Our Lives as Texts: Scripture and Erasure

David Greenstein
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It is true that You are Judge and Reprover and Knower and Witness
And Writer and Confirmer and Scribe and Accountant
And You will remember all forgotten things
And You will open the Book of Memories
And it will read of itself
And the signature of every person
Is within it
(Mahzor for the Days of Awe)

This exalted prayer from the liturgy of the Days of Awe tells us that when we plead before
God to be inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life, we should not be imagining that book
as a kind of ledger sheet, with our names entered into appropriate columns, or checked off
in the desired blank space. The image we are given has God actively engaged in writing
our lives down.

This is striking. Let us explore this idea a bit further. If, in our tradition, we have a picture
of Moses Our Teacher faithfully sitting before God, taking down Divine dictation so as to
write the Book of Instruction, the Sefer Ha-Torah, this piyyut has God, as it were, taking
dictation from us, in order to compose another book. This book is called — n5wn 190 —
The Book of Memories. It is a book that reads of itself. We each have one, unique, indi-
vidually signed by us.

Why are our lives written down? So as to escape oblivion. So as to constitute a — 790
N1 — a Book of Memories. To be remembered and not forgotten. This is another way
of saying that if we imagine our lives as texts we do so in order to imagine that our lives
mean something, that they are readable.

So who reads this text?

The first and most immediate reader of a text is the one who writes it. This is a peculiar
kind of reading, though, as anyone who has studied the beginning of the second chapter of
Massekhet Berakhot might agree. Because to be readable a text must be there already. It
must have a beginning, a middle and an end. It must make some kind of sense. It must
“read.” Following along with the writing as it happens, proceeding letter by letter, word
by word — such reading hardly qualifies as reading at all.
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A text, whether short or very long, presumes a reader in time. A text needs for the reader
to be patient, to wait until the text is there. And then the text needs the reader to be there.
When one imagines the transformation of life into text as in the case, say, of a diarist, duti-
fully scribbling entries into a small, secret notebook, one wonders who the reader is, or
when the reader will be. One wonders whether there is any other intended reader for the
text beyond the self, now or in years hence, or whether the diarist does not secretly hope
and desire that a reader, presently known, or hidden in the mysterious future, might dis-
cover her words. Diaries are therefore potentially romantic texts, infused with yearning
and desire. Memoirs and autobiographies, on the other hand, while they may, in their writ-
ing, hold for the author the hope of greater self-understanding and acceptance, in their sta-
tus as texts to be read, tend to move away from an intimate bond between writer and read-
er, to become public documents, meant to set the record straight, to educate, to exonerate
or to avenge.

What, then, of our own — m»1330 190 — Our Book of Remembered Life? What kind of
text is it? Who is meant to be the reader of our life-as-text? We have collaborated with God
in writing the text. We usually assume that God is also meant to be the Reader. The pay-
tan's image of the Holy Blessed One, the Royal Judge, peering into the open books of our
lives comes from the Talmud (BT Arakhin 10b). Rabbi Abbahu teaches that the angels
asked God why Israel does not recite the Hallel on Rosh Ha-Shanah, since it has the same
status as a Yom Tov, a festival. God answered:
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Is it conceivable, with the Ruler sitting on the Throne
of Judgment and the books of the living and the dead
open before Him, that the Israelites would sing prais-
es before Me?

In this image, God is indeed the reader, and a very critical reader, indeed.

But something has changed with regard to the image of this book or library of books on
the way from the gemara to the piyyut. We may mark a difference in the way the paytan
refers to our books. He does not resort to the common phrase, mentioned in this gemara
and often used in the liturgy for the season of the Days of Awe, o»nn 990 — Book of
Life. This term comes from Psalm 69, where the Psalmist begs God to execute judgment
upon the wicked:
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May they be erased from the Book of the Living, not
to be written along with the Righteous. (Ps. 69:29)

In that usage it seems apparent that the meaning of the term is that there are ledger books
in which are recorded the names of the worthy and the unworthy. In fairness, cries the
Psalmist, let not the wicked be included along with the righteous in the book of the living.

But in our piyyut we can hear something else. Instead of using that common phrase — 190
o»nin — he calls our book — M0 190 — the Book of Memories. What are we to make
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of this? We return to our original question. If God is the writer, who is the reader? If we
follow the paytan s description, we picture God remembering all that is forgotten and then
writing it down. But why? Does God need the book in order to remind Him? But the book
is only written because God remembers and does not forget. So, for whom does God write
the book? And, furthermore, what might be the meaning of the next-to-last phrase of our
piyyut which says of this text, this Book of Memories, that — NI YN — “and it reads
of'itself’? Surely the paytan cannot mean to say that the book is “an easy read?”” Does God
really have trouble reading our books, books that God has written, after all, unless they are
recommended as light reading?

Perhaps the meaning of this phrase can be clarified by proceeding to the phrase that fol-
lows upon it, the last phrase of this statement — 2 0N Y2 T onim — “And the signature
of every person is within it.”

This, too, is a poetic phrase indebted to earlier sources. It follows upon a midrashic treat-
ment of a verse in Job. In Elihu’s prelude to God’s own terrifying revelation to Job, he
says:
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For He tells the snow — ‘Fall to earth,” and makes the
rain fall, and it pours, rain showers of His might. He
seals every person inside, so that they may know what
He does. (Job 37:6-7)

The rainstorms sent by God force us to seek shelter in our locked enclosures. As the rains
pound upon our sealed doors and windows, we can do nothing but marvel at God’s brute
force.

But we are not totally powerless in our forced confinement — we can write — perhaps a
midrash similar to this one from the Tanhuma (ed. Buber, Bereshit, §29):
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Making a seal for every person (Job 37:7) What is this
[seal]? Well, when the Holy Blessed One created
Adam He passed before him all the generations until
the resuscitation of the dead, the righteous and the
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wicked. He said to him, “Consider for what [personal
pleasure] you have [in return] brought death to the
righteous.” When Adam heard that he began to feel
anguish. He said before Him, “Master of the World, so
this is what I have done! I don’t care that the wicked
die, but [what can I do] so that the righteous will not
complain against me? I beg of You, anything, just so
that You will not write about me that I brought death
upon them.” Said the Holy Blessed One to him, “This
is what I will do. When a person comes to depart from
this world, the Holy Blessed One will appear to him
and say to him, “Write down the deeds you have done,
for you will die based on the deeds you have done.”
Once he writes it He says to him, “Sign it,” and he
signs, as it says, “Making a seal for every person.”
And in the World to Come, when the Holy Blessed
One sits to judge His creatures, He will bring all the
books of the people and He shows them their deeds.
Therefore it says, “Making a seal for every person.”

In our midrash we have turned our situation inside out. Instead of the seal of every human
hand being the sign of our own impotence before the awesome powers of God’s natural
forces, the seal becomes our signature, our acceptance of personal responsibility for our
own actions. Furthermore, when we affix our signatures to the books of our lives we are
not only confirming the authenticity of our own texts, but we are also engaged in a re-writ-
ing, or, more to the point, an erasure of the text of the first Adam, who had stood “sen-
tenced” — that is, the sentence had been written about him — for the crime of bringing death
to humanity. Adam recoiled from such a sentence and begged for its erasure. Our individ-
ual acceptance of personal responsibility relieves Adam of responsibility. Our texts are
written so as to allow Adam to re-write his own. And we go even further. For Adam had
been content to accept responsibility for the deaths of the wicked. We have taken even that
responsibility from him. We write for ourselves and erase for Adam. We are, thus, far from
1mpotent.

And there is more to this. For, even as we erase the “death sentence” from Adam’s book,
we are wresting from Adam the right to write out for us the texts that will be ours. Only
we, each of us, can write out and sign our own text. Indeed, the import of this midrash is
precisely that phrase found in the U-netaneh Togef — that because no one else writes our
book, no one else controls its reading. N> »oNm — each individual book reads of itself,
for it is sealed personally and uniquely with our signatures.

But is that really so? Once written, how can the text protect itself from the reading of oth-
ers? Perhaps this pristine state of N> Y9N — of opening out toward a reading from with-
in — can only exist for an instant, the instant we celebrate and dread on the Day of
Judgment. For Judgment implies the reading by the Other. After that pristine moment our
books, our lives as texts, wholly inscribed by ourselves and ourselves alone, lose that
autonomous power. We become subject to the readings of others, to good readers and bad
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readers, to insightful readers and superficial readers. We can no longer maintain control
over the texts that bear our signatures, the marks meant to declare our exclusive authorial
control. Our final signatures lock us in to the confines of our text, locked in just as surely
as is the forlorn prisoner of that rain-drenched room.

JPNPIY N DTON NN N N NNN N
MNNIY NN IND DN NI DN

“Who are we? What is our life? Our piety, our right-
eousness, our salvation? What is our strength, what is
our might?”

At the very moment we are confronted with our ultimate individual responsibility for our-
selves, we are stymied by our sense of powerlessness. All our writing is in danger of being
read, of being read and of being deemed worthless.

There is only one way to prevent this. The only way a text can be protected from being
read is by erasing it. The deep ambivalence we feel as we seek to assume control over our
life/texts — by writing them and by erasing them — is alluded to by another phrase in our
liturgy for the Days of Awe, as explicated by R. Eleazar Roqgeah. He writes — tersely and
a bit cryptically:
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“‘And write down all the children of Your covenant
for Life’ — five words, corresponding to the Five
Books of the Torah. ‘Please erase me from Your Book
that You have written,” (Ex. 32:32) — five words, and
corresponding to them they instituted ‘And write
down for Life . ..””

R. Eleazar Roqgeach shows us the linkage between our prayers during the Days of
Judgment and the prayers of Moses after the sin of the Golden Calf. Enraged, God want-
ed to destroy the Jewish people and start over again with Moses. But Moses refused:
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And Moses returned to God and said, “Please, the
people have sinned a great sin, for they made a gold-
en divinity. And now, if You forgive their sin . . .,

And if not, erase me from Your Book that You have
written.” (Ex. 32:31-32)

Moses is pleading for forgiveness here. “If God, You will not forgive,” says Moses, “then
erase me from Your Book.” But why should this erasure depend on God? Let us remem-
ber that this prayer is spoken precisely after Moses himself has erased whole passages
from God’s Book, for, in his rage and despair at seeing Israel in its degradation, he has just
smashed the Tablets. Indeed, the midrash noticed this chain of events and speculated that
they were all connected.
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(Another interpretation:) “Look, you have sinned a
great sin to God your Source of Strength.” (Deut.
9:16) He saw that Israel had no leg to stand on and he
joined his soul with them and smashed the Tablets.
Then he said to the Holy Blessed One, “They sinned
and I have sinned, for I have smashed the tablets. If
you forgive them, then You can forgive me, as it is
said, ‘And now, if You forgive their sin . . . ’ then You
can forgive my sin as well. ‘And if not,” — if You do
not forgive them, then don’t forgive me, but, rather,
erase me from Your Book that You have written.” (Ex.
Rab., Ki Tissa, 46:1)

To force God’s Hand, as it were, Moses shatters the Tablets and thereby shows God what
it would be like for God to erase Moses from God’s Book. But will God listen? Moses is
afraid. Perhaps God will refuse to accept this equation. Moses recognizes that God must
be persuaded. Moses’ astounding demand, “»»nn — Erase me!” is immediately turned into
an abject petition, “N) »nn — Erase me, please.” We should understand, then, that Moses’
plea has an additional meaning. Moses is saying — “My life as text depends on Your for-
giveness. Please. I cannot abide the thought that my life will be inscribed into a text of pun-
ishment and wrath.”

What Book is Moses referring to? It cannot be the rest of the Torah, for that had not yet
been written. Nor would it have been written if God did not forgive Israel. No. The entire
story of Israel would disappear if God were to refuse to forgive them. If that text were to
disappear then Moses’ name would automatically disappear as well. But Moses is not talk-
ing about a book that is yet to be written. Moses refers to the Book — nan> “wx — that
God has written already. So from what book would Moses be demanding that he be
erased? We conclude that Moses refers to the earlier stories of the Torah. But if so, where
in those stories is Moses to be found? The Talmud (BT Hullin 139b) asks this question and
answers it:
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Where is Moses to be found in the Torah? [In the
verse] “In that, verily, he is merely flesh. (Gen. 6:3)

The verse reports God’s disgust with humanity and with the problematic relationship
between the Divine and the human. God declares, “My Spirit cannot abide in the human
forever, in that, verily, he is merely flesh.” The term “in that, verily” in the Hebrew is the
strange word — DywAa. Its numerical equivalent, notices the Talmud, is the same as that of
the three letters that make up Moses’ name — nwn (345). But is this merely a curiosity
noticed by the Sages? The deeper connections they are alluding to are made more explic-
it in another midrash:
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Rabbi said: “The generation of the Flood [is the one
who] said to God, ‘He shall not abide (yidon)
[judge].”” Said Rabbi ‘Aqiva, “About what did the
wicked blaspheme God? He said in his heart ‘You
won’t investigate. (Ps. 10:13) — There is no Law (din)
and no Judge (dayyan).” But there is a Law and a
Judge!” Said Rabbi Hanina bar Pappa, “Even Noah,
the one who survived from them all, did not survive
because he was worthy, but because God saw that
Moses would eventually rise from him, as it says, ‘in
that, verily — oowa.” This is Moses, for the numerical
value of one is the same as the numerical value of the
other.” (Gen. Rab. 26:6)

Only the ultimate appearance of Moses, through the survival of Noah, could justify the sal-
vation of the human species. Indeed, were it not for Moses, God had resolved:
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I will erase the human that I have created from the
face of the Earth (Gen. 6:7)

Only because of Moses was humanity, through Noah, inscribed in the Book of Life, God’s
Book. Now Moses takes a page from God’s book, as it were. “Once You tried to destroy
the world. For forty days and forty nights You sent Your mighty rains, sealing Your one
surviving servant in a tight room, locked inside the teyvah — the ark — with barely a win-
dow from which to peer out to behold Your awesome power that was erasing all vestiges
of life on Earth. If now, after You have showered me with Your words of Torah, words
compared to life-giving rain, for forty days and forty nights, if it is Israel that You wish to
destroy this time, then erase me, please, along with them.” According to the Tigqunei
Zohar (69, fol. 113a) Noah and Moses are one and the same:
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And because, when Noah came he did not ask mercy

for those people of the flood, he was embarrassed

afterwards and said, “Erase me, please, from the Book

that You have written.” Erase me — »n»n — are the same
letters as “the waters of Noah — ny ».”
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The waters of Noah beat down on the sealed room that was his ark (his teyvah, his word?),
presenting Noah with the brute revelation of God’s unrelenting power. They recall our ear-
lier image from the book of Job. Who could withstand such awesome power? Certainly not
Job himself. If the story of Noah is the story of God’s guarantee toward the preservation
of one righteous man, along with his loved ones, amidst the terrible destruction of a cor-
rupt world, the story of Job is about the terrible affliction of a righteous man, and the
destruction of his family, authorized by God, amidst the ongoing flourishing of a corrupt
world. Is such a story believable? In fact, we know that there are conflicting opinions
about whether Job really existed. The Talmud (BT Bava Batra 15a) records an opinion
that:
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Job never existed. He was, rather, a parable.
Others disagree. The midrash records a compromise view, that Job lived in early times:
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Rather, he did not live through the sufferings written
about him. So why were they written about him? [To
say that] had they happened to him he would have
been able to bear them. (Gen. Rab., Vayera, 57:4)

What does this say about the relation between the text of the Book of Job and Job’s life?
It was the remarkable insight of R. Eliezer Ashkenazi (1512-1585) that this was, in fact,
one of Job’s strongest claims against God. Listen to these calls from Job:
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How many iniquities and sins do I have? Let me know
of my transgression and my sin. Why do You hide
Your face, and regard me as your enemy (2 — when
I am merely 2vNX)? Will You terrorize a driven leaf?
And will You hound a piece of dry straw? Yet You
write bitter things about me, and make me inherit the
iniquities of my youth. (Job 13:23-26)

Job accuses God of ignoring him in his innocent reality. Instead, God writes terrible things
about him. Why? Is God’s intention, to make of Job’s life story an edifying text? R. Eliezer
Ashkenazi explains:
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That Job himself intuited that he had been created to
serve as a parable, and he protested against this and he
said:
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He has made me parable for peoples; and I will
become a horror to face. (Job 17:6)

What life-text did Job yearn for? He appeals to his friends if he cannot appeal to God:
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Have pity on me, have pity on me, O my friends; for
the hand of God has touched me. Why do you, like
God, persecute me, and are not satisfied with my

flesh? Oh that my words were now written! Oh that
they were inscribed in a book! (Job 19:21-23)

But Job’s friends cannot understand his complaint, his source of pain. They repeatedly
insist that the moral lessons of his story are sufficient to justify his situation. Abandoned
by God and by his friends, to whom could Job turn? Says the Talmud, “Moses wrote his
own book [and the portion of Balaam] and [the book of] Job.” (BT Bava Batra 14b)

The writing of the Book of Job can be seen as a continuation of Moses’ protest against God
while at Mount Sinai. Or, better, it is the prelude to his final protest and appeal. For, had
Moses solved anything by writing Job’s text for him? Would Job have written the same
text had he been strong enough or permitted to write it himself? Though he merited to have
Moses as his biographer, yet, fundamentally, Job was condemned to cede his text, not only
how it would be read, but, even how it was to be written, to others. Moses’ stratagem is
thus, in a crucial way, a failure. It is following this understanding that we hear Moses call
out his radical demand.

Moses calls out to God that if it is punishment and destruction that God will insist upon,
then, “God, You must erase me from Your Book.” Moses cannot bear to be written in a
book in which there is to be no forgiveness. Moses’ demand is not for a correction or a
revision of the text. It is for total erasure.

But this time, Moses can hope to win. For, by challenging God to erase him, Moses has
challenged God to complete the destruction wrought by the waters of the Flood, the waters
of Noah. But God has solemnly sworn not to do that. God, as it were, is forced to comply
with Moses’ request. By agreeing to forgive, God has avoided the erasure of Moses from
His Book, and, in addition, has re-inscribed Noah in a new role of selfless intercessor. For
God’s reply to Moses is:

T2 DNYY 9I90N NNNN YD NXLN WX M
(T9-32:29 MNY) 0 MIATTIVNR IN DYNTIN N

The one who has sinned against Me I shall erase from
My Book. But now, go and lead the people to where it
is that I have told you. (Ex. 32:33-34)
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God says, “But now, go and lead — nny — the people.” But now, go and — nM — be a Noah
— for the people.” Once again, as happened with Adam, a later descendant has altered the
life-text of an ancestor. Adam’s descendants, by inscribing their signatures on their books,
erase Adam’s sentence as “bringer of death.” Moses, by demanding his own erasure from
God’s Book, has re-inscribed Noah as hero and leader.

By demanding his erasure from the text, Moses accomplishes something for his time and
for the generations. The midrash tells us that the angels understood what was at stake.
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Moses said to the Holy Blessed One, “Why are You
angry at them? If it is because they worshipped idols,
You never commanded them about this.” Said the
Holy Blessed One, “In the Second Commandment,
didn’t I say, “You shall not have [any gods before
Me]?’” He said to Him, “You did not command them.
You commanded me. Did You say to them ‘None of
you (pl.) shall have?’ It was only me You command-
ed. So if I have worshipped idols, ‘erase me from Your
Book!”” When the Holy Blessed One saw that he had
given his very soul up for their sake, He said, “For
your sake I am giving the Torah to Israel,” as it is writ-
ten, “Write, for you, these words.” (Ex. 34:27)
Another thing: “Write for you,” — the ministering
angels began saying to the Holy Blessed One, “You
are giving permission to Moses to write whatever he
wants. So that he will say to Israel, ‘I gave you the
Torah. I am the one who wrote it and gave it to you.””
The Holy Blessed One said to them, “God forbid that
Moses would do such a thing! But, even if he does, he
is faithful, as it is said, ‘Not so My servant Moses; in
all My House, he is the faithful one.” (Num. 12:7)”
(Genesis Rabah 47:9)
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This is the expression, then, of the true extent of Divine forgiveness and trust. Because
Moses had demanded to be erased from God’s Book, God grants him the power to write
the book as he pleases, for God knows that Moses would never write a false word. Moses
is faithful.

When we think about the possibility of textual erasure, we must recall the prohibition
against erasing the Divine Name. Moses may demand that his name be erased. But God
has demanded that God’s Name not be erased. Yet, there is one exception to this rule. In
the case of the jealous husband who becomes estranged from his wife, the Torah instructs
us to write the Divine Name on parchment and then to erase it in the Temple waters. Our
Sages explain:
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Peace between life partners is so valuable! For the Torah

says that [for its sake] the Name of the Holy Blessed One,

written in holiness, shall be erased on the waters. (BT
Hullin 121a)

Both Moses and God teach us that, for the sake of living and writing through forgiveness
and peace, one must be willing to suffer erasure as well.

In this light we may appreciate the teaching of R. Mordekhai Yaffe concerning the formu-
la for the Amidah’s concluding blessing as recited during the Days of Awe:
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And one concludes [with the blessing] ““You abound in
blessings, Maker of the Peace.” Because [the word]
“Maker [of] — nvy” as well as “the Peace — oown”
are numerically equivalent to “Sofii-el — My Scribe is
God/Sifri-el — My Book is God”. That is to say that on
this day the Blessed One accounts and inscribes the
merits of Israel. Levush, §582

When God is the Maker of Peace, then God is 98190 — My Scribe/My Book. So we pray
to be written in the Book of Life, to be ever inscribed and yet open to erasure. Rabbi
Moshe Cordovero explains what this book really is:
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“In the Book of Life” — that is the book that renews

itself and becomes a book all over again and illumines
this year anew. (Tefillah Le-Moshe p. 448)

When we approach God on the Days of Awe, hoping for Divine forgiveness and love, we
ask God to look into the Book of Remembrances — m»n15wn 190. At that moment of appeal
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for Divine forgiveness, what is it that God should remember? Perhaps we are asking God
to return to that consequential moment of forgiveness petitioned for by Moses at Sinai:

And Moses returned to God and said, “Please, the peo-

ple have sinned a great sin, for they made a golden

divinity. And now, if You forgive their sin . . . , And if

not, erase me from Your Book that You have written.”
(Ex. 32:31-32)

If we attend carefully to Moses’ words we will notice that there is a gap, an unwritten part
of the verse. He admits that Israel has sinned. Then he argues, “And now, if You forgive
their sin . . . ,” but the continuation is missing. We want to hear — What, what will happen
if God agrees to forgive Israel? But Moses does not presume to say what will happen. He
does not presume to write in our Torah what will happen.

Perhaps this is because, if God will forgive Israel, then everything is possible. Everything
is left wide open, like the blankness of a page before a writer begins writing on it. The
verse reads, “And now, if You forgive their sin . . . ” How might we fairly describe the next
portion of the verse, the part that is not written, and yet is so present in our understanding
and our desire? I suggest that we may say about the rest of the verse, the unwritten rest of
the verse, so indeterminate and so full of potential — we may fairly say of it — X9p> POND
— it remains to be read of itself.

This, then, is what we pray for, not to suffer the inscription of our lives into a set text, to
be either skillfully or wrongfully read, but to be written in the Book of Life, a Book of
Remembrances, to be sure, but a book of writing, erasure and re-writing, an open book that
will be free to read of itself.

This essay is a written version of an oral presentation given before the AJR community.
The text attempts to preserve that oral quality.
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