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Awake, awake, Oh Sleeper*

To my Polish neighbors, I was born in the year of blessedness – in the year 1991 – after the ominous Berlin Wall fell down, and freedom fighters, like Lech Walesa, led their nation into a new era of freedom. Slowly, the nightmares of the Holocaust faded on the horizon, as the rising sun of hope and brotherhood greeted my new generation. Yet even as the terrors of Communism and Nazism subsided, their remnants lived on in the hearts of their children. The blood wars of anti-Semitism had left their stain, even in my classmates. At school, my friends entertained themselves with dirty jokes about Jews, Gypsies, and Negroes alike. To them, these stereotypical jokes were innocuous. When I objected, they usually dismissed me as lacking a sense of humor, being too touchy, or diminishing their right to voice their opinions. “Why would anyone feel offended by a few familiar ethnic jokes,” they quipped. At my tender age of ten, I could not find words to answer them. All I knew was that what they said was wrong and that it hurt. When I saw them mock my gypsy classmates and threaten to assault my visiting African American friend, it stabbed a knife into my back. I could not endure the pain, so, in my innocence, I did the only thing I could – I reached out to the outcast in love.

Such were my first encounters with prejudice in its most “innocent” beginnings, and yet how terrible it seemed, even in my childlike eyes. Years later, as I wandered down the dark streets of Auschwitz, I found myself face to face with it again, but this time, in its most monstrous form. It stared at me through the hollowed eyes of its skeletal children, the flameless windows of its crematory ovens, the faceless mountain of spectacles stacked behind its glass doors. And yet it spoke not a word. Deafening silence. It was that stillness that bothered me the most – the cold serenity of the dead, no, of the living.  

Elie Wiesel once said that hatred begets more hatred, but somewhere enmity must begin (Wiesel). The Holocaust shows us that, first, the germ of envy provokes man to find a scapegoat for his sin. And then, Envy awakens Hatred who rouses Violence to pounce upon its prey, while beckoning in its fiendish friend Genocide already crouching at its door. Thus, in the midst of a worldwide economic depression, the rationalized hatred of the “International Jew” coalesced under the tutelage of its progenitor, Henry Ford (Logsdon). Speck by speck, brick by brick, it gained strength. Like a narcotic, Prejudice quietly injected itself into the hearts of mankind and flourished under the vigilant protection of its accomplice – Indifference.

Of course, at first, prejudice’s odious presence evoked an immediate response – a brief struggle for air, a dizzying cough. Like a child who puts his first cigarette into his mouth, man’s first response was to spit it out in disgust. Yet soon, as such behavior became “fashionable,” he slowly adjusted to its minuscule dose, and then to greater ones, until it ultimately consumed him. At first, the fanatical chants of Hitler’s army “the Jew is our misfortune” seemed harmless – the foolish ravings of demented madmen (Johnson 89). Jews quietly went about their business, oblivious to the anti-Semitic poison that Hitler daily spewed forth. And so, prejudice furtively grew, until the “Night of Broken Glass” and the mass deportations came and went without a struggle.

No where else are the detrimental effects of such “innocent prejudice” as blatant as in the mournful stories of the Shoah. Its age-old lessons will forever ring true. The death camps of Aushwitz, Sobibor, Belzec, Chelmno, Treblinka, and Majdanek solemnly warn us of the vitriolic consequences of words that, in themselves, yield “the power over life and death” (Proverbs 18:21). Yet perhaps more importantly, the Holocaust teaches us that silence can prove equally deadly. To say that the world did not know about Hitler’s “Final Solution” would connote sheer folly. No, everyone knew. One brave Polish diplomat, Jan Karski, even when as far as Washington to tell his story; yet, when Karski met with President Roosevelt’s Supreme Court Justice, Felix Frankfurter, the great jurist said, “Sir, I am not saying that you are lying, but I choose not to believe you” (Eizenstat 3). Here, once again, we must suckle this important truth: the government does not respond to facts, statistics or the plea of the insignificant sufferer. It reacts to the pressure that you and I create. Many times, only tension can cause a nation to “rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood” (King). And so, we have that choice.

Each day, countless injustices unfold before our eyes. The genocides in Darfur, the anti-Semitic (i.e. anti-Zionist) attacks in the Middle East and Europe command our speedy attention, and we must take action. Lamenting over such atrocities is not compassionate, because it does not cost us anything. Compassion, from its roots, means suffering with (Olasky 126).The Holocaust survivors have passed down to us their mission – to speak out against injustice. Thus, as torchbearers of their legacy, we must cry out in the halls of our schools, churches, and communities and on the far-reaching pages of the internet, until the voice of the voiceless is finally heard. We have already seen the potential of words to sow evil, and now we must prove the power of words to birth love. The only way to combat darkness is with light, for love covers a multitude of wrongs (1 Peter 4:8). History has revealed man’s potential to hate, and now we must show our children man’s capacity to love. Let us not underestimate the power of truth and love, for the only thing faster than the speed of light is darkness fleeing from light.

            Here, education plays a key role. In this culture of pervasive entertainment, we must not allow our children to bury the memories of the Holocaust with its survivors. Despite opposition, we must encourage our children to penetrate its dark lessons and to gain inspiration from its heroes, those ordinary men and women who rose above fear and prejudice to risk their lives for a stranger. With the chilling images of the Holocaust engraved in their minds, our children will not feel tempted to convert the blessings of technology into weapons of mass destruction. However, if we let the flame of remembrance die now, it shall never be rekindled again.

We cannot drive our children to learn, but we can create an environment in which knowledge flourishes. We cannot force people to love, but we can protect ourselves and others from racial fanaticism by restoring those principles that assure mutual respect (Hoffman 277). Together, we can provoke our governments to raise the cost of genocide. And so, there are no limits to what we can achieve.  

            Today, each one of us stands at a crossroads. What shall we do with the knowledge that the Holocaust has given us? Shall we raise the banner of justice and truth, or shall we shrink back in indifference? Will we respond to the cry of the oppressed, or will we continue to live in a fairytale, dead to truth, alive, but not truly existing? Upon our answer hangs the fate of humanity.
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*essay title taken from Kelanie Gloeckler’s song “Awake Oh Sleeper”

 

 

