not 

feeling the blows”. [97]  Hope, for Wiesel, is now portrayed as an illusion, especially since there 

could be no hope in God.  “Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my 

soul and turned my dreams to dust.” [45]  The status of Adam, formed from the dust of the earth, 

before his God was being violently revoked, and to dust he was returning – the dust of the 

crematorium.  On the gallows God was dying to Jewish sensibilities. [76f.]  But, so too was 

humanity, as Wiesel’s father makes clear:  “Humanity?  Humanity is not concerned with us.  

Today everything is allowed.  Anything is possible, even these crematories.” [44]   

 Wiesel himself announces after a little boy’s execution, “My eyes were open and I was 

alone – terribly alone in a world without God and without man. … I no longer accepted God’s 

silence.” [79f.]   
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The End of the World 

A survivor of the back death once poignantly wrote:   

And in many places … great pits were [continually] dug and piled deep 

with the multitude of dead. … And I … buried my five children with my 

own hands. … And so many died that all believed it was the end of the 

world. [Cited in Robert S. Gottfried, The Black Death:  Natural and 

Human Disaster in Medieval Europe (New York:  Free Press, 1983), 45.  

Cf. Edith Wyschogrod, Spirit in Ashes:  Hegel, Heidegger, and Man-

Made Mass Death (New Haven and London:  Yale University Press, 

1985), x] 

For Wiesel it was the end of the world as he had known it – once ‘liberated’ from the camp, if such 

a word could even be appropriate for those whose memories have forced them to become living 

dead, he closes “From the depths of the mirror, a corpse gazed back at me.” [Wiesel, 126]   

 


