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EDITOR’S NOTE

THE LITVAKS’ BURIED TREASURE: 
FURTHER THOUGHTS ON THE DICTUM 
“THE HOLIER THE FEELING, THE MORE 

INTIMATE”

T his happened during World War I. My father had already emigrated. 
His family was still in Lithuania, where the German and Russian 
armies took turns occupying their village. Abandoning his home 

temporarily, my grandfather took the mistaken precaution of burying his 
meager library before leaving. Alas, the soft earth betrayed the Jew’s treasures 
to the soldiers. As the Jew’s treasures fell short of their expectations, their 
disappointment and rage was vented on the defenseless texts. A few years 
later, when my father’s family was reunited in the United States, my grandfa-
ther several times began to tell this story. Whenever he came to the part 
where he returned home and discovered the desecrated sefarim, he lost his 
composure and never managed to recount what had been done to them.

Here is something I noticed as a child. Every Yom Kippur, during 
musaf, as the congregation recited the piyyut about the ten martyrs, when 
they reached the passage about R. Hanina ben Teradyon, who was 
wrapped in a Torah scroll and burned alive, my father’s voice broke, and 
he burst into tears. For reasons I cannot fully explain I associated my fa-
ther’s breakdown, as he read about the long ago conjunction of physical 
torture and the desecration of the Torah, with the memory of his father’s 
tale. I never inquired about the connection. It did not seem right. It did 
not even seem right to acknowledge that I had registered the emotional 
display. The scene, however, accompanies me until this day.

A couple of issues ago, in “He Thought She Was Drunk,” I quoted 
R. Moshe Soloveichik’s saying “the holier the feeling, the more intimate.” 
To some this dictum encapsulates the quintessentially emotionless Litvak, 
despite the fact that one cannot keep one’s feelings hidden unless he has 
strong feelings to begin with. The reason for this confusion may be that 
the privacy of intimate feelings signifi es different things. Let’s examine 
two such strands. Although they often reinforce one another, they should 
be carefully distinguished.
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Concealing one’s feelings can be a mark of self-control. Under the 
sway of emotion a person has diffi culty conforming to the dictates of his 
or her judgment. Without self-control one is liable to act against one’s 
duty or practical interest. Emotion literally means “being moved,” and as 
such is the enemy of self-control and self-suffi ciency. For that reason many 
classical philosophers and baalei musar emphasize self-restraint and con-
comitantly are suspicious of the power of emotion.

Control of one’s emotional display, from this perspective, is less a 
virtue in itself than it is a means to self-discipline. The self-controlled in-
dividual, or the one without strong emotions to control, is more effi cient, 
but not invariably more profound than the emotionally exposed person. 
A doctor who is overcome by his or her patients’ pain may be less able to 
concentrate on the surgery at hand than the emotional automaton. For 
the politician or soldier, the proverbial stiff upper lip is a practical achieve-
ment. When a politician loses his composure in public, as did Menachem 
Begin when he sobbed in his broadcast after the sinking of the Altalena in 
June 1948, potential supporters are disheartened, not primarily because 
the reaction is shallow or unjustifi ed but rather because control of one’s 
public image suggests the ability to act responsibly under pressure.

Within a religious context, self-control enables one to perform de-
manding actions without stumbling or fumbling. As the famous anecdote 
about R. Moshe Soloveichik goes, the person blowing the shofar must get 
on with the job: he cannot afford to blow and bawl simultaneously. Those 
inclined to identify “Litvak religiosity” with cold punctilious performance 
of mitsvot are likely to fi nd in R. Moshe’s stress on the private nature of 
intimacy a confi rmation of their view. Containment of emotion is impor-
tant because the emotion itself is no more than an obstacle to perfor-
mance. It would be better not to have the emotion and not to have to 
conceal it.

Indeed there are times when self-control is all that matters, the kind 
that enables a doctor to operate without hesitation, or the fi delity to 
Halakha that enables a ben Torah who has learned about a family loss on a 
Yom Tov to maintain his composure until after havdala, or the greatness 
of spirit that enables a young man to celebrate a friend’s wedding a day 
after receiving a diagnosis of cancer, or to enter completely into the travails 
of a sick friend when one’s own heart is overfl owing with success. Even in 
such situations, we do not admire a person’s indifference to his own fate 
but rather his or her ability to bracket that private joy or sorrow.

Of course R. Moshe’s saying does not denigrate emotion. Quite the 
opposite: the feeling is precious; it is hidden precisely because it is too 
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intimate to be exhibited. Despite the enormous gap between the “stiff up-
per lip” self-control justifi cation of privacy and the sanctifi cation of inti-
macy, there is a dialectical relationship between the two themes. Self-control 
is not only required for effective moral agency; it is also necessary in order 
to incubate the deeper kind of emotional response. For emotion is more 
than a passive reaction to the external world. It is a refl ection on what hap-
pens to us. As such it is a way of knowing and a way of responding.

“The shrewd (arum) man conceals knowledge, but the heart of fools 
declaims folly” (Proverbs 12:26). According to Rashi, this hiding of 
knowledge manifests self-restraint: “Even in his wisdom he is modest, 
how much more so regarding folly.” R. Moshe Kimhi’s interpretation (in 
the commentary attributed to Ibn Ezra) is unexpected: “The wise man 
hides his wisdom in order not to forget it.” Offhand, repetition rein-
forces memory; and the louder the better. Why does parading one’s wis-
dom in public lead to forgetfulness? I believe it is because the public 
rehearsal erodes the signifi cance of thoughts and experiences. Broadcast-
ing the thought makes it less real, not more real, remaking memory into 
recollection, and degrading recollection into empty verbiage.

Not every place in the human sanctuary is the Holy of Holies, where 
silence and intimacy reign. We ought to show our feelings of elation or 
dismay, gratitude or disappointment, when appropriate. Under ordinary 
circumstances, for example, we recognize and publicly appreciate those 
close to us without whose devotion we could not fl ourish; we ought to 
celebrate our family and friends, mentors and supporters. If the feeling is 
heartfelt, it should be expressed in a manner that is perceived to be heart-
felt. At the same time, it should also be perceived that the public features 
do not represent the deepest layer of the relationship; behind the exterior 
areas of the mikdash lie the mysterious interior chambers, where the wise 
hide what is most valuable to them. 

Detractors of emotion in the name of rationalism are not motivated 
by the desire to intensify their inner life, to hide wisdom in order to sus-
tain its vitality. Instead, they artifi cially constrict both life and wisdom 
precisely by neglecting and disparaging this essential dimension of the 
human cognitive apparatus. Terrifi ed of the power emotion can exert, 
they prefer a monochrome, crippled apprehension of the world, of other 
human beings, and of God.

Yet those who today speak in the name of emotional openness and 
feel no reticence about publicly indulging their emotions likewise reject 
the opportunity to forge a deeper understanding on the basis of their 
emotional experience, to hide wisdom in order to remember it. They do 
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not revere the inner chambers. They vent and exhibit their feelings in-
stead of utilizing them as a gateway to the rich multicolored experience 
that is part of a morally creative and God-fearing existence. When we lose 
respect for a glib politician or effusive neighbor who easily and volubly 
produces his indignation or compassion, or who engages in ostentatious 
demonstrations of affection for his spouse and children and household 
pets, it is not because this person lacks self-control. If anything, we may 
be impressed by his shamelessness in the single-minded pursuit of ambi-
tion or self-image. The lack of reticence, however, testifi es to a shallow 
personality, rich perhaps in manipulative skills, but destitute of inner 
resources.

What do you say about a situation where the reality of joy or sorrow 
is not concealed, where the individual is visibly laboring under the burden 
of powerful emotions, yet is reticent about the nature of his emotional 
experience? If all that matters is self-control, then when others are aware 
that something is affecting him it is a sign of weakness and defi ciency. If 
it is the intimacy of the emotional experience that counts, then even 
though onlookers may be aware of the operation of some great cause of 
joy or sorrow, as long as they are not invited to lift the veil of privacy, as 
long as the world is not welcome to pry, the intimacy is preserved.

II.

“He Thought She Was Drunk” alluded to Hannah’s inaudible prayer, 
from which the gemara derived the law that prayer should be private. If 
this is the case, it has been asked, why is Jewish prayer conducted in pub-
lic, with the entire congregation chanting together? Doesn’t that imply 
that prayer is with people, rather than in solitude? Doesn’t this feature of 
our practice contradict the gemara’s dictum about privacy?

The simple halakhic answer that I have presented elsewhere is that 
prayer, as mandated in the Amida, in which petition is fl anked by prefa-
tory praise and concluding thanksgiving, is indeed a private matter. 
Hannah is the model for that prayer. Confession of sin, too, takes place 
between man and God. Crying out in pain (tse’aka), as we do during 
fasts, and when we recite Selihot, is a different kind of gesture. It is not an 
expression of our private relationship to God, our intimate dreams and 
joys and fears, but an expression of communal distress. The Rav observed: 
even an animal in pain cries out unrefl ectively. Hallel, by the same token, 
expresses a shared communal praise and thanksgiving. Both panic and 
praise express human creatureliness, which we share with others, even 
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with non-human others. Hence, as Ramban states, these experiences are 
the appropriate subject for the community’s lifted voice.1

In the light of our present discussion one can say more. There need 
be no secret about the fact that we are, like our fellow human beings, 
creatures of sorrow and joy. In crying out “Do not forsake us in old age,” 
I am not expressing an esoteric, particular and hence intimate plea. I af-
fi rm my solidarity with my fellow human beings who share my vulnerabil-
ity to the universal ravages of age. The Hallel I sing in public expresses 
shared emotions of gratitude and joy engendered by the festival. To hide 
these feelings as if they were an entirely private affair would rob them 
of their essential communal quality. They are not purely individual but 
rather inter-subjective experiences. Hence they are not cheapened or 
vulgarized but more fully realized when articulated together with the 
community.

Perhaps my neighbor discerns the intensity of my emotion in prayer 
or in other communal contexts. That is not always an invasion of the in-
timate realm because the fact of intense feeling is not a revelation of the 
intimate nature of that feeling. Fear of old age is universal; what exactly 
the fear means to me, how it constricts my horizon and calls into question 
my dreams—that is intimate. Success is a universal cause of rejoicing. 
What success means to an individual, what opportunities it opens up 
before us, what particular dreams it fulfi lls, belongs in the intimate Holy 
of Holies of the individual.

What about David, another asks: does he not pour out the most inti-
mate secrets of his heart on the pages of Psalms, for all to see? The obvi-
ous reply is that David did not pour out his heart to other human beings 
but to God. When he prays about his sin with Bathsheba he says: “To You 
only did I sin” (51:6). According to one view, that of Saadia Gaon, this 
should not be taken as a denial of David’s guilt towards Uriah but to 
underline that his confession is being heard by God alone. In any event, 
the publication of Psalms as part of the Bible is not David’s doing.

But should we be reading Psalms as David’s biography? Indeed it 
contains mizmorim whose superscriptions refer to specifi c crises in 
David’s life (Psalm 3, when he fl ed Absalom; Psalm 34, when he was ex-
pelled by Abimelekh; many of the lesser known chapters in Book 2 of the 
Psalter, concerning his enemies). One may study these chapters as part of 
David’s story; some work in this direction has value. Fifty years ago a 

1 See “Without Intelligence, Whence Prayer?” (Tradition 37:1, Spring 2003), pgs. 
1-26 (=Jewish Spirituality and Divine Law, ed. Lawrence Schiffman and Adam Mintz, 
Yeshiva University Press, 2005), and “Destiny, Freedom and the Logic of Petition” 
(Tradition 24:2, Winter 1989) 17-37, citing Ramban to Exodus 13:16.
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Hebrew University Bible professor proposed that the Masoretic marker 
paska b’emtsa’ pasuk in Samuel indicates the points where the biographi-
cal Psalms originally belonged. 

What stands out, however, is not the links between these Psalms and 
David’s life but, to the contrary, the generality of these connections. What 
survives in our Tanakh, as we have it, and even more so what has been 
adopted in the Siddur, is largely bleached of the transparently private ele-
ments unique to David. That is exactly as we should have expected.

III.

What happened to my grandfather’s books almost a century ago remains 
unknown. What caused my father to weep, when he read about R. Hanina 
ben Teradyon, is also unknown. What difference does this make? What 
would have been gained had my grandfather or his son, succumbing to 
patient pressure of therapist or urgent importunity of journalist or the 
imperious nagging of son and successor, pierced their choked, tearful veil 
of silence and exposed their secrets, instead of preserving them in the 
Holy of Holies and eventual oblivion? My mother, who was not a Litvak 
and loved to talk, though she knew the value of silence when she deemed 
it appropriate, who left her neck of Poland a decade after my father’s fam-
ily and was never reunited with the parents and close relatives who did 
not escape in time, might have observed, in her matter of fact way, that 
many things more valuable and irreplaceable than books have been de-
stroyed, and that words alone cannot restore them or repair their desecra-
tion. Where is the wisdom in rehearsing one’s feelings about evils that 
are, alas, not particularly unusual, that call out for publicity only because 
they have occurred to you or to those you know?

Let me pose the question in a more practical vein. If I learned what 
happened to those books, instead of just knowing that my grandfather 
could not bear to describe it, if I had extracted my father’s train of asso-
ciations during his prayer instead of just wondering about it, would I be 
a wiser or more God-fearing individual? Would my prayer be more pas-
sionate or accurate, would my ear for other people be more sensitive? 
Would I be better suited to serve as my forebears’ successor in the service 
of God? Would I truly know them better, what their lives were really 
about, the man who gave me so much in my childhood, his father whom 
I never met? Or, to the contrary, did they wisely, prudently, and pro-
foundly, bury their hard-earned wisdom where I would never forget it?

Shalom Carmy
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