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:
I am not ashamed of my tears!
“All men are created equal……with certain unalienable Rights that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness”   United States Declaration of Independence 

My father, like his father before him, insisted I also attend Hebrew school.  Although I had learned about the holocaust many times in school I admit I was never so informed and moved to tears about the Holocaust until a family visit to Berlin in the summer of 2008.  This trip to Berlin stirred up emotions in me that I did not know existed. Today, like the traditional passing of the torah at one’s Bar Mitzvah from one generation to the next, I feel stronger than ever that it is vital to pass on the remembrance, history and lessons of the Holocaust from one generation to the next. However, no text book could have taught me what I was able to personally experience that day in Berlin. 

I believe the best way we can prevent making the same mistakes of the past is to first analyze and formulate our own lessons from the Holocaust. Just like every dignitary that goes to Israel visits Yad Vashem, I was able to better understand the Holocaust event by personally visiting the Jewish memorials in Berlin, Germany in the summer of 2008. Please allow me the time to write about my personal experiences in Berlin and you will then have some insight as to why I believe it is vital to pass the Holocaust’s horrific lessons onto future generations.

My family and I visited the Berlin Holocaust Memorial, a site of nearly 2700 stone slabs which is called the “Monument to the Murdered Jews of Europe."  While walking through the slabs I got the impression of walking through a cemetery with each slab representing thousands of unknown dead.  Although this is a monument to the murdered Jews in Europe it spoke volumes to me, and all who visit I am sure, about the phrase man’s inhumanity to man. The lesson I and others can take away from visiting this site is that these slabs could just as easily represent recent mass murders of people in Rwanda, Darfur or the Balkans. This memorial serves as a reminder, a lesson, to all that this did happen and that it can not be allowed to happen in the future.

Another visit that day was to the Fallen Leaves exhibit within The Berlin Jewish Museum.  This exhibit allows visitors to walk across a floor of cast iron faces that each displays a look of agony on them. As you walk across these cast iron faces you hear a noise that I interpreted as voices of children, and adults shouting out for help; help that was never answered, screams that no one listened to. The lesson from these unheard screams is that ordinary citizens and our political leaders must do all that we and they can to prevent these atrocities. We as citizens and they as political leaders must have the strength to step in to right a wrong.  If we are to have a chance to prevent this from happening again then these screams need to echo through the generations and across the world.

Our final visit that day was “Track 17” which is a chilling reminder of the methodical rounding up of Jews from Berlin to the concentration camps.  As you walk along the train station platform you read plaques that say Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, Treblinka and others.  I started to cry and the tour guide said to me, “Do not be ashamed of your tears”.  This phrase led me to write my recent college essay which ended as follows:

“………Just like the day in Berlin, Germany on “Track 17” when I was not ashamed of my tears, I now realize that throughout my young life I have never been ashamed of my tears.  Each tear has represented the passing of one of my life experiences for another.  But the tears I shed in Germany were different; they were for a group of people that were herded away like cattle to their eventual death and will never have a chance to shed tears again; as they will never have any more life experiences”.

 
As we drove out of Berlin past the fine restaurants, stores, office buildings and people going about their everyday lives in a persistent state of normalcy, I am reminded of one final lesson that day, “the horror of the Holocaust is not that it deviated from human norms; the horror is that it didn’t” (Yehuda Bauer).

 
As a student I believe we can combat and prevent prejudice, discrimination and violence in our world today through personal visits to such horrific sites and the implementation of the following:

 (1)   There must be a continual ground swell of individuals who remind us daily that atrocities in our world continue to exist and that public opinion can help put an end to such prejudice, discrimination and violence.  Unprecedented access to instant media can help form public opinion and generate awareness that the war against these crimes still needs to be addressed. Instant media today takes the form of (a) cell phone camera’s, (b) you-tube video’s, (c) internet blogs and of course (d) world wide TV reporting.  From such daily access to events that shape our world I believe that one’s natural senses to stop such atrocities in the future will be awakened. Anyone who believes we should combat these crimes needs to be aware that he or she has the power to be part of the instant media solution and help generate a ground swell of support against such common and uncommon day occurrences.

 

(2)   Like in the 1960’s the peace symbol became a world wide symbol against war; today we need another symbol that stands for the end of crimes against mankind. Such a symbol might incorporate a symbol from the Jewish, Catholic and Muslim faiths and further include the so-called different colors of the world’s inhabitants. This symbol should be made available free to every student, in every school, throughout the world. It should be disbursed and part of a lesson plan that teachers discuss with their students on Holocaust Remembrance Day of each year.

 (3)   When confronted with an atrocity against man our President must recall the words of Edmund Burke, “the surest way to ensure that evil will triumph in the world is for enough good people to do nothing”. Our President does not have to go it alone, he can call upon the United Nations and/or NATO to first impose economic sanctions against the country(s) involved in such crimes against man and, if that is not enough to stop it, then we must be willing to take the next step and consider the world’s military option. Coordination of information sharing to identify such atrocities and coordination of world wide actions designed to stop these crimes against mankind I feel will go a long way to stopping another holocaust.

We learn in the United States early on that the Declaration of Independence provides that its people have the unalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Would it not be great if the world followed the same dream?    
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