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Painting from Memory 
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About 10 years ago, I became an admirer of Pierre Bonnard when the MOMA exhibited 

an extraordinary collection of his artwork. Imagine my delight when I learned that 

Bonnard would be back in New York City – this time at the Met. For those of you who 

are familiar with his work or if you have been to the current show, you’ll know that part 

of what makes him so alluring, is that seldom is a painting merely what it appears to be 

on the surface. The longer you look at it, the more you see. I actually thought it was quite 

fitting that the Met chose to showcase his work in a circle – so that you could keep 

coming back to the same pieces to see what you may have missed the first time. You’ll be 

looking at a painting of a table only to suddenly realize that there’s a woman drinking tea 

right in front of you. Or quite out of nowhere you’ll see an image of the artist himself 

being reflected in a mirror.  

 

Perhaps it’s not so different from our parsha. Every year, it seems, we return to the 

famous episode of the death of Nadav and Avihu. The longer we look, the more layers 

emerge from beneath the surface. We wonder perpetually: What exactly did they do 

wrong and why are they punished with death?  

 

But this year something else grabbed me: The aftermath of the story. How do Moshe and 

Aharon respond to this tragic episode? It’s unthinkable, really. Aharon has just lost his 

two eldest sons. Moshe, חז"ל say – himself had a father/son relationship with these boys. 

How do they react? 

 

What I never noticed before is the complexity of the response. The opacity of the pasuk is 

almost arresting.  

  ויקרא פרק י 
  בי אקדש ועל פני כל העם אכבד וידם אהרן:(ג) ויאמר משה אל אהרן הוא אשר דבר יקוק לאמר בקר

So Moshe said to Aharon: This is what Hashem meant when He said, Through those near 

to Me I show myself holy and gain glory before all the people. And Aharon was silent. 
 

Moshe explains that God holds those closest to him to a higher standard. Unwilling or 

unable to respond, Aharon says nothing. 

 

But the story doesn’t end here. If you read the continuation of the chapter closely, you’ll 

notice that Moshe and Aharon get into a tiff over whether the kohanim should be eating 

the day’s korbanos. They are, after all in a state of Aninus – having just lost two close 

relatives – perhaps they are enjoined against consuming sacrificial meat. The details for 

the moment concern me less than the emotions. Moshe becomes incensed that they have 

decided to burn the offering rather than eat it. Aharon defends their decision.  

 

Clearly, they’re not this worked up about the korban. It’s merely a pretext to vent the 

suppressed anger and grief that’s been boiling over inside of them. If you reread the text 
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with this in mind, you’ll see that Moshe goes from dispassionate to enraged to silent. 

While Aharon moves from silence to an impassioned defense of his children.  

 

Of course there’s no right or wrong response. This is precisely the Torah’s commentary 

on tragedy. Some will opt for the path of quiet acceptance. Others will yell and scream. 

And tomorrow their positions or their dispositions may reverse entirely. Each path is 

equally acceptable. 

 

But I believe there’s an even deeper layer of meaning here. What’s so profound about this 

episode is that insists death is perforce accompanied by rebirth. No sooner are Nadav and 

Avihu gone than Elazar and Itamar are introduced into our narrative. Almost immediately 

the Torah foreshadows that they will be the new heirs to the great mantle of priesthood. 

The two younger brothers – whose roles were nominal at best – immediately move from 

the background to the foreground. Two stars fall. Two others rise.  

 

In the wake of death, the Torah, says, there is always rebirth. Sometimes it’s literal. 

Sometimes you have to do a little searching before you find it. What’s so stunning, 

though, is that concurrent with the emergence of the new generation – concurrent with 

the birth of Elazar and Itamar – is a birthing process for Moshe and Aharon. Like Moshe 

and Aharon, we toggle back and forth between the solitude of silence and the active 

engagement of our emotions. Which is a different way of say we mirror the process of 

birth. Peaceful moments of quiet waiting interrupted by moments of acute or unyielding 

pain.  

 

 like the metaphor of labor pangs when imagining a new beginning. We talk about the חז"ל

 .the birth pangs that we’ll have to endure before the ultimate redemption – חבלי משיח

Post-tragedy – whether we’re aware of it or not – we struggle to create a new reality out 

of the pieces that remain. 

 

There’s an amazing gemara in Sanhedrin that addresses a chapter in נביא that we read just 

a few days ago. It was the haftarah on Shabbos Chol Hamoed Pesach – the famous 37
th

 

chapter of יחזקאל – where the נביא descends into the valley of the dry bones and breathes 

life into those of who had perished. And the gemara wants to know what the next chapter 

of the story is. What happened to these people? The נביא never tells us. What was their 

fate? 

 

Listen to the words of the Talmud:  

 

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת סנהדרין דף צב עמוד ב 
. רבי אליעזר בנו של רבי . . . רבי אליעזר אומר: מתים שהחיה יחזקאל עמדו על רגליהם, ואמרו שירה ומתו

יוסי הגלילי אומר: מתים שהחיה יחזקאל עלו לארץ ישראל, ונשאו נשים והולידו בנים ובנות. עמד רבי יהודה 

  ואמר: אני מבני בניהם, והללו תפילין שהניח לי אבי אבא מהם.  בן בתירא על רגליו

 

According to Rabbi Eliezer – it was all just kind of fleeting – the rebirth only lasted long 

enough for them to say thank you. 
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But according to the second opinion of the gemara: It was a genuine rebirth. They picked 

themselves up and started anew. From the ashes they lifted themselves. They made 

aliyah, they married and had children – they built families and started new lives for 

themselves.  

The great Amora R. Yehuda ben Beseira then stood up in the Beis Medrash and said: I’m 

one of their grandchildren! Here are my tefillin. You know whom they belonged to? They 

belonged to my Zeidy! 

 

The value of the rebirth – its duration – its quality – those can be debated. But the notion 

that rebirth accompanies death – about that there is no debate. 

 

In the past, I’ve told you about some of the work of the Lauder Foundation in Europe and 

how in the last 20 years a ray of Torah life has begun to peak through the cracks of once-

great Jewish communities.  

 

So allow me to share with you an email I received on Erev Pesach from the wife of a 

former student – a young woman from the Former Soviet Union whose family moved to 

Germany 15 years ago. By way of background, in 1938, there were more than 10,000 

Jews living in the city of Leipzig. During the course of the Holocaust, the entire 

population was decimated – most deported to Therenstadt or Belzec. 

 

Dear Rabbi Levine, 

 

Leipzig is bursting at the seams for Pesach. The dorms are beyond full, there are people 

sleeping on the floor, and we may possibly have to take a few hostel rooms as well.  We 

are expecting between 75 to 95 people at the sedarim!!!  During the week, we will have at 

least 30 regulars at every meal!  There will be people from Leipzig, Halle, Fulda, Erfurt, 

Sollingen, Dresden, Berlin, Lauterbach and goodness knows who else will show up 

during the next 8 days, because our doors are open for all.  We're not able to pay for 

everyone's tickets, but they are still coming at their own expense because they know there 

will be Pesach in Leipzig. 

 

Wishing you a Chag Kasher veSameach! 

Emma Chandalov 

 

Tuesday is Yom Hashoa. Almost 65 years after the Holocaust, we’re still trying to come 

to grips with what happened. We’re still crying and we’re still philosophizing and we’re 

still writing and reading books to try to make sense of it. And like Moshe and Aharon, 

we’re still toggling back and forth between the solitude of silence and the active 

engagement of our emotions. We have no answers.  

 

But we do have stories. And we do have the State of Israel. We have memories and 

narratives of those who stood up – who made aliyah – who married and built families – 

those who refused to submit to the will of those who would have us written out of human 

history. The stories of every person who understood that – somehow – death always 

generates a rebirth.  
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I learned something new about Bonnard this time around.  

I learned that – unlike his contemporaries – he painted almost exclusively from memory. 

Most impressionists worked from a model or a still life or a drawing. Think of Monet’s 

hay stacks. You can almost picture the artist looking out at the same horizon day after 

day – capturing different moments of light. 

 

Bonnard never worked this way. The objects that we see in his paintings are the objects 

as they exist in Bonnard’s mind. As a result, he’s able to transcend the mere meaning of 

the literal image. What the viewer sees in his art is rather a much expanded version of the 

painter’s recollection – including elements that are surely fanciful or imagined. What’s so 

fascinating, though, is that the absence of the literal image doesn’t detract from the 

painting, but rather enhances it. The painting becomes even more interesting, more 

compelling. 

 

In one painting, the shadow cast by a bowl of fruit on the breakfast table becomes an 

object in and of itself! Think of the loss of the scene as a kind of death. You’re not there 

anymore – the moment in time is past – it’s gone. Now think of the memory and its being 

shared as a kind of rebirth. The absence – the fact that it all derives from only a memory 

– creates more presence – it make the painting even richer. 

 

So it is with our own memories. They are bound to generate new moments of inspiration. 

Not that they will make our pain any less. They won’t. But perhaps this Tuesday – as we 

blacken our calendar with a day marked for the commemoration of death – we will do 

well, too – to think of moments of birth – and all that has been – and continues to be 

created in a world still waiting to be redeemed.  

 

 

 

 

 


