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“The Guardian of Israel Neither 
Slumbers Nor Sleeps”:  

Reflections on the Ups and Downs of Jewish History

dr. eric lawee

1 Translations are from Tanakh: A New Translation of the Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia, 1985).
2 “The Lord will drive you…to a nation unknown to you or your fathers”; “The Lord will scatter you among all 

the peoples from one end of the earth to the other…The Lord will send you back to Egypt in galleys” (Devarim 
28:36, 64, 69).

The end of the Torah sets, in stark terms, a seemingly immutable paradigm for under-
standing ups and downs of Jewish history: 

Devarim 28:1–2, 15
Now, if you obey the Lord your G-d, to observe faithfully all His commandments…the Lord your 
G-d will set you high above all the nations of the earth. All these blessings shall come upon you…
But if you do not obey the Lord your G-d to observe faithfully all His commandments and laws 
which I enjoin upon you this day, all these curses shall come upon you and take effect.  1

In short, obedience to the covenant yields blessings while disobedience brings curses, 
notably in the form of exile from “the land.” 2 The implication is that Jewish history unfolds 
in ways very different from that of other nations. 

As things unfolded, exile proved the rule for Jews, decisively shaping Jewish identity 
while giving rabbis and scholars much to ponder. Let us consider three snapshots in such 
ongoing reflections. They indicate the vitality and variety of Jewish responses to and 
teaching about this large—and, not infrequently—painful topic. We will conclude with an 
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at once bold, poignant, and inspiring sermon issuing from the Warsaw ghetto that bears 
added resonance as we immerse ourselves in the Yamim Noraim. 

In the last chapter of his work, Tam Ha-Kesef, R. Yosef ibn Kaspi, a thinker and commentator 
on Tanakh born around 1280 in southern France, stresses the futility of efforts to fathom 
details of G-d’s designs in history:

Yeshayahu 55:9 
Can there be such insanity; I mean, that it should occur to us to determine and know a reason 
and cause for these actions of G-d, while we are unable to know reasons for the actions of kings 
who are before us, even from the great scribes? For this the prophet Yeshayahu admonished us 
when he said, “But as the heavens are high above the earth, so are My ways high above your ways 
/ And My plans above your plans.” 3

Consider, he urges, cases from the biblical past that, taken together, provide an irrefutable 
lesson in Jewish history’s utter inscrutability:

Who can give a cause or reason for the variation in all of our exile and subjugation, until he gives 
a cause for our subjugation lasting four hundred years in Egypt; and then, in the time of the 
Judges, eight years at the hands of the King of Aram and then, eighteen years at the hands of the 
King of Moab, and then, twenty years at the hands of the King of Hazor, and then, seven years at 
the hands of Midian? Who will give reason for all of these vicissitudes? And even if some person 
recklessly gives reason for these, who will believe that he has arrived at knowledge of the reason 
and the cause that are before G-d?  4 

Somewhat paradoxically, Ibn Kaspi’s emphasis on contingencies in history holds out the 
promise of a propitious turn in Jewish fortunes, up to and including the nation’s possible 
return to its homeland: “Why should it be a wondrous thing in the eyes of any person for the 
Land of Israel to return to us from the hands of the Ishmaelites, if G-d wishes?” That said, 
just how such a return might come about remains a cipher. Referring to the four beasts of 
Daniel 7, taken in the classical interpretation to represent a fixed number of empires that 
will rule over the Jewish people before their redemption, Ibn Kaspi makes it clear that the 
number is not exhaustive: “However it eventuates—whether this land stays in the hand 
of the Ishmaelites as it is today, or whether the Christians conquer it—have the beasts 
ceased to exist? Are there no longer revivals and collapses? But, ‘see, the guardian of Israel 
neither slumbers nor sleeps!’”  5 

Some could protest the traditional view of exile as a function of Jewish failure to uphold 
the covenant. Such a one was the wandering scholar born in fifteenth-century Sicily, R. 

3 Tam Ha-Kesef, ed. I. Last (London, 1923), 43. English translations from Adrian Sackson, “Rationalistic Messian-
ism and the Vicissitudes of History: The Final Chapter of Joseph Ibn Kaspi’s Tam ha-kesef,” Zutot 12 (2015): 1–15. 
The most recent study is Alexander Green, Power and Progress: Joseph Ibn Kaspi and the Meaning of History (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2020). 

4 Tam Ha-Kesef, 43.
5 Tam Ha-Kesef, 42.
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Aharon Aboulrabi. Commenting on the promise in Sefer Devarim that even those who lapse 
into idolatry will find G-d should they seek “with all your heart and all your soul” (Devarim 
4.29), he cannot suppress an agonized cri de coeur: 

Woe to the ear that hears [this]. Behold, we have sought Him though in our hands there is no 
idolatry but rather anguish and sufferings all our days simply to hold fast to our faith, and He 
is as a deaf one Who hears not and dumb one Who opens not His mouth (cf. Tehillim 38:14). Nor 
can one allege [our failure to seek G-d] “with all heart and soul” since, in light of the many evil 
calamities we suffer, it is indisputable that we are seeking with our heart and our soul. Indeed, 
we have not forborne to elevate and exalt His holy Torah to the point that “we are slain all day 
long” (Tehillim 44:23). With great bitterness of spirit, an aching heart, and streaming tears have 
I written these [words] here.  6

Though he ends his plaint on a pious note (“The Rock!—His deeds are perfect”; Devarim 
32:4), it is clear that Aboulrabi has great trouble reconciling the Torah’s promise that loyalty 
to the covenant confers blessing with the historical realities in his day. Jews stand at an 
utter remove from idolatry. They display full-hearted dedication to G-d and Torah. They 
even engage in acts of martyrdom on behalf of their faith—yet G-d still seemingly turns a 
deaf ear to their cries for redemption.

Much can be said about the many twists and turns taken by our theme in modern times, 
not least within various streams of Zionist thought. Given, however, the period of Yamim 
Noraim within which we find ourselves, it seems well to give the last word to a voice silenced 
by the unspeakable catastrophe that befell European Jewry in the mid-20th century, that of 
R. Kolonymus Kalman Shapira. In his “Sermons from the Years of Rage” (familiarly known 
under the title conferred on them upon their initial publication, Esh Kodesh or “Holy Fire”), 
the Piaseczner Rebbe addresses the dire situation of European Jewry at the onset of its 
destruction in a remarkable derashah delivered on Shabbat Shuvah, September 1939. 

In this derashah, the Rebbe daringly speaks of G-d’s observance of the mitzvah of teshuvah, 
conceived of as a turning away from evils that G-d has inflicted or intends to inflict on the 
Jewish people. R. Shapira explains how such divine repentance even includes the element 
of “regret” that the mitzvah requires: “G-d fulfills this commandment when He repents 
of the evil that He has rendered, G-d forbid, to His people Israel, or what He has decreed 
will before them. This is G-d’s repentance, His teshuvah as it were, as it is written ‘And G-d 
repented of the evil that He spoke of doing to His people’ (Shemot 32:14).”  7

6 The original text appears in Arba‘ah perushim le-rashi zal (Constantinople [1525?]), 152a. The translation is taken 
from Eric Lawee, “Aaron Aboulrabi: Maverick Exegete from Aragonese Sicily,” Hispania Judaica Bulletin 9 (2013): 
161. For the martyrdom motif summoned by the verses in Tehilim 44 in late medieval Sefardic literature, see 
Joseph R. Hacker, “‘If We Have Forgotten the Name of Our G-d’ (Psalm 44:21): Interpretation in Light of the 
Realities in Medieval Spain,” Zion 57 (1992): 247-274 (Hebrew).

7 Sefer Esh Kodesh (Jerusalem, 1960), 8. For the cited translation, see Sacred Fire: Torah from the Years of Fury 1939-1942, 
ed. Deborah Miller, trans. J. Hershy Worch (Lanham, 2002), 10–12. The work is now available in an excellent 
critical edition by Daniel Reiser: Sermons from the Years of Rage, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 2017). 
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The martyred Rebbe goes further, insisting that salvation from the present travails and 
forthcoming ordained sorrows is not enough. When divine repentance is “only for that 
which He has already done, or for what He has decreed,” then “the Jewish people remain, 
G-d forbid, in the same desperate straits as always.” If G-d regrets and repents “only of the 
evil that He was going to add, G-d forbid, to their already precarious predicament, they 
remain in the same very poor condition they were in before the troubles began.” Rather, 
G-d’s repentance should provide a full restoration of blessing, in keeping with that part of 
Tehilim 90:13 that states: “שבענו בבקר חסדך ונרננה ונשמחה בכל ימינו” (“Satisfy us at daybreak 
with Your steadfast love that we may sing for joy all our days”). 

There is more. By engaging in repentance, G-d serves as a model for the type of repentance 
expected of us since “when a person repents only of a sin…he still finds himself back in the 
state he occupied before he committed the sin…The chief principle of repentance, however, 
is “Return, O Israel, to G-d your Lord” (Hoshea 14:2).” In short, more is needed than contri-
tion for sins; hence, “the prophet cautions that the repentance must continue all the way, 
until you reach G-d.” Only then “will you be completely elevated, in holiness, purity, and 
worship of G-d.”

We can only marvel at the capacity of R. Shapira, and others like him, to provide religious 
inspiration and pastoral leadership amidst horrors such as even the curses of the Tokhakah 
in Sefer Devarim barely begin to describe. 8 His words can serve as an spur to introspection 
and a source of encouragement for those of us who have been privileged to witness many 
of the blessings—including “He will bless you in the land that the Lord your G-d is giving 
you” (Devarim 28:8)—described at the beginning of Parashat Ki Tavo.

8 In an often discussed marginal note from the end of 1942 that the Warsaw Ghetto Rebbe appended to one of 
his sermons that speaks of “monstrous torments” and “terrible and freakish deaths which the malevolent, 
monstrous murderers invented against us,” he renounces his earlier insistence that the sufferings by which 
he is surrounded are qualitatively no different from earlier sufferings in Jewish history. Rather, to the best of 
his knowledge, they are wholly unprecedented. See (including for the translation just cited) Nehemia Polen, 
The Holy Fire: The Teachings of Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, the Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto (Northvale, 1994), 35.


	Hak1-5-jewish_history_145
	Hak1-5-jewish_history_146
	Hak1-5-jewish_history_147
	Hak1-5-jewish_history_148

