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Growing up Jewish —May 1993 Torah
Fr. Francis X. Malinowski Studying the Talmud is studying “Torah.” Torah is a
His Father the Rabbi complex term, designating a variety of things, all related

to the divine instruction given Moses on Sinai. It is used

Libermann’s father was a well-known rabbi, Jews of of all the books of Jewish Scripture, of

eastern France (Alsace) and west Germanv -

recognized him as their spiritual leader. T
Tamud was his total concern and decid
his thought and action. He refused to t¢
part in French political and social life, whic
he saw as a threat to the spiritual purity
his people’s Judaism. Ghetto life for the
and for him and his family offered prote
tion from cultural and Christian influence

In a climate of strict and uncompromi
ing Judaism his youngest son Jacob (Fi
cis) lived his formative years. He was
when his father sent him to Metz, Fran
to study Talmud more professionally. F

1 the first five books of the Bible (“Pen-

tateuch”), of the oral interpretations of its
legal codes (“the traditions of the fathers”)
that were handed down and later codified
in the Mishnah around 200 A.D.. This be-
came the “canonical” text for all subse-
quent Jewish study found in the Talmud.

Tradition

Briefly, all Talmud is believed to go
back to Moses, emanating from the rev-

_ elation given him and handed down to

each generation. “Torah” is this tradition-
written and oral-initiated and sustained by

Yahweh. Hence, Torah study is revelation
study, a holy practice that naturally en-
gages the Shekinah, the divine presence

hoped young Jacob would succeed hinr
chief rabbi. He was a model Jewish boy, d
tined to be great, so his father expected #
Jewish intellectual and religious life as p¢ among believers and students of what
trayed in the Talmud. Moses received on Sinai.

He became fluent in Hebrew because of talmudic and Revelation, Torah, Tradition, Talmud monopolized the
biblical studies. When he went to Rome (1840) he took anind and heart of Libermann until he was in his twenties

Hebrew Bible with him and later had it on his desk until and stamped his psyche forever. In the Christianity of St.
he died. Sulpice and Issy, molded by the French school of spiritu-

ality, he will find a congenial mirror image of his Jewish

Talmu.d _ _ _ spirituality. He will feel at home. He said in an early letter
During his youth Libermann spent a lot of time under ¢om the seminary:

his father’s tutelage poring over talmudic texts of legal .
reasoning aimed at finding the exact way of acting in ev-
eryday situations. Long hours were required to deal with
the intricacies of coming to a decision and taking proper
action. It could be demanding and mind-tiring, but it sharp- -
ened the mind like few other study pursuits did. He came The Darkest Night —Part One, June 1993
into contact with centuries of Jewish thought, which let Away from Home

him glimpse spiritual horizons most Jews only dream  j5c0p Libermann in Metz for rabbinic studies, and re-

about. moved from the presence of his father, begins to stray
Arduous study of the Talmud, done out of religious immediately. Like any university town, all kinds of view-

motives, bolstered the conviction, often joyous, that thepoints-religious and non-religious-swirl around, touching

Divine Presence (Shekinah) drew near. The Mishnah okverybody in sight. Jews were given freedom by Napo-

which the Talmud is a commentary describes it: leon to participate in political life, which right away took
“When two sit and there are between them words ofthem out of the ghetto. Also, the practical impact of the
Torah, the Shekina rests between thepirke Aboth 3.3).  Enlightenment like “Existentialism” of the 1960s exposed

the fragility of religious adherence of many.

‘... | am always very content and | can assure you
that | have never been as happy as | am now”
(LS 1.5, to his brother Samson).
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Among the volatile students these political and intel- what he was letting go on, would almost literally Kill his
lectual currents were breezes of fresh air hardly breathethther, chief Rabbi of Alsace, France, if he knew. He was
before, though secretly wished for. In Jewish circles, esa dominating influence in regional Jewish life. He wasn’t
pecially in the rabbinic schools, the impact was devastatdealing with differing from his father in choosing a role
ing: a good number converted to Catholicism; others abanwithin Judaism, nor was it a case of a son like the prodigal
doned any religion; others kept their loyalty to their roots son wanting to get away from home to taste the world and
but hardly with much enthusiasm. be on his own. This his father could allow as he did Jacob’s

When Libermann arrived in Metz his brothers had al- brothers without feeling personally betrayed or fearing that
ready become Catholics which disconcerted Jacob no engpiritual death judged to be the lot of those abandoning
He had looked up to his oldest brother Samson as far backudaism.
as he could remember. In turn, Samson, a physician, car@deception

fully looked after him, since Jacob had been of fragile | j,ermann's deception had biblical echoes. It was not

health and the youngest. Eventually, Samson’s genuing yecention for freedom from restraint, or for personal

Catholicism will make Jacob think of the apparent aban'advantage. Like Jacob he would have to wrestle with

donment of Judaism as less of a monstrous deed. In thg, s and struggle with demonic influences, like Jacob
meantime Samson’s conversion will be’matc_hed by many,e \would have to deceive his father, but unlike Jacob he
other Jews. This did not escape Jacob's notice. had no mother (she died when he was 11) to shield him
Temptations from his father’s awful curse. His deception shielded him
Jacob, far from ghetto life with his father, stands in afor a while, but could not remain secret forever. He no
cauldron of conflicting theologies, of modem world real- doubt wanted his father to be as little hurt as possible over
ism that if it's not seen it doesn’t exist and of the freedomdecisions he would have to make. This is almost a classic
no other class of people enjoy than university students. Iease of father-son confrontation. The perennial tempta-
didn't take long before he was affected and infected.  tion of the father is to determine the future of his son,
He was doing things “unorthodox”: learning Latin and especially his firstborn or youngest son. He can resist the
French, reading Voltaire and Rousseau (anybody’s iconofather and end up in hostile relationship (which happened
clasts), meeting highly respected Jewish scholars whdvithout Jacob experiencing the hostility his father will
appeared indifferent to “Judaism”, reading the New Tes-Cary to his grave). Or he can passively let the father shape
tament, and taking part in “oull sessions” with student peerdis future and then all his life wonder how different things
who usually will say anything that comes to mind or try might have been. He chose to let his father go on thinking
whatever is in vogue. A sensitive and pure person likethat all's well with his son, at the cost of living in the fear
Jacob would easily attract their attention and their assault8f P€ing unmasked in his father’s eyes.
on whatever he stood for or was. Few students can escape Libermann chose deception to protect his father’s feel-

such frequent encounters unsullied in thought and deedings and no doubt to prevent interference with the process
Doubts of rethinking his deepest thoughts and desires. He would

o to Paris, meet Jewish intellectuals who had converted
It wasn’t long before Jacob began to have deep doubt

_ - - ' .g., David Drach), be housed in St. Stanislaus seminary.
about his religious convictions. Who can prove the Bible
inspired? Who can believe in its miracles? Who really carf\Il @lone
take seriously the Bible’s claim the Jews are God’s cho- Then, alone, like a hermit in the desert, without the
sen people? All these questions strike at the heart of bessual day by day experiences and familiar faces, he would
lief, where he lives deep within himself, where reside thefind himself drowning in an ocean of the most painful
energies for living with motivation and where is experi- kind of despair.
enced the peaceful assurance of being related to God and Libermann would feel he is on his own, completely,
accepted by him. with no relief in sight. He wasn't a kid anymore, but an
Libermann was tampering with his primal energies andadult who had been enured to physical difficulty. His prob-
beliefs. He was asking for trouble, a lot of trouble. On toplem would be isolation or deprivation of sense experience.
of this revolutionary ferment and unrest going on insideHe would be deprived of what matters to any person. He
him he felt obliged to deceive his father who had put allhas forsaken his Jewish belief and now was left with noth-
his hopes in him, naively confident Jacob would not leting to anchor his whole being.
him down like his brothers did.. This abandonment of a belief that once defined his past,
present and future would bring on an insecurity that sur-
The Darkest Night —Part Two,June 15, 1993  passed physical pain. His suffering was, you could say,
. metaphysical in the sense that it touched the roots of his
Turm0|l _ o self-consciousness. There is no pain, no insecurity, no
Libermann knew that what was going on in him, and despair like the loss of faith that once was the reason for
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everything. The Bible knows such pain and associates iFaith In God

with the *fire of the Holy Spirit.” There is no aspirin to Reeling from excruciating suffering, Libermann had
relieve it, no book to dissipate it, no human being to giveng alternative than to expose his deepest self to the only
comfort. Itis the pure blackness of despair like David 10s-One who can make all things right. He holds onto his faith.
ing Absolom, like Judas hanging himself, like those drivennjs fajth in the one and only God, though now no plea-
to suicide because they cannot cope with what they see agre to him, resists all kinds of attacks and will prevail.

the impossibility of going on living. For Spiritans, Libermann’s faith remained a constant

- his entire life, even down to his dying hours when he pain-
The Darkest Night —Part Three July 1, 1993 fully breathed'God is all, man is nothing.”At this cru-

Struggle cial juncture of his life, his darkest night, when doubts

In this dark dungeon of despair Libermann did not givemur["[?Iy gnd besiege him, his Jewish.faith _Sus_tains_ him.
up. He didn't look for distraction to forget his troubles.  Faith in God pervades his conversion, his life, his leap
He wanted answers: is God real, does he know me, dodgward holiness. Holiness, he will later point out, is be-
he care for me? Even these questions didn't relieve hig€Ving that the Holy Spirit draws us up into the being of
despair nor give meaning to it, He was in the deepest blackz0d.
ness, where no light even faintly flickered, in a darkness In this “darkest night” Libermann undergoes the forg-
that was unbearably painful. It affected his whole being,ing of his soul into complete adherence to God.. He expe-
tearing apart body and soul-just unrelieved black pain. riences a quantum leap into closeness with God that lights

Jacob reached the limit of his dark desgéihis was ~ UP and dispels his despair and gives him the sensation
an extremely painful moment for me ... all this plunged that the_ “darkest night” is over (but he will learn later that
me into a profound sadness .).”He couldn’t go back- dark nights” never cease to recur).
ward to the security of his Jewish life or go forward to - -
Christian faith as some around him were suggesting. Rea- Baptismal Light — August 1, 1993
soning about it left him cold; remembering his father’s Enlightenment

house only aggravated his dark isolaftiy heart felt Libermann describes the end of his ordeal of “the dark-

oppressed by the most painful melancho)h( L est night” as an enlightenment. It enables him to believe
He was perplexed, unable to assuage his pain, ignorandyerything Christians profess, especially about Mary and

of how to escape “this body of death” that Paul speaksne Eycharist. He is specific about what happened at the

about (Rom 7:24), He couldn't go on pretending he be-g\q of his cry of despaifThere and then | was enlight-

lieved in Judaism nor could he embrace Christianity thatynaq” The statement has a biblical fing to it. He doesn'’t
disgusted him with its belief in Mary and the Eucharist. pronounce the Divine Name (cf “Blessed [i:e. by God]

_ Libermann reached the limits of his powers on thatare the merciful’) but stresses divine intervention. The
dark night.” Separation, loneliness, doubts, mental paineffect on him was remarkable. He not only “saw” as true
and distress overwhelmed him, putting him up against hig«| peheld the truth”) what pertained to Christian belief

|egendal’y-Wa|| that would not fall down in front of him. he was Struggling with and against, but also became a pro-
His despair was almost total. foundly changed man.

Remembering Baptism

Then, like a good Jew, he “remembered.” He remem-  He now wants to be baptized.
bered the God of his fathers and uttered a prayer of an- «=rom this moment on | wanted nothing more than

guish and lamentation like the Psalmists of old. seeing myself plunged into the sacred font.”

“ltwas then that rEmemberiqg trI\e Goﬁ_of my fa|1_thr$rs, Baptism will express sacramentally what was going
| gotdown on my knees and implored him to enlighten o jsijqe him, i.e., dying to his former life and rising to

me regarding the true religion. I begged him, ifwhat —,,qher He will know and so will others that he is a “new
Christians believed was true, to let me know it, and if man.”

what they believed was false to remove me immedi- | can't admire enough the change that took place in

ately from it. There and then | was enlightened. | be- me the moment the waters of Baptism flowed down
held the truth, faith entered my mind and my heart ... P »
my forehead | became truly a new man.

| believed everything without difficulty.” , ) _

There is a kind of laudable presumption in his prayerlgyﬁe received the sacramgnt of Baptl_sm Christmas Eye,
that implores God to prove himself. It differs from the , age 24. It was no ordinary experience. '_I'he _Bapt|sm
Gospels“Throw yourself down” “Turn these stones into Of. adult converts, p_repared and anX|oust_wa|t|pg, s rarely
bread,” because it comes from humble conviction, not without emotional Impact an(_j eschatologlcal S|g_n|f|cance
arrogént independence ' _[thc_ay see themselves in the light of eternity]. It gives them

' insights they will not easily forget.
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Libermann’s Baptism was like that, but much more. emotion which in turn affected them. They reported feel-
“All my uncertainties and my fears suddenly left me. ing something like an electric spark running through them.
| experienced a courage and an invincible energy to The Fire

practic;,f thehChristian Ia\(/jv. Ifelta Swet;atlgff(?,ction for  The ecstatic element in his Baptism was strong. The
everything that pertained to my new belief. most well-known description of what took place is the

His Christian life will lend credence to this testimony \veakly attested report of what Libermann is supposed to
by its constancy and conviction. have said about it.

A New Man “When the holy water was poured over my forehead
He will never regret what he had done. He was a “new it seemed to me that | was in the midst of an immense
man” who will endure his father’s curse with heavy-hearted ~ globe of fire .. things impossible to describe were hap-
acceptance. He will suffer epileptic seizures in full view  Pening to me”(ND 1.104).
of his peers without losing sweetness of disposition that We would like to think that the mention of “fire” re-
people admired in him. He will agonize over the unex- calls the Pentecostal experience and his own predilection
pected and tragic deaths of his first missionaries, withoufor Jesus’ words that he came to cast fire on earth. Per-
giving into paralyzing despair. He will go through a long haps he remembered Moses and the Burning Bush. Using
illness prior to his death, without complaint or resentment.“fire” as a metaphor of spiritual experiences has a long
He dies like a saint at the age of 50. Throughout all this hend hallowed history (e.g., Richard RollEse-of Love

was conscious of being closeGad. John of the Cros#’iving Flame of Lovegtc.) and so could
“...the more | have to do the more my union with God account for Libermann’s usage.
is strengthened.” He will later write(1841)

This “new man” was aware that God looked on him  “When the divine Spirit is in us, our soul is on fire,
with preferential designs and had graced him with a sen- and in the midst of this fore, is as it were borne along,
sitivity to the Holy Spirit that others noticed, even Pope  united to God, without trouble, without anxiety, with-
Gregory XVI who predictethe will be a saint.” out agitation, without irritation, without movement

Libermann experienced the Pauline description of _ LiPermann’s baptismal “globe of fire” and this text have
Christian conversiorfAwake, O sleeper, and arise from affinities that are far from coincidental.
the dead, and Christ shall give you lighttph 5:14). The ~ Spiritans

“light” that Libermann experienced was the “light” that  Spiritans like to recall this ecstatic event as part of their
only the Holy Spirit can bring. conscious tradition. It not only underlines the divine in
The grace and election of the Holy Spirit no doubt Libermann’s conversion but also evokes for them Pente-
prompted him to take “Paul” as a baptismal name. He andostal fire, the Holy Spirit, the fire of love they pray for
the Apostle Paul were both Jews, marvelously enlightene@veryday, the holiness sought for in virtue of their calling
and changed. The name “Paul” will be an omen. For, likeand commitment. They are convinced they are following
Paul, Libermann will become a relentless missionary. a saint, especially endowed by the Holy Spirit, and this
gives a feeling of contact with the Holy Spirit present
Baptismal Fire — August 15, 1993 within them. It is not like belonging to a political party or
. a cultural group. It is of eschatological import. They see
The Setting their heritage in the light of eternity. They live it for

Libermann’s Baptism attracted a crowd, some, noeternity's sake and expect to be vindicated in eternity for
doubt, curious to see a Jewish convert baptized, the son @heir choice.

a famous Rabbi, known throughout France. The place of pgjr charismatic and spiritual lineage leads back to

Bapt_ism was the seminary o_f St._ Stanisl_aus where he Wasiparmann whom the Holy Spirit placed in a “globe of
charitably housed. The seminarian choir and the godparg,a» that changed him and them forever. He knew that

ents—a baron and a countess—added importance and s@i, o+ happened to him was completely gratuitous and
lemnity. wholly of divine origin.

This was not an ordinary Baptism. Given all the Cir- iy 5| these miseries it pleased God to let me see my
cumstances attending this expected event, it would be sur- own, which doubtless is the greatest: it is only that

pris_ing if there were not present excited people, ready to ;¢ goodness and mercy towards me are quite out-
be impressed. The atmosphere, as we say, must have beengianqing, quite extraordinary; anything like it | have
charged. There are multiple testimonies about what took ayer read in a book or heard recounted.”

place, including the recollections of Libermann himself. (ND 1.502; 1838)

Years later when he talked about his Baptism, when
prompted by fellow seminarians, he couldn’t hide his
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