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Jewish Faith and the Holocaust: A Fragment 

AUG, 1968   BY EMIL L. FACKENHEIM 

Within the past two centuries, three events have shaken and are still shaking Jewish religious 
existence—the Emancipation and its after-effects, the Nazi Holocaust, and the rise of the first 
Jewish state in two thousand years—and of these, two have occured in our own generation. The 
Holocaust, too, challenges Jewish faith from within, but the negativism of its challenge is total, 
without light or relief. After the events associated with the name of Auschwitz, everything is 
shaken, nothing is safe… 

… 

Yet even where the quest for explanations is genuine there is not, and never will be, an adequate 
explanation. Auschwitz is the scandal of evil for evil's sake, an eruption of demonism without 
analogy; and the singling-out of Jews, ultimately, is an unparalleled expression of what the 
rabbis call groundless hate. This is the rock on which throughout eternity all rational 
explanations will crash and break apart… 

_____________ 

Yet it is of the utmost importance to recognize that seeking a purpose is one thing, but seeking a 
response quite another. The first is wholly out of the question. The second is inescapable. Even 
after two decades any sort of adequate response may as yet transcend the power of any Jew. But 
his faith, his destiny, his very survival will depend on whether, in the end, he will be able to 
respond… 

_____________ 

I confess that it took me twenty years until I was able to look at this scandal, but when at length 
I did, I made what to me was, and still is, a momentous discovery: that while religious thinkers 
were vainly struggling for a response to Auschwitz, Jews throughout the world—rich and poor, 
learned and ignorant, religious and non-religious—had to some degree been responding all 
along. For twelve long years Jews had been exposed to a murderous hate which was as 
groundless as it was implacable. For twelve long years the world had been lukewarm or 
indifferent, unconcerned over the prospect of a world without Jews. For twelve long years the 
whole world had conspired to make Jews wish to cease to be Jews wherever, whenever, and in 
whatever way they could. Yet to this unprecedented invitation to group-suicide Jews responded 
with an unexpected will-to-live—with, under the circumstances, an incredible commitment to 
Jewish group survival. 

In ordinary times, a commitment of this kind may be a mere mixture of nostalgia and vague 
loyalties not far removed from tribalism; and, unable to face Auschwitz, I had myself long 
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viewed it as such, placing little value on a Jewish survival which was, or seemed to be, only 
survival for survival's sake. I was wrong, and even the shallowest Jewish survivalist philosophy 
of the postwar period was right by comparison. For in the age of Auschwitz a Jewish 
commitment to Jewish survival is in itself a monumental act of faithfulness, as well as a 
monumental, albeit as yet fragmentary, act of faith. Even to do no more than remain a Jew after 
Auschwitz is to confront the demons of Auschwitz in all their guises, and to bear witness 
against them. It is to believe that these demons cannot, will not, and must not prevail, and to 
stake on that belief one's own life and the lives of one's children, and of one's children's 
children. To be a Jew after Auschwitz is to have wrested hope—for the Jew and for the world—
from the abyss of total despair. In the words of a speaker at a recent gathering of Bergen-Belsen 
survivors, the Jew after Auschwitz has a second Shema Yisrael: no second Auschwitz, no 
second Bergen-Belsen, no second Buchenwald—anywhere in the world, for anyone in the 
world! 

What accounts for this commitment to Jewish existence when there might have been, and by 
every rule of human logic should have been, a terrified and demoralized flight from Jewish 
existence? Why, since Auschwitz, have all previous distinctions among Jews—between 
religious and secularist, Orthodox and liberal—diminished in importance, to be replaced by a 
new major distinction between Jews committed to Jewish survival, willing to be singled out and 
counted, and Jews in flight, who rationalize this flight as a rise to humanity-in-general? In my 
view, nothing less will do than to say that a commanding Voice speaks from Auschwitz, and 
that there are Jews who hear it and Jews who stop their ears. 

... Most assuredly no redeeming Voice is heard from Auschwitz, or ever will be heard. 
However, a commanding Voice is being heard, and has, however faintly, been heard from the 
start. Religious Jews hear it, and they identify its source. Secularist Jews also hear it, even 
though perforce they leave it unidentified. At Auschwitz, Jews came face to face with absolute 
evil. They were and still are singled out by it, but in the midst of it they hear an absolute 
commandment: Jews are forbidden to grant posthumous victories to Hitler. They are 
commanded to survive as Jews, lest the Jewish people perish. They are commanded to 
remember the victims of Auschwitz, lest their memory perish. They are forbidden to despair of 
man and his world, and to escape into either cynicism or otherworldliness, lest they cooperate in 
delivering the world over to the forces of Auschwitz. Finally, they are forbidden to despair of 
the God of Israel, lest Judaism perish. A secularist Jew cannot make himself believe by a mere 
act of will, nor can he be commanded to do so; yet he can perform the commandment of 
Auschwitz. And a religious Jew who has stayed with his God may be forced into new, possibly 
revolutionary, relationships with Him. One possibility, however, is wholly unthinkable. A Jew 
may not respond to Hitler's attempt to destroy Judaism by himself cooperating in its destruction. 
In ancient times, the unthinkable Jewish sin was idolatry. Today, it is to respond to Hitler by 
doing his work… 
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