IN THE BEGINNING

The First International Symposium on Jewish
Children’s Literature: Background and Implications

| am fortunate to be among those who have
never had to relinquish the joy of reading chil-
dren’s stories, since much of my professional
life has been devoted to the reading, critical
evaluation, and analysis of their content for
topics, themes, and inferences—the unwrit-
ten content, the messages between the [ines.
Because of this sustained interest, | recog-
nized sometime in the late Fifties that stories
with Jewish characters and themes were en-
tering into the mainstream of children’s liter-
ature. Along with feelings of gratification and
excitement came a sense of loss for what had
been missing in my childhood—the oppor-
tunity to read a book in which someone from
my religious/ethnic background was being
portrayed in the national literature of my
country, in books that could be borrowed
from the public library or purchased in the
neighborhood bookstore.

As | have discussed elsewhere, with each
year, the number of Jewish children’s books
published by trade publishers has increased
(Posner, 1992). Talented authors and illus-
trators searched their Jewish heritage and
began to write stories based on their grand-
parents experiences, or plumbed their own
childhood for its Jewish component or lack
thereof. It became easier and easier for Jewish
children in secular schools to assert their Jew-
ishness and to participate in the classroom by
describing their holidays and life-cycle obser-
vances to classmates, and by holding up at-
tractive Jewish holiday and life-cycle books
found in their own school libraries. As | de-
scribe in my article, “Jewish Children’s Liter-
ature Around the World: A Survey” in this
issue, because of the growth in Jewish chil-
dren’s book publishing in the United States, |
began to wonder if European Jewish children
enjoyed a similar abundance, although |
doubted it. The remnants of the Jewish popu-
lation in Europe were probably trying to
be inconspicuous and would not constitute
much of a market, and books do not get pub-
lished unless they are marketable. Yet, once
the idea took hold, there was no way to forget
it. | felt that, somehow, we had to bring trade
books of Jewish interest to Europe, to help

Marcia Weiss Posner, Co-Editor

Jewish children there feel more secure and to
encourage non-Jewish children to respect Ju-
daism and Jewishness. Thus did my quest
besin.

Taking advantage of The First International Con-
ference of Israeli and Judaica Librarians, orga-
nized by the Association of Jewish Libraries
in Jerusalem, Israel (1990), | convened a sub-
sidiary conference, “The First Intermnational
Symposium of Jewish Children’s Literature,” in-
viting authors of juvenile Judaica with whom |
corresponded, while conducting a survey re-
garding Jewish children’s books in Europe.
Authors, librarians, and editors from around
the world participated. By 1991, Susie Mor-
genstern, an American/French author of French
children’s books who had spoken at the sym-
posium the previous year, helped to increase
the number of Jewish children’s books pub-
lished in France and also sensitized assimi-
lated French Jewish authors to write on
Jewish topics other than the Holocaust. In the
same year, the London Jewish Chronicle was
approached to establish an award for the best
Jewish children’s book, and the British Jewish
Book Council, to establish a Jewish Book Week
for Children, which is now being considered.
In 1999, the new Association of Jewish Librar-
ies—Victorian Chapter in Australia, organized
by Katrina Kolt (who had attended the
Jerusalem symposium), organized its first
Jewish Book Week and is considering estab-
lishing an award. In the first month of 1993,
The New Zealand Jewish Chronicle’s editor,
Judith Clearwater, wrote to me inquiring about
the mechanics of administering and funding
book awards. From the initial stages of con-
ference planning, American author Sonia Levi-
tin offered to sponsor awards in two separate
countries, if we could find a way of adminis-
tering them.

Children’s books with Jewish content are es-
sential in the national popular literature of a
country more than ever. The breakup of the
Soviet Union has stirred feelings of nation-
alism, and loosened the tongues of antisemitic
groups. A worldwide economic depression

has encouraged scapegoating, of which Jews
are always the target. Jewish children need to
have their ethnic self-identity reinforced, and

" non-Jews need to be educated in the ways of

Jewish families and Jewish beliefs. Through
the inclusion of children’s books with positive
Jewish content in national literatures and in
school reading materials, antisemitism may be
eased.

Progress in promoting the publication of Jew-
ish children’s books in Europe has been slow.
The press of other duties intrudes, but with
the publication of this issue of Judaica Li-
brarianship, with its full coverage of the sym-
posium—which | hope to distribute around
the world (with a set of guidelines on how to
seek donors to fund a children’s book award
and how to administer it)—I look to more
progress in future years. )

| thank my co-editor, Bella Hass Weinberg, and
our style editor, Zachary Baker, for their careful
attention to and long hours spent editing
these proceedings.
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“. .. a major contribution to the Jewish con-
versations through the ages, on theodicy, and
the problem of evil generally.” Dr. Norman
Lamm, President, Yeshiva University

“A major work . . . a great intellectual and
spiritual effort . . . an impor-
tant contribution ...”  Joseph

Dan, Professor of Kabbalah, He-
brew University

“. .. there is no comparable
volume offering such a compre-
hensive, authoritative and in-
telligible discussion on the
problem . . . a remarkable effort to offer a fresh
approach . ..”  Paul Mendes-Flohr, Professor of
Philosophy, Hebrew University, Editor, Contempo-
rary Jewish Religious Thought

“a major work in the Philosophy of Religion .
. . a major intellectual achievement. . . a highly
original and satisfying resolution to the ancient
theological and philosophical problems of
theodicy . . . Birnbaum writes clearly and with

great intellectual conviction . . . A masterful
achievement. Highly recommended.” Canon
William Johnson, Prof. of Philosophy, Brandeis
University

«

‘.. . a masterpiece for our times . . . a boon
to theologians of all denominations as well as to
intelligent laymen . . . vast erudition and fasci-
nating insights . ..”  Rabbi Benjamin Blech, As-
sociate Professor of Talmud, Yeshiva University

“

... an original, very promising point of view
. . . a philosophically coherent and highly mod-
ern insight. . . a unified metaphysics within the
constraints of Jewish doctrine, consistent with
its historical development and consistent with
secular scientific thought.”  Louis Dupre’, Prof.
of Religious Studies, Yale University ‘

“important and original . . . lucid and percep-
tive”  Lawrence Schiffman, Professor of Hebrew
and Judaic Studies, New York University

“a new synthesis . . . a fasci-
nating contribution to the

philosophy of religion . . . I can
certainly recommend it.” John
J. Collins, Professor of Theology,
Notre Dame

“. .. an evident intellectual

aring . . . a fascinating, origi-
nal and provocative reformu-
lation of medieval Lurianic
Kabbalah...” Richard A. Co-
hen, Professor of Philosophy,
Univ. of Alabama

“abold attempt to formulate
an ingenious theory . . ."
Rabbi Walter S. Wurzburger,
Professor of Philosophy, YU, For-
mer Editor, Tradition

“A challenging and impres-
sivenewbook...” RabbiNa-
hum Rabinovitch, Rosh Yeshiva,
Yeshivat Birkat Moshe, Israel

“the combination of erudi-
tion and lucid analysis gives
your book a special place in our library . . .”
Chaim Herzog, President, State of Israel

“

. . . author and scholar David Birnbaum
achieves what has eluded the greatest minds and
thinkers . . . looks at the evidence from a genu-
inely fresh and original perspective . . .” A,
Mark Levin, Rabbi, Anshe Sphard Congregation

“All who read this book will find much in-

struction, insight, and mate-

Theodicy:

DAVID BIRNBAUM

reconciling God &

I felt again the pull of great ideas, the struggles

of Masters grappling with Mysteries ...” Ger
ard Vanderhaar, Prof. of Religion, Christian Broth-
ers College

rial for reflection . . . I find the
overall thesis of the book
touching and inspiring.”
Rabbi Irving Greenberg, Presi-
dent, CLAL

“absorbing and impressive .
.. David Shatz, Prof. of Phi-
losophy, Yeshiva University

“...achallengingand com-
pelling new hypothesis.. . . in-
tellectually stimulating . . . It
took me back again to my
seminary studies of Aquinas.

The editors of KTAV PUBLISHING wish to congratulate
our author David Birnbaum on the Fourth Printing of his
seminal work GOD and EVIL. The best-selling work, a Main
Feature Selection of the Jewish Book Club, is now a required
course text at major universities around the world.

The book has received extraordinary attention around the
world, and has been reviewed from Berkeley to Oxford; from
Jerusalem to Rome. The work is a reminder of the power of
ideas to transcend all barriers.

From the Publisher

Bernard Scharfstein
Publisher
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‘has

caused

a
slight

Stir . . .

religion in the face of evil

“Birnbaum proposes a simultaneous solution
to two major issues in philosophy: "theodicy"
and “eternal origins,” the net effect of which is
a daring assault on the superstructure of West-
ern philosophy . . . powerful and original . . . the

book has a potential for great:

ness . . ." Rabbi Mamwin
Tokayer, Rabbi Emeritus, Jewish
Comunity of Japan

“an extremely significant
volume which grapples forth-
rightly and originally with the
problem . . . well-organized,
clearly written, persuasive . . .
Birnbaum comes as close as
possible to solving the awe-
some dilemma of evil in a
world created by a just G-d.”

The Jewish World
“the best contemporary
book on theodicy”

The Christian Century

“a provocative study . . . a
stimulating book . . . a unified
philosophical theodicy of di-
vine and human potential
within the boundaries of tradi-
tional classic Jewish expres-
sion..."

Holocaust Studies, Oxford

“Wiesel and Birnbaum share a deep respect
for, and loyalty to, their ancestral faith. Yet the
contrast between their approaches is ultimately
perhaps as instructive as the approaches them-
selves. Birnbaum’s approach is essentially that
of the intellectual, philosopher, and theologian
. . . There is much to admire in Birnbaum'’s
grand systematic style”

Canadian Catholic Review

900 Jefferson Street

KAy

fax: (201) 963-0102

KTAV PUBLISHING

Hoboken, N.J. 07030

“a compelling, stimulating,
and creative contribution...”
Jewish Book News

TO ORDER

J. Levine Co. :

5 West 30th Street, NYC 10001

(credit card phone orders accepted)

and other fine bookstores

God and Evil is available @ $19.95 (hardcover) at:

Phone (212) 695-6888 Fax (212) 643-1044

“Those who are seeking a sys-
tematic, philosophical Jewish
approach to the problem of evil
will be richly rewarded . . . This
is a very ambitious, and there-
fore philosophically exciting
book.”

Conservative Judaism

“an intellectually and religiously significant
synthesis of ideas . . . With intellectual rigor,
David Birnbaum offers a new approach . . . a

careful, challenging and enriching guide . . .”
Journal of Reform Judaism

“meticulously argued, impec-
cably researched . . . an excel-
lentwork of immense value.”

Expository Times, London

“a comprehensive, scholarly
approach”
The Jerusalem Post

“Birnbaum attempts a global solution unify-

. ing the philosophical perspective with a be-

liever’s mediations.”
Gregorianum, Pontificia Universities Gregorian,
Rome

“Birnbaum succeeds . . . and in a language ac-
cessible to every reader . . .”
Gabriel Vahanian veview in Foi et Vie, Paris

“conveys valuable opinion and bold insight.”
Norwegian Theological Journal, Oslo

“written by a Jewish philosopher/theologian,
the book proposes to set out a 'unified formula-
tion' . . . a most stimulating book . . . no doubt
we will see references to ideas sketched in this
book for many years to come . . ."

Milltown Studies, Dublin

“a bold and highly original synthesis .
within the parameters of an authentically Jew-
ish, "halakhic’ point of view . . . an intellectual
odyssey . . . Birnbaum, like the Kabbalists of old
dares to raise the question of the origins of the

»

Creator of the universe . . .
Sanford Drob, Editor-in-Chief, NY Jewish Review
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acknowledge
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continuing
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of the
|. Edward
Kiev
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for the
publication
of
Judaica

Librarianship.
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We
mourmn the
assing of
Mr. Ludwig
Jesselson,
benefactor

of
Judaica
libraries
and of
Judaica

Librarianship.
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This issue of

Juaaica Librarianship

is dedicated to

the memory of

Amnon Zipin,
April 10, 1946—June 16, 1993,

At the time of his death he was
Jewish Studies Bibliographer,
Ohio State University Libraries.

He made many contributions
to the Association of Jewish Libraries
and to the profession of
Judaica librarianship, including serving

as Co-Chair of the
First International Conference of
Judaica and lsraeli Librarians,
to which the
First International
Symposium on Jewish

Children’s Literature

was linked.
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