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			“In this poetic reconfiguring of the Bible’s Book of Psalms, the author reinterprets the ancient writings (“in what may well be the ultimate manifestation of chutzpah”) in the context of the Holocaust (Rosensaft’s brother was killed in a Birkenau gas chamber in 1943). A legal scholar by trade, the author has published multiple works that combine memoir, poetry, and Holocaust remembrances. In these pages, responding to all 150 Psalms individually, the author balances his mastery of Jewish theology with a raw writing style that is unafraid to question, lash out at, and lament God’s seeming passivity in the face of evil. . . . As the son of Holocaust survivors who was born in a displaced persons camp in Germany shortly after the war, Rosensaft writes from a place of deep-seated pain and generational trauma. . . . A haunting reimagining of the Book of Psalms."

			— Kirkus Reviews

			  


“It’s amazing that Menachem Z. Rosensaft’s Burning Psalms: Confronting Adonai after Auschwitz doesn’t burst into flames. This book of poetry — every poem in it a response or counterpoint to every one of the psalms in the biblical book — written by the son of Holocaust survivors and the brother of a murdered sibling he never knew, is composed with fire, fueled by a combination of rage, love, and despite-it-all faith that sears your eyes as you read it.”

			—New Jersey Jewish Standard

 
 
			“Like the Book of Psalms of the Bible, Menachem Rosensaft’s psalms speak for our souls. With a gift for expressing even the most hidden thoughts and feelings, his psalms give voice to the horrors and trauma that haunt children of Holocaust victims and survivors. Burning Psalms is one of the most powerful Jewish expressions of our day.”

			—Susannah Heschel, PhD, Eli M. Black Professor of Jewish Studies, 

			Dartmouth College

			 
 
 
			“In every generation, the biblical psalms have provided humanity with a theological lexicon for the challenges and opportunities that come with standing in God’s presence.   In this extraordinary volume, Menachem Rosensaft – poet, advocate for humanity and child of Holocaust survivors – has recast the sacred poetry of the past into a vade mecum for those presently seeking meaning in the extended shadow of the Shoah.  Faithful both to the text and the burning questions that sit on our broken hearts, Rosensaft has elegantly and audaciously provided his readers a pathway to pursue justice, find comfort and continue to seek beauty in this world.”

			—Rabbi Elliot J. Cosgrove, PhD, Senior Rabbi, Park Avenue Synagogue; author, For Such a Time as This: On Being Jewish Today 

			  

			“Menachem Rosensaft’s evocative, heartfelt work is among of the most informed and gut-wrenching attempts to understand belief and comfort in the Divine in the shadow of the Holocaust. More than that, it is a strong and compelling reminder that understanding the Shoah and its legacies requires knowledge of the history and openness to the psychological and emotional resonance of such immense loss. Rosensaft accomplishes both with remarkable skill, helping us all to understand and to speak the ‘unvarnished painful truth’ (Burning Psalm 78) of the Shoah and its relevance to our lives today.”

			—Robert J. Williams, PhD, Finci-Viterbi Executive Director of the USC Shoah Foundation

			  

			“These searching, unflinching new psalms express an agonizing crisis of faith as Rosensaft, like the original psalmist, addresses his god directly, but in agony and expecting silence in response. Rosensaft’s crisis of faith stems from the Holocaust, where his five-year-old brother was killed in a gas chamber, and two of his grandparents were murdered: ‘no one heard You speak / when nations set out / to slaughter Your people,’ Rosensaft writes. These lines seethe with anger, accusatory lamentations questioning the inaction and absence during humanity’s darkest hours of the god Rosensaft addresses as Adonai—‘if You saved isaac / on moriah / why not children hurled / into pits of fire / and a million and a half / other isaacs?’ 

			“The language is unadorned, stripped of metaphor and hope, with each stanza at once a plea and an indictment, cries of a faith that feel irrevocably fractured: ‘if You / could turn the sea / into dry land / why did You not / how could You not / suck carbon monoxide / out of Treblinka’s gas chambers?’ Incantatory repeated language sounds a drumbeat of desolation—‘You were not there,’ ‘they cried out,’ ‘You did not hear’—as though to mirror the cyclical, unyielding despair of feeling forsaken by God. The hauntingly sparse poetic style is as contemporary as the key question is ancient: How could a compassionate god permit the chosen people to face such darkness?

			“These bereft lines may not offer consolation. ‘my anger risks becoming indifference,’ Rosensaft notes in the final entry, not long after his moving insistence that ‘the killing must end’: ‘palestinian child / israeli child / muslim child / jewish child.’ These psalms examine how perpetuating violence injures the spirit deeper than any physical wound. Still, even within this rage, readers will feel his steadfast clinging to God, as even amid agony, Rosensaft still echoes people’s cry, ‘O God, do not distance Yourself from me.’ It is this tortured yearning—despite the unbearable silence—that forms the burning heart of this work.”

			—BookLife
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			“The psalms are not texts created on paper; they are invocations, often dramatic, that spring from lived existence. To pray them it is enough for us to be what we are. We must not forget that to pray well we must pray as we are, without embellishment. One must not embellish the soul to pray. ‘Lord, I am like this,’ and go in front of the Lord as we are, with the good things and also with the bad things that no one knows about, but that we inwardly know. In the psalms we hear the voices of men and women of prayer in flesh and blood, whose life, like that of us all, is fraught with problems, hardships, and uncertainties. The psalmist does not radically contest this suffering: he knows that it is part of living. In the psalms, however, suffering is transformed into a question. From suffering to questioning.

			“And among the many questions, there is one that remains suspended, like an incessant cry that runs throughout the entire book from beginning to end. A question that we repeat many times: ‘Until when, Lord? Until when?’ Every suffering calls for liberation, every tear calls for consolation, every wound awaits healing, every slander a sentence of absolution. ‘Until when, Lord, must I suffer this? Listen to me, Lord!’ How many times we have prayed like this, with ‘Until when?’ enough now, Lord!”

			Pope Francis

			Papal Audience, October 14, 2020
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			Introduction

			The Kotzker Rebbe famously asked, “Where is God?” before answering his own question: “God is wherever you let God in.”

			But what if we have quarrels with God? How do we manifest our uncertainties, our reproaches, even a deep sense of abandonment, of betrayal? How can we let Adonai in when unresolved anger prevents us from doing so?

			In the introduction to his translation of The Book of Psalms, Robert Alter called it “the most urgently, personally present of all the books of the Bible in the lives of many readers.” At a Papal audience on October 14, 2020, Pope Francis said that psalms “are invocations, often dramatic, that spring from lived existence.” In the psalms, he went on, “suffering is transformed into a question. From suffering to questioning.”

			The original psalms are simultaneously a celebration of God, a recognition of the wonders God performed in biblical times, and an acknowledgment of the comparative moral weakness of human beings who can only strive to approach God’s righteousness, lovingkindness, and mercy. They became an integral part of the Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, more than 2,500 years ago.

			As we read the biblical psalms, we are meant to be comforted by them. But, in the aftermath of the Holocaust, we do not read them by ourselves. Hovering over us, with us, are ghosts who force us to reconsider any notions of consolation, of God’s protection, or of a Divine embrace. Thus, the “ghosts of auschwitz” remind Adonai—and remind us—in Burning Psalm 148 “that You/did not keep Your faithful/close to You/that they/were left to die/alone”  

			Again and again, we are told that Adonai is and always has been merciful and compassionate, that Adonai is our rock, our fortress, our redeemer, acting with lovingkindness and protecting us from evil and evildoers. And yet, we know that no such divine intervention, no such divine assistance was forthcoming, that no divine lovingkindness manifested itself at Auschwitz or Treblinka, at Majdanek, Babi Yar, Ponary, or Bergen-Belsen. 

			“why do I care/that You/once split the sea/made the water stand/drew water from a rock,” asks Burning Psalm 78 of Adonai, “if You/did not take my grandparents/did not take my brother/out of the birkenau death chamber?”

			My father was once asked if he still believed in God after surviving numerous Nazi German death and concentration camps. “I do not hold the Rebboine shel-oilem, the Master of the Universe, responsible for the Holocaust,” he replied, “but I won’t give Him any medals for it, either.”

			Birkat Hamazon, the blessings recited after a meal, includes the following verse from Psalm 37: “I was young and now I am old, but I have not seen a righteous man forsaken, nor his children begging for bread.” Burning Psalm 37 echoes why my father refused to utter these words after the Holocaust: “I was young and became old/and I have seen far too many/of Your righteous sons and daughters/forsaken by the world/forsaken by You/and their children/begging for bread/starving”

			The Burning Psalms are my reactions and replies to the biblical psalms, written from the perspective of a son of two survivors of Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen who was born in the Displaced Persons camp of Bergen-Belsen, and whose grandparents and five-and-a-half-year-old brother  were murdered in the Holocaust. I wrote them as a Jew who believes—or wants to believe—in God, but who struggles to reconcile the palpable absence of God with the essence of God, of Adonai, as portrayed in the biblical psalms. 

			I wrote my Burning Psalms to bring the ghosts of the Holocaust, the ghosts of Auschwitz, into our consciousness and the consciousness of future generations by enabling them at long last to show their countenance to, and have their voices heard by, Adonai.

			To a certain extent, my writing of Burning Psalms was sparked by two incidents that occurred in 1943, while the gas chambers of Auschwitz-Birkenau were operating in full force. My father was deported to Auschwitz in late August 1943 and was in a Birkenau barrack together with Jews from the Polish city of Zawiercie, including the highly respected Rabbi of that city, who was known as the Zawiercier Rov. In mid-October of that year, during the festival of Sukkot, my father smuggled a tiny apple into the barrack where the inmates had gathered to pray so that the Zawiercier Rov could recite the Birkat Hamazon blessings.

			

			Throughout the prayers, my father recalled, the aged Rov stared at the apple, obviously conflicted. At the end of the clandestine service, he picked up the apple and said, in Yiddish, almost to himself, “Un iber dem zol ikh itzt zogn, ‘veakhalta ve-savata u-verakhta et Hashem Elohekha…” And over this, I should now say, “And you will eat, and you will be satisfied, and you will bless your God…” “Kh’vel nisht essen,” I will not eat, he said, “veil ikh vel nisht zat sein,” because I will not be satisfied, “un ikh vill nisht bentchn” and I refuse to bentch, to sanctify God. And with that, the Zawiercier Rov put down the apple and turned away.

			The Zawiercier Rov never lost his faith in God. Like the Hasidic master, Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev, however, he was profoundly, desperately angry with God, and this anger caused him to confront God from the innermost depths of his being.

			One evening around the same time, my father and a group of Jews from Zawiercie were sitting in their barrack when the Zawiercier Rov suddenly said, again in Yiddish, “You know, der Rebboine shel-oilem ken zain a ligner,” the Master of the Universe can be a liar. Asked how this could possibly be, the rabbi explained, “If God were to open His window now and look down and see us here, He would immediately look away and say, “Ikh hob dos nisht geton,” I did not do this—and that, the Zawiercier Rov said, would be the lie.

			In Burning Psalms, in what may well be the ultimate manifestation of chutzpah, I have dared to imagine myself in the mindset of my brother in a Birkenau gas chamber on the night of August 3-4, 1943. I have dared to imagine myself in the mindset of my parents as they realized that their entire families had been murdered. I have dared to imagine myself in the mindset of the victims of the Holocaust as they were confronted with, overwhelmed by the horrors of the Holocaust, and still sought to address Adonai, to question Adonai mi’ma’amakim, from the depths.

			  

			—Menachem Z. Rosensaft

			  

		


		
			Burning Psalms

		


		
			Burning Psalm 1

			I thought I could be happy

			again

			that the pain would ease

			once the killers ceased to kill

			once their laughter stopped

			after I no longer heard the screams

			I thought I could be happy

			again

			because I was not like them

			because I was not them

			I thought I could go back to 

			before

			to absorb Adonai’s teachings

			in search of truth

			as before

			to learn for the sake of learning

			for the sake of knowledge

			as before

			but the trees I once planted 

			are rooted in polluted streams

			blood-filled rivers

			their fruits have become poisonous

			their leaves have withered

			and there is no judgment

			can be no judgment

			not for the wicked

			even less for the righteous

			only a memory 

			of before

		


		
			Burning Psalm 2

			Adonai 

			when You heard nations curse 

			Your children

			saw them murder

			Your children

			did You laugh in Your heaven 

			did You rage?

			and when You said

			you are My son

			you are My daughter

			were You speaking to

			were You thinking of

			the jewish child 

			in a birkenau gas chamber?

			jesus 

			on his cross?

			anne frank 

			dying of typhus in a belsen barrack?

			the tutsi girl 

			being raped

			before she was killed?

			the bosniak boy 

			shot at srebrenica?  

			and if You were their creator

			if You fathered them

			is their death

			is their anguish

			Your inheritance?

		


		
			Burning Psalm 3

			an elegy for a people 

			unable to flee from too many 

			betraying absaloms

			erstwhile brothers

			erstwhile friends

			neighbors turned hunters 

			turned relentless killers

			in agony Your children cried out to You

			Adonai

			but You 

			did not answer them

			from Your holy mountain

			did not rise

			to their rescue

			did not destroy their killers

			did not comfort them

			You 

			were not their shield

			and there was no salvation

			only eternal silence

		


		
			Burning Psalm 4

			for the violin, cello and mandolin players

			outside birkenau’s crematoria

			one final melody

			to muffle Your silence

			You 

			did not protect

			did not save

			the righteous

			any more than the wicked

			the truth speakers

			any more than the liars

			the infants who had not yet learned to walk

			any more than the elderly who could no longer walk

			the humble

			any more than the arrogant

			You 

			put no joy 

			no peace

			in their hearts

			only fear

			bitterness

			and a fading melody

			for violin, cello and mandolin

		


		
			Burning Psalm 5

			if You created

			all who live

			in Your image  

			Adonai

			when will You condemn

			destroy

			the oppressors of

			the other?

			when will You 

			at long last withhold 

			Your blessings

			Your shield

			from those who hate

			the different

			from those who proclaim 

			in Your name

			that they are better than

			the not them? 

		


		
			Burning Psalm 6

			Adonai 

			my eyes 

			no longer see 

			stare into emptiness

			my heart

			no longer feels

			has long ago decayed 

			into indifference 

			  

			my bones 

			are no longer afraid 

			of Your anger

			ever since crematory fires

			consumed them

			ever since my flesh 

			rose up to Your heaven

			as black putrid smoke

			  

			my soul 

			became numb

			no longer knows

			feels

			Your presence

			maybe because 

			You are not here

			You were never here 

			  

			but what of Your soul 

			Adonai

			why should I try to rescue it

			to save You 

			for the sake of a lovingkindness 

			of a warmth

			You withheld

			  

		


		
			

			after You 

			turned away from me

			I stopped caring

			stopped searching 

			stopped waiting 

			  

			I cannot 

			will not

			reach out to You

			I cannot

			will not

			hear You

			I cannot

			will not

			heal You

			  

			oh but there is memory in death

			memory is death

			and there is no room for 

			You

			or Your prayers

			in the eternity 

			of the unburied

		


		
			Burning Psalm 6 Redux

			all my enemies

			are not shamed

			are not afraid

			do not repent

			have not returned

			will not return

			  

			they never left

		


		
			Burning Psalm 7

			pursued not by lions

			but by vultures

			scavengers

			rabid dogs in human disguise

			I so wanted You 

			Adonai my God

			to rescue me

			I waited for You to save me

			but You 

			watched our enemies

			trample our lives

			into a dust of ashes

			with tools of death

			You did not destroy

			  

			You did not stop the haters

			the killers

			the rapists

			You did not exact justice

			for the guiltless

			the pure 

			the frightened

			who continued to worship

			You

			even there

			even when they knew

			You had abandoned us

			and so I refuse to thank You 

			Adonai my God 

			for the righteousness

			You withheld

			and the tears

			You did not shed

		


		
			Burning Psalm 8

			what might

			what glory

			did You find

			in a child starving

			on a ghetto street

			Adonai?

			  

			look at the mother 

			cradling her infant son

			in her arms

			still trying to comfort

			her daughter

			even while choking 

			on zyklon-b

			  

			was their rising to Your heavens

			as smoke

			also the work of Your hands

			and how did giving the killers

			dominion

			make Your name majestic?

		


		
			Burning Psalm 9

			condemned to an eternity of ashes 

			I have no reason to thank You

			Adonai

			no reason to rejoice with You 

			when my enemies

			did not retreat

			did not stumble

			never perished

			not before You

			not before me

			  

			sitting on Your throne 

			You have forsaken Your faithful

			You did not

			judge the world in righteousness 

			hear the cries of the oppressed

			avenge the blood of Your people

			wipe out my killers’ names

			raise me from the gates of death

			You were not

			a fortress in our distress 

			and we 

			who thought we knew Your name

			who wanted only

			to glorify Your name

			no longer put our trust 

			in You

		


		
			Burning Psalm 10

			the unrighteous

			did not perish at Your hands

			Adonai

			You did not break their arms

			before they slaughtered 

			the orphans

			the innocent 

			the poor

			the downtrodden

			the pure at heart

			the now wretched

			who were once

			Your people

			who trusted You

			but whose cries 

			You ignored

			who gasped in their hearts

			with their last breath

			“You have forgotten us

			You hide Your face 

			from us

			You refuse to see

			us”

		


		
			Burning Psalm 11

			sulfur-laced fires in a raging wind

			consuming children

			Adonai

			if You in Your palace

			You on Your throne in heaven

			truly love the righteous

			and hate the wicked

			You have a strange way

			of showing it

		


		
			Burning Psalm 12

			a witness

			even a divine witness

			Who is deaf

			to the plunder of the poor

			the cries of the doomed 

			the slaughter of the innocent

			is a false witness 

		


		
			Burning Psalm 13

			  

			You hid Your face 

			ignored Your world 

			while flesh-fueled flames pierced the sky 

			ashes not dew covered Your mornings 

			dying children saw Your back 

			did not hear Your voice 

			  

			they trusted in Your faithfulness 

			even as they entered 

			Your final sanctuary 

			even as they inhaled 

			Your poisoned breath 

			even as they began 

			to sleep the sleep of death 

			  

			You can never restore luster to their eyes 

			and I no longer wait for Your deliverance 

			  

			it is too late
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