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T h e baseball commissioner asked Wiese l 
t o th row out the first ball. "I d idn ' t even 
know what it meant. I was trembling all 
the t ime because I wouldn ' t know what t o 
do. S o I prayed." 

it," h e says, smi l ing a n d s h a k i n g his h e a d a t 
t h e i n c r e d i b l e p a t h h i s l ife h a s t a k e n . 
" T h i r t y - e i g h t y e a r s h a v e p a s s e d , a n d t h e 
s c h e d u l e k e e p s ge t t i ng heavier a n d heavier." 

B o o k s a r e e v e r y w h e r e a t Wiese l ' s h o m e 
o n t h e 2 6 t h f loor o f a n o n d e s c r i p t U p p e r 
Eas t S i d e M a n h a t t a n a p a r t m e n t b u i l d i n g . 
A v i s i to r is first c o n f r o n t e d by t h o u s a n d s 
o f b o o k s in H e b r e w , Yiddish , F r e n c h a n d 
E n g l i s h t h a t c o v e r n e a r l y e v e r y i n c h o f 
space b e t w e e n t l ie f loor a n d ce i l ing o f t h e 
L - s h a p e d living r o o m . O n e u p p e r she l f in 
a c o r n e r is d e v o t e d t o t h e m o r e - t h a n 30 
ti t les b e a r i n g Wiese l ' s n a m e . 

Two f r a m e d p ic tu res a r e t h e l o n e excep ­
t i o n s t o t h e o t h e r w i s e b o o k - l i n e d wa l l s . 
W h e n Wiesel sits a t h is l a rge desk , h e faces 
o n t h e far wall a ske tch o f j e r u s a l e m . W h e n 
h e t u r n s a r o u n d t o u s e t h e c o m p u t e r , h e 
looks r i g h t i n t o a d a r k b lack a n d whi te p h o ­
t o g r a p h o f t h e h o u s e i n S i g h e t w h e r e h e 
g rew u p . "Since I b e g a n wri t ing, I always face 
t h a t h o u s e , " h e said in a television interview. 
"I m u s t k n o w w h e r e I c o m e f rom." 

E l i e z e r W i e s e l was b o r n in t h e p i c ­
t u r e s q u e t o w n of S ighe t , b e l o w t h e 
C a r p a t h i a n m o u n t a i n s t h a t w e r e 

o n c e h o m e t o t h e B a ' a l S h e m Tov, t h e 
f ad i e r o f cha s id i sm . T a n t a l i z e d by chas id i c 
ta les h i s g r a n d f a t h e r to ld , W i e s e l ' s h a p p i ­
es t c h i l d h o o d m e m o r i e s a r e p u n c t u a t e d 
wi th S h a b b a t songs , e a t i n g c h o c o l a t e s a n d 
s t u d y i n g a p a g e o f T a l m u d u n d e r a t r e e 
whi le t h e o t h e r y o u n g s t e r s p layed bal l . 

" H e was a little sickly a n d ce r ta in ly w h a t 
w e cal l b o o k i s h , " r e c a l l s P r o f e s s o r D a v i d 
Weiss H a l i v n i , w h o s t u d i e d in chederviilh 
Wiese l in S ighe t . Hal ivni , n o w a p ro fessor 
o f r e l ig ion a t C o l u m b i a Univers i ty a n d o n e 
o f W i e s e l ' s c lo ses t f r i e n d s , says t h a t e v e n 
as a ch i ld , Wiese l was "artistically m o r e sen­
s i t i ve" t o t h e m y s t i c a l t e a c h i n g s o f t h e i r 
t e ache r . Ha l ivn i be l ieves Wiese l ' s s ense o f 

h u m o r was c o n d i t i o n e d as a ch i ld . "Maybe 
h e h a d a p r e m o n i t i o n , " h e says. 

"We w e r e in t h e g h e t t o t o g e t h e r . H e was 
o n t h e las t t r a n s p o r t , I was o n t h e first. I 
left o n M o n d a y , h e left T h u r s d a y , " r eca l l s 
H a l i v n i , as if it o c c u r r e d last w e e k . "So we 
c a m e to Auschwi tz a t d i f f e ren t t imes . " 

"We m e t in A u s c h w i t z , " says R a b b i 
M e n a s h e K l e i n . W e a r i n g a b l a c k c h a s i d i c 
r o b e , Izitzit, wh i t e b e a r d a n d s idelocks , Klein 
s t r ikes o n e as Wiese l ' s O l d W o r l d a l t e r e g o . 
" S o m e h o w we g o t to B u c h e n w a l d a n d w e r e 
l i b e r a t e d t h e r e t o g e t h e r , " h e says. "We-went 
to F r a n c e t h e n , a n d Professor Wiesel a t t end ­
e d t h e S o r b o n n e . I, o n d i e o t h e r h a n d , k e p t 
dwe l l i ng in o u r T o r a h . " 

R a b b i Kle in , w h o s e s tudy in B r o o k l y n is 
a lso c r o w d e d wi th re l ig ious b o o k s , e x p l a i n s 
t h a t Wiese l t o o k a d i f f e r e n t p a t h af te r t h e 
w a r as a r e s u l t o f t h e s h o c k o f h i s e x p e r i ­
e n c e s d u r i n g t h e H o l o c a u s t . 

A f t e r t h e war , W i e s e l s t u d i e d i n P a r i s , 
w h e r e h e e a r n e d m o n e y d i r e c t i n g a cho i r . 
L a t e r h e b e c a m e t h e P a r i s c o r r e s p o n d e n t 
fo r t h e Israel i dai ly Yediot Aharonot, e a r n i n g 
$ 3 0 a m o n t h . H i s b i g b r e a k c a m e w h e n h e 
m o v e d to N e w York to w o r k with t h e Yiddish 
Forwaid, e a r n i n g $ 1 7 5 a m o n t h as a copy edi­
tor, wri ter a n d translator. "I r e m e m b e r w h e n 
h e lived o n 103d Street," says Halivni. "He h a d 
only a small r o o m , nar row, d a r k — y o u cou ld 
see t h e pover ty . I r e m e m b e r h i m s i t t ing o n 
t h e f loor s u r r o u n d e d by r e c o r d s of Bach . At 
t ha t time h e was practically s tarving." 

I n 1 9 5 6 , W i e s e l s t e p p e d o f f a c u r b i n 
T i m e s S q u a r e a n d was s t r u c k by a s p e e d i n g 
taxi. Fo l lowing t h e a c c i d e n t , w h i c h left h i m 
h o s p i t a l i z e d for seven m o n t h s , Wiese l des ­
p e r a t e l y n e e d e d m o n e y a n d t r i ed c o v e r i n g 
t h e U n i t e d N a t i o n s fo r Yediot o n c r u t c h e s . 
G o l d a Meir , t h e n fo re ign min is te r , t o o k pity 
o n t h e y o u n g j o u r n a l i s t a n d w o u l d i nv i t e 
h i m b a c k t o h e r h o t e l s u i t e , w h e r e s h e 
w o u l d p r e p a r e o m e l e t t e s a n d tea a n d b r i e f 
h i m o n t h e day 's even t s . I n 1967, h i s b o o k s , 
w h i c h h a d b e e n c o m m e r c i a l fa i lures , b e g a n 
t o sel l , a n d W i e s e l was a b l e t o l e a v e da i ly 
j o u r n a l i s m to c o n c e n t r a t e o n b o o k wr i t ing . 

So powerful ly e m b e d d e d in t h e p o p u l a r 
p s y c h e is W i e s e l ' s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e 
H o l o c a u s t t ha t m a n y w o u l d find it su rpr i s ing 
t h a t t h e top ic ra re ly c o m e s u p in his classes 
o r in his wri t ings . " W h e n p e o p l e d i d n ' t talk 
a b o u t t h e Shoah, I felt I h a d to . So m a n y p e o -



p i e a r e d o i n g it n o w , I d o n ' t n e e d t o a n y 
m o r e , " h e exp la in s . In fact, h e always th inks 
twice a b o u t ra i s ing t h e issue. T m afraid of 
m a k i n g it i n to a r o u t i n e . I w a n t it t h a t w h e n ­
ever I m e n t i o n t h e w o r d Shoah, I s h o u l d s top 
for a s e c o n d a n d my voice s h o u l d t r e m b l e , 
my w h o l e b e i n g s h o u l d t r e m b l e b e f o r e p r o ­
n o u n c i n g d ra t w o r d . " 

Hal ivn i leaves p u b l i c s p e a k i n g a b o u t t h e 
H o l o c a u s t to Wiese l . "Bu t w h e n h e c o m e s 
to s ee m e , " h e says, "he l i s tens a n d I s h o u t . " 

Whi l e t h e H o l o c a u s t rarely f igures p r o m i ­
n e n t l y in W i e s e l ' s p u b l i c life a n y m o r e , h is 
sensitivity as a surv ivor gives h i m a n a p p r e ­
c i a t i o n f o r e v e r y m o m e n t , a n d f o r l i fe ' s 
fragility. H e a n d his wife, M a r i o n , still travel 
o n s e p a r a t e flights. ' Jus t in case ," h e says like 
a qu ick prayer, eyes f lashing toward H e a v e n . 
I t also drives h i m to work h a r d . 

' T h e r e a r e p e o p l e w h o w a n t to d o m o r e 
t h a n they c a n . Wiesel is o n e o f t h e m , " says 
R a b b i Kle in , w h o , l ike Wiese l , g o e s t o s l e ep 
la te a n d wakes u p ear ly to s tudy a n d wr i te . 
"For Wiesel , t h e N o b e l Pr ize is n o m o r e t h a n 
a l adder , a s t ep , toward fulfilling t h e goa l for 
w h i c h h e r e m a i n e d a l i ve : t o d o fo r t h e 

J e w i s h p e o p l e . " L ike W i e s e l a n d H a l i v n i , 
Kle in is c o n s u m e d by his s tudy a n d wri t ing , 
h a v i n g a u t h o r e d o v e r 6 , 0 0 0 teshuvot— 
de ta i l ed r e s p o n s e s to h a l a c h i c q u e s t i o n s . 

"A p e r s o n c a n n o t l ive w i t h t h e f e e l i n g 
t h a t t h e y h a v e a c h i e v e d t h e h i g h e s t , " says 
Hal ivni , w h o cla ims t h a t t h e N o b e l Pr ize h a s 
b e e n a m i x e d b l e s s i n g f o r W i e s e l . " T h e 
N o b e l Pr ize d i d n o t b e c o m e a n e n d , r a t h e r 
a n e w b e g i n n i n g . H e real izes t ha t t h e N o b e l 
P r i z e w a s g i v e n t o h i m as ' M r . J e w , ' a n d 
d i e r e f o r e h e owes it to t h e j e w i s h p e o p l e . In 
a s ense it en t a i l s a g r e a t e r responsibi l i ty . I t 
h a s i m p o s e d a b u r d e n o n h i m ; t h e poss i ­
bility o f e x t e n d i n g h e l p , b e c a u s e o f his c o n ­
n e c t i o n s , is m u c h b igger . T h e r e is n o t h i n g 
m o r e f r i g h t e n i n g for a sensitive p e r s o n t h a n 
h a v i n g power . " 

W h i l e N e w York is fa r f r o m S i g h e t , E l ie 
W i e s e l is n e v e r f a r f r o m t h e f o r c e s t h a t 
m o l d e d h i s c h i l d h o o d : c h a s i d i s m a n d t h e 
H o l o c a u s t . A n d t h e s t r u g g l e o f t h e s e two 
fo rces t o coex i s t in o n e s o u l is w h a t s h a p e s 
E l i e W i e s e l t oday , p r o v i d i n g t h e c r e a t i v e 
t e n s i o n f o r h i s o n g o i n g a c h i e v e m e n t s . 
D e e p w i th in h i m lies a y o u n g yeshivah buch-

Elie Wiesel and his 
wife, Marion, kiss upon 
hearing the news of 
Elie's receipt of the 
Nobel Peace Pr ize . 



Wiesel threw out the 
first ball at the 1986 
World Series. This 
impressed his son, 
Shlomo Elisha, more 
than his father's Nobel 
Peace Pr ize . 

fl-from S ighe t ; d e e p w i th in h e be l ieves h e 
s u r v i v e d t h e N a z i h o n o r s fo r a p u r p o s e , 
a s ye t u n f u l f i l l e d . E v e n s o , E l i e W i e s e l is 
w h e r e h e w a n t s t o b e a n d is p r o b a b l y as 
c o n t e n t a s h e c a n e v e r b e — u n l e s s t h e 
Mess iah a r r ives s o o n to r e d e e m t h e j e w i s h 
p e o p l e , a n d o f c o u r s e , t h e w o r l d . 

Cl a d in a w e l l - t a i l o r e d g r a y s u i t a n d 
h u g g i n g a velvet b l u e T o r a h sc ro l l , 
El ie Wiese l d a n c e s in a t i g h t c i r c l e 

w i t h h i s f r i e n d s a n d s ings s o n g s o f p r a i s e 
t o t h e G o d h e h a s so o f t e n c h a l l e n g e d . 
W i e s e l is g l o w i n g ; g o n e is t h e t r a d e m a r k 
s o m b e r l o o k t h a t is n a t u r a l l y c h i s e l e d in 
h i s s u l l e n , h a n d s o m e f a c e . I t is S i m c h a t 
T o r a h for t h e Jewish p e o p l e . Yet for Wiesel 
it is m o r e ; it is also h i s b i r thday . 

"We n e v e r c e l e b r a t e d b i r t h d a y s a t 
h o m e , " Wiesel says o f his c h i l d h o o d . H e still 
r a re ly c e l e b r a t e s t h e o c c a s i o n b e c a u s e " to 
m e eve ry m i n u t e is a victory." B o t h Hal ivni 
a n d Kle in s p e a k t o W i e s e l e v e r y y e a r t h e 
e v e n i n g o f S i m c h a t T o r a h . "All we d o for his 
b i r t h d a y is wish tha t we will see t h e r e d e m p ­
t i o n o f t h e J e w s , " says K le in . " T h a t is o u r 
goa l , to live t o see d i e mashiach." 

I n g e n e r a l , Ha l ivn i a n d Wiesel d o n ' t cel­
e b r a t e a n y o f t h e 

J e w i s h h o l i d a y s 
t o g e t h e r b e c a u s e 
" i t ' s t o o m u c h o f 
a n associa t ion, t oo 
m u c h o f a b u r ­
d e n , " says t h e 
C o l u m b i a p ro fe s ­
so r . T h e y b o t h 
m i s s d e a r l y w h a t 
H a l i v n i ca l l s 
"heaven ly S ighe t . " 
E v e n s o , H a l i v n i 
j o i n e d h i s b o y ­
h o o d f r i end a t t h e 
F i f th A v e n u e 
S y n a g o g u e t o 
d a n c e t o g e t h e r o n 
W i e s e l ' s 6 0 t h 
b i r thday . 

W i e s e l c r e d i t s 
h i s sani ty to his family a n d f r iends . "I r ead , 
I listen to mus ic , I s p e a k with f r iends . My life 
is full. T h e m a i n t i l ing is n o t t o waste t i m e . " 
Bu t tiien h e a d d s , " S o m e t i m e s I t h i n k d i a l I 
t o o a m i n s a n e . I was always in t h e minor i ty , 

l i k e t h e m a d m a n . W h e n I b e g a n t o t a lk 
a b o u t t ry ing to l e a c h t h e Shoah, h o w m a n y 
o t h e r s were there? W h e n I b e g a n for Russian 

Jewry, h o w m a n y o t h e r s w e r e t h e r e t h e n ? " 
" W h a t k e e p s W i e s e l s a n e ? " Kle in p o n ­

d e r s . "We s ing t o g e t h e r , e a t together, daven 
t o g e t h e r , w a l k t o g e t h e r . H e c o n i e s h e r e 
b e f o r e e v e r y h o l i d a y . Mos t ly w e m e e t , wc 
talk." Klein says t h a t Wiese l , w h o s u n g in a 
c h o i r a s a c h i l d , still loves to s i n g c h a s i d i c 
m e l o d i e s . " H e w o u l d b e g i n s i n g i n g F r i d a y 
n i g h t a t 5 :30 P.M. a n d w o u l d n ' t s t o p u n t i l 
af ter 2 A . M . " 

Wiese l says t h a t h is dai ly s tudy o f J ewi sh 
texts is essent ia l for h i m . "I love to study. It 
gives you a g o o d s e n s e o f p r o p o r t i o n . After 
a l l , w h a t R a m b a n i says m a y b e is m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e a r t i c l e I w r i t e fo r t h e 
New York Times." 

Hal ivni a n d Wiese l e x p r e s s t h e i r f r iend­
s h i p by a lways s p e a k i n g H e b r e w t o e a c h 
o the r . Hal ivni is o n e o f d i e few w h o can real­
ly m a k e W i e s e l l a u g h . " T h e l i g h t e s t 
m o m e n t s we h a v e is w h e n w e b r i n g u p cha r ­
ac t e r s f r o m S ighe t , " h e says. 

W h a t k i n d of c h a r a c t e r s ? T h e r e was t h e 
shadchan ( m a t c h m a k e r ) , Z i e g e n f e l d , w h o 
always w a l k e d wi th a n u m b r e l l a . A n d t h e n 
t h e r e was t h e tall shochet ( r i tua l s l a u g h t e r e r ) 
a n d h i s s h o r t w i fe . A n d m a n y o t h e r s . 
" H a r d l y a c o n v e r s a t i o n p a s s e s w h e n w e 
d o n ' t t a l k a b o u t S i g h e t , " H a l i v n i says . 
" W h e n d e s c r i b i n g t h e s e t h ings , r e c a p t u r i n g 
t h e comica l aspects o f Sighet , t h e n I see h i m 
h a v i n g a h e a r t y l a u g h . " 

Is Wiese l h a p p y ? T o h i s f r i ends , t h e q u e s ­
t i o n s e e m s i r r e l e v a n t . "We n e v e r t h i n k in 
d i o s e t e r m s , " says Hal ivn i . H e e x p l a i n s t h a t 
chas id ic spir i tual i ty gives Wiese l f r e e d o m — 
a s e c o n d l i b e r a t i o n — a n d t h a t Wiesel " n e e d s 
t h e j o y o f chasidul b e c a u s e h e c a n n o t always 
live in t h e s h a d o w of t h e H o l o c a u s t . " Wiesel , 
h e s i t a n t to al low a n aff i rmative answer, gives 
a t r a d i t i o n a l r e s p o n s e . "We d o n ' t s p e a k 
a b o u t h a p p i n e s s in o u r f a i t h , w e s p e a k 
a b o u t simchah vesasson (joy a n d g l a d n e s s ) . 
W h a t d o we ask for? Shalom, yes. W e m a i n l y 
ask for yirat shamayim ( fear of h e a v e n ) , for 
s tudy , f o r chaim shel Torah ( l ife o f T o r a h ) . 
W h a t is T o r a h ? M e a n i n g . My life h a s b e e n 
t h e p u r s u i t o f m e a n i n g , n o t joy . " 

F o r W i e s e l , w i t h o u t a J e w i s h c o n t e x t , 
t h e r e is n o e n j o y m e n t . W h e n a s k e d a b o u t 
simchah vesasson in h i s o w n life, h e p a u s e s 

36 M O M E N T • F E B R U A R Y 199 



briefly, a n d t h e n h i s w o r d s flow in h i s soft 
F r e n c h a c c e n t . " N i n e t e e n forty-eight, w h e n 
I s rae l was b o r n . I r e m e m b e r t h a t S h a b b a t 
in Pa r i s . I felt j o y t h a t c a m e f r o m h i s to ry . 
T h e n t h e ' 67 war. ShichrurYervshalayim ( t he 
l i b e r a t i o n o f J e r u s a l e m ) , s o m e t h i n g t h a t 
r e m a i n s w i t h m e . A n d S i m c h a t T o r a h in 
M o s c o w with y o u n g p e o p l e . " 

Yet n o w " t h e r e is s o m e t h i n g m i s s i n g , 
a n d w h e n s o m e t h i n g is miss ing , h a p p i n e s s 
c a n ' t b e p r e s e n t b e c a u s e h a p p i n e s s m e a n s 
n o t h i n g is mis s ing . W h a t is m i s s i n g ? " T h e 
professor pauses a n d t h e n answers t h e ques­
t ion . "Certainty. T h e h a u n t i n g i dea t h a t t h e 
c e n t u r y is e n d i n g , y o u h a v e t h e f ee l ing t h a t 
it is t r y ing t o p u r g e itself o f its d e m o n s , o f 
its n i g h t m a r e s wi th t h e p u r s u i t o f v io l ence , 
of b l o o d s h e d , o f h a t r e d . 

"In this g e n e r a t i o n , t h e p u r s u i t o f p lea­
s u r e is a t t h e e x p e n s e o f h a p p i n e s s . 
P l e a s u r e is i n s t a n t p l e a s u r e . E v e r y t h i n g 
we a r e o b t a i n i n g is i n s t a n t . I n s t a n t m e a n ­
ing , i n s t an t love, i n s t an t ph i losophy , in s t an t 
t r u t h . A n d h i s to ry is jus t i fy ing tha t . 

' T h e G a o n of Vi lna said t h a t t h e h a r d e s t 
mitzvah t o a c c o m p l i s h is 'vesamachta 
bechagecha' ( r e jo ice in y o u r h o l i d a y s ) . ' D o 
n o t s t e a l ' , ' d o n o t k i l l ' , e v e r y t h i n g e l se is 
easy. Vesamachta bechagecha!'To m a k e s u r e 
t h a t you re jo ice ," Wiesel says energet ica l ly . 

Wiesel ' s voice t h e n b e c o m e s bare ly a u d i ­
b l e , h i s d o w n w a r d g a z e is s teady. H i s c o n ­
s c i o u s n e s s s e e m s t o h a v e b e e n t r a n s p o r t ­
e d t o a n o t h e r time. " A n o t h e r k i n d o f joy, 
even d e e p e r d i a n tha t , a n d m o r e p e r s o n a l , 
was t h e b i r t h o f m y son . . . even m o r e , t h e brit 
o f m y s o n . T o m e i n m y l i fe , i t h a s t h e 
i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e b i r t h o f Israel , t h e r e u n i ­
f icat ion o f J e r u s a l e m . I felt it in my body, i n 
every cell o f m y body. . . ." 

T h e p h o n e b r e a k s h i s t r a n c e , a n d 
W i e s e l w a l k s o v e r t o h i s e x e c u t i v e - s i z e 
m a h o g a n y d e s k t o a n s w e r it . O n it sit two 
p h o t o g r a p h s : O n e o f h i m wi th his wife a n d 
t h e i r s o n S h l o m o - E l i s h a , a n d o n e a c lose-
u p o f t h e i r s o n , b o t h t a k e n a t least 10 years 
a g o . Wiese l n a m e d h i s s o n af te r h i s father , 
w h o was in t h e c a m p s with, h i m a n d d i e d 
on ly weeks b e f o r e Wiese l ' s l i b e r a t i o n . 

"My fa the r h a d n o official pos i t ion i n t h e 
c o m m u n i t y , h e was a k i n d o f i n t e r c e s s o r 
in t h e c o m m u n i t y , h e was a g r o c e r y s t o r e 
o w n e r , " says W i e s e l i n a t o n e o f g r e a t 
r e s p e c t . " S o m e h o w , I d o n ' t k n o w how, h e 

always d e f e n d e d t h e J e w s wi th t h e a u t h o r i ­
ties. T h e r e f o r e , w h e n s o m e t h i n g w o u l d h a p ­
p e n , t h e y w o u l d c o m e t o m y f a t h e r . " A t 
times his f ad ie r was so busy wi th Jewish c o m ­
m u n a l bus iness t h a t t h e y o u n g Wiesel w o u l d 
on ly see h i m a t h o m e o n d i e S a b b a t h . 

W i e s e l h i m s e l f h a s n o off icial p o s i t i o n 
in t h e j e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , ye t h e h a s s e r v e d 
as a n in t e rces so r wid i h e a d s o f s ta te , i nc lud ­
i n g P r e s i d e n t R e a g a n p r i o r t o h i s t r i p t o 
B i tbu rg a n d P r e s i d e n t C l in ton , to ask h i m to 
d o m o r e t o h e l p t h e B o s n i a n s . W i e s e l 
rece ives a t r e m e n d o u s a m o u n t o f r e q u e s t s 
for h is assis tance wi th o n e issue o r a n o t h e r . 
A n d a l t h o u g h h e is o f ten flying a r o u n d t h e 
wor ld , h e always m a k e s s u r e to r e t u r n to N e w 
York to s p e n d t l ie S a b b a t h wi th his family. 

' T h e n e e d to h e l p J ews , I t h i n k I a m fol­
l owing in m y f a the r ' s foo t s teps a n d I t h i n k 
h e w o u l d h a v e w a n t e d i t t h a t way ," says 
Wiese l . Wiese l says t h a t h e h a s on ly r e c e n t ­
ly r ea l i zed t h e s imi lar i t ies b e t w e e n h i m s e l f 
a n d h i s f a the r , a n d e x p l a i n s t h a t it t o o k a 
l o n g t i m e t o c o m e t o t h i s c o n c l u s i o n 

• continued on page 78 

Friends f rom cheder 
days in Sighet, Wiesel 
and David Weiss Halivni 
share a pleasurable 
moment in Wiesel's 
study in Manhattan. 
Sent on two different 
transports to 
Auschwitz, they were 
reunited after the war. 
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Is Wiesel Happy? 
continued fmm page 37 

"because of kibbud av (respect for one ' s 
fa ther) , I d idn ' t da re compare myself 
with h i m . H e saved Jewish lives; I 
d i d n ' t . I try to t each , b u t h e saved 
Jewish lives. He was arrested, he was tor­
tured. I was not. So how can I compare 
myself to him?" 

In honor of his father, Wiesel donat­
e d t h e init ial seed m o n e y Tor Bet 
Shlomo, a $5 million complex outside 
of Jerusalem that includes a yeshivah, 
kollel, T a l m u d Torah , mikveji, matzah 
factory, shut, bomb shel ter and even 
a swimming pool. 

While Wiesel is reconci led with the 
m e m o r y of his r a the r , h e is still 
wres t l ing with be ing a fa the r . "The 
hardest is to be a good father, always," 
confesses Wiesel. Halivni says that it is 
no t easy being the son of a great man. 
Shlomo-Elisha, who is now a senior at 
Yale, has been hea rd to say, half-jok-
ingly: "It's hard growing up in a house 
where your dad is the arbiter of moral­
ity in d ie twentieth century." 

Wiesel believes that "the father-son 
relationship is a test, both for die father 
and for the son. When the son leaves 
h o m e , it is ha rde r for the father than 
for t h e son , " h e says, h o p i n g n o t to 
betray the privacy of his family life and 
yet trying to convey die love and under­
s tanding he has for his son. "The son 
has to free himself on the o n e h a n d , 
and at die same time be loyal," he says, 
speaking perhaps about both his rela­
t ionship with his father and his son ' s 
with him. T h e hardest things are the 
most rewarding," he adds. 

"It was hardeV than studying a sug-
giya (tractate of Gemara) , " says Wiesel 
of his major league baseball d e b u t in 
1986, when his son was 14 years old. 
O n e place where the worlds of father 
and son, of Sighet and New York, met 
was the unlikely arena of Shea Stadium 
at the open ing of the second game of 
the World Series between the New York 
Mets a n d the Bos ton Red Sox. T h e 
baseball commiss ione r asked Wiesel 
to throw out the first ball. 

"1 d idn ' t even know what it meant ," 
Wiesel told Sports Illustrated. "I had a 
feeling he was talking mysticism to me." 
Wiesel decl ined to throw out tile first 
ball at the first g a m e , because of the 
Sabbath , a n d then tried to get ou t of 
the h o n o r the second g a m e because 

of the festival of Sukkot. 
"But then the commissioner went— 

I must say this to his c red i t—he went 
a n d c h e c k e d with rabb is a n d f o u n d 
that after sundown, it is pe rmi t t ed to 
th row a bal l . So when h e c a m e back 
for the third t ime, I took counsel with 
my son. And when h e h e a r d that , he 
was m o r e i m p r e s s e d with t h a t t h a n 
with my g e t t i n g t h e N o b e l Prize. So 
of course, I accepted. And I was trem­
bl ing all the t ime because I wou ldn ' t 
know what to do . So I prayed and my 
prayers were hea rd a n d apparen t ly I 
d id t h e r i g h t t h i n g . " T h e c a p t i o n 
u n d e r his p h o t o in Spoils Illustrated 
reads: "For a man of peace , he threw 
a nasty palmball ." 

Wiesel and his son relate to very dif­
ferent worlds. Elie Wiesel is no t of this 
generat ion, and seldom takes notice of 
o r p l ea su re from c o n t e m p o r a r y cul­
ture . He wasn't sure who M a d o n n a is, 
a n d has n o pa t i ence to s tand in l ine 
for movie tickets. "I don ' t like to watch 
television," he says, but dien adds that 
he always watches the news and some­
times "Nighdine." 

When he is relaxed, a m o n g friends 
or teaching , Wiesel often displays an 
i ron ic sense of h u m o r . "When Dan 
Ra ther speaks, m o r e p e o p l e listen to 
h im than w h e n Moses s p o k e . " His 
l augh is s h o r t b u t s ince re ; h e smiles 
freely when he hears the songs of his 
you th , when h e a r i n g of a simchah in 
s o m e o n e ' s life o r s imply w h e n 
schmoozing widi his wife. 

H e looks slim and fit, and becomes 
e n e r g i z e d w h e n h e walks i n to his 
c l a s s room at Bos ton Univers i ty o r 
g r ee t s a visi tor a t his d o o r . Does h e 
exercise? "Never in my life," h e says. 
Having the benefit of low blood pres­
s u r e a n d low c h o l e s t e r o l , h e allows 
himself the indulgence of milk choco­
late, a chi ldhood habit. 

These gl impses of Elie Wiesel, t he 
young Jew and die yeshivah bucher, only 
last a m o m e n t Even the baseball story 
Wiesel weaves back to the p resen t . "I 
was su rp r i sed b e c a u s e I t h o u g h t of 
sports as nice, of a feeling of tolerance 
and respect. When they introduced me, 
first they announced , 'He lives in New 
York,' and they cheered ." (He cheers 
"Yaaal", lifting his arms in die air.) "And 
then diey said, ' H e teaches in Boston.' 
And everyone went, 'Boooo! ' 

'Tha t ' s no t so nice." 
And dien he smiles. ® 

G L O S S A R Y 

a i i y a h : literally, going up; immigra­
tion to Israel 

c h a s i d u t : goodness, righteousness; 
practices and teachings of a Jewish 
mystical movement that began in 
Poland a round 1750 

c h a c h a m : a wise and learned person 

c h a z a n : cantor 

c h e d e r : literally, room; a small 
school for chi ldren 's Jewish education 

h a l a c h a h : literally, the path; Jewish 
religious law 

h a r o s e t : fruit, nu t and wine mixture 
eaten at the Passover seder as a 
reminder of die mortar used in Egypt 

h a v u r a h : literally, fellowship; an 
informal, usually self-led, prayer 
g roup 

k a v a n a h : deep intent o r focus on 
prayer or mitzvol 

K i d d u s h : prayer and sanctification of 
wine on holy days 

k o l l e l : a community building 

m a c h e r : (Yiddish) literally, a doer; a 
big shot, usually referring to ajewish 
community leader 

m a s h i a c h : messiah 

m i k v e h : Jewish ritual bath 

n a r r i s h k e i t : (Yiddish) foolishness 

s i d d u r : prayer book 

S h o a h : die Holocaust 

s i m c h a h : joy, a joyous occasion 

t a l l i t : ritually prescribed, fringed 
prayer shawl 

t e f i l l i n : phylacteries; leather straps 
used to bind two small black boxes 
containing die words of the Shema to 
arm and head 

t i k u n o l a m : perfecting the world as 
God 's par tners through good deeds 

t r e i f : non-kosher 

t z e d a k a h : righteousness; often used 
to mean chanty 

t z i t z i t : die ritually prescribed fringes 
at the corners of a tallit o r a four-cor­
nered garment 

y e s h i v a h : a rabbinical college or 
seminary or a site of Jewish learning 

y e s h i v a h b u c h e r : yeshivah s tudent 




