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We Must Become the Heroes
 

“Stupid Jews! Stupid Jews! Stupid Jews!” The words of my peers disturbed the core of my soul, and in my memory, I watched them- those ignorant people. With their pictures of crooked, chalkboard Swastikas haunting me, I heard those foul words again: “I’m Hitler. I’m going to kill you!” Yet in their roaring shrieks, I heard not hatred, but ignorance. In their detestable gestures, I saw not evil, but foolishness. How could my classmates laugh and make a mockery of the crematoriums that burned the flesh and charred the hopes of the victims gripped by the Holocaust? How could my friends poke fun at the millions of human lives that were lost in the horrendous injustice- the “Final Solution”? On that day, a realization came to me: I am part of the generation that is blind and silent, the generation infected by the two foulest characteristics of mankind- unawareness and indifference. Now, my generation is the problem, but armed with understanding and unity, we can be the solution to prejudice and honor the victims by passing down the pages of history that should never have been written.

“Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, that turned my life into one long night seven times sealed.  Never shall I forget that smoke…”

 
Above all, we simply must remember. Though tragic, we must look back at the Holocaust and see the death toll given in history classes as the faces of people with souls and lost aspirations. We must look back at the blood stained walls of Chelmno, Auschwitz-Birkenau, Belzek, Majdanek, and the other hundreds of concentration camps that imprisoned beaten and emaciated beings so that we may glimpse the outcome of making no change (“The Camps”). We must look back at the ideologies of Nazis and figures like Hitler and Reinhard Heydrich. We must remember because, “To forget the dead would be akin to killing them a second time" (Wiesel). It is crucial to remember the past so that we can begin to understand the prejudice that manifested into the Holocaust and take strides towards a better present and optimistic future. We must! It is in our hands to remove the blindfolds and break the silence. For it was not Hitler nor the Nazis alone that reigned over Jews, Roma, the disabled, and the other innocent beings that were viciously slaughtered, but also prejudice fueled by the ignorance and indifference of those whose eyes were blinded and whose beliefs were silent. We must remember to pass on what survivors can never erase from their memories.

“Never shall I forget the small faces of the children whose bodies I saw transformed into smoke under a silent sky.  Never shall I forget those flames that consumed my faith forever…”

As Greek philosopher, Cicero, said, “To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain a child always.” Our generation must evolve intellectually, and to do so, questions of why and how must be asked. Why did such strong prejudice exist, and how did people let genocide slip by as if it were justified, as if it were tolerable, as if it were human?  Even children, purely innocent, were taken during the Holocaust; 1.5 million of them never lived past the nightmare (Harris and Oppenheimer).  Though unrivaled hate is the initial cause of prejudice, ignorance and inaction are the accomplices of the antagonist. It was with the support of ignorance and apathy that six million European Jews, three million Polish Catholics, three million Soviet prisoners of war, 700,000 Serbians, a quarter of a million Roma, 150,000 handicapped or resistant Germans, 12,000 homosexuals, and 2,500 Jehovah’s Witnesses were slaughtered (“Total Deaths…”). The human race should be ashamed to have let such horrid injustice pass, and those who remain stagnant should be ashamed for doing nothing to prevent the current genocides and prejudices. Genocide in Uganda, Tibet, Gaza, Darfur, the Middle East, and numerous other places still thrives. In April, the bodies of 11,000 victims of Rwandan genocide floated on murky river waters (Olukya), yet the majority of people merely glance at the death toll as it appears on the television screen and then go about their daily lives, oblivious and hushed. Today, 926 hate groups exist in the United States alone; this includes white nationalists, Klansman separatists, neo-Nazis and others all tied by one main similarity- hatred (Chen). We must remember the Holocaust in order to create a world in which atrocious injustice cannot stomp aspirations- aspirations the victims of the Holocaust never could fulfill. 

“Never shall I forget the nocturnal silence that deprived me for all eternity of the desire to live.  Never shall I forget those moments that murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to ashes…”

 
We must look back into the lives of the people who fought for justice even if it meant staring into the eyes of the Angel of Death. We must look back at people like Raoul Wallenberg, who saved the lives of 100,000 Hungarian Jews knowing fully that his courage could be fatal (Larsson) and Lola Hahn-Warburg, the organizer of the Kindertransport program which brought 10,000 children to safety in England. (“Kindertransport…”). We must glimpse back and try to imitate the strength and persistence of people like Irena Sendler, rescuer of 2,500 Jewish children living in the Warsaw Ghetto (“Irena Sendler…”). Though not everyone can accomplish such vast feats, taking each unified step, however tiny, bears tremendous significance. Supporting peace-promoting organizations like the National Peace Foundation, promoting the construction and maintenance of memorials and museums that keep the world conscious of the past, and even speaking out against prejudices through voice or written words are each ways of creating a more benevolent world- a world victims killed by the clutches of hate can never see.

“Never shall I forget those things, even were I condemned to live as long as God Himself.  
Never.” (Wiesel) 

           Not enough of the human race has learned from the Holocaust, and though people are scared of being covered by the night, most are content with living in the darkness. Though individuals of our society have the right and the privilege of speaking out, they remain silent. Lack of money, lack of power, lack of energy, lack of eloquence, lack of confidence- all insufficient excuses. What the general population lacks are vision and a voice. Opposites will always exist: overwhelming evil can overtake the earth, but so can bountiful righteousness. The evil has been marked down in history and is still occurring in the forms of detestable prejudice and genocide. Now, it is in the hands of humanity, especially the “last” generation, to make peace triumph. To memorize facts and to shed a tear for the victims of the Holocaust is not enough. We must tear down the blindfolds that blur our vision, and we must shout out against prejudice and amplify each other’s voices in unity. We must begin to live like dignified humans; we must live- live like the heroes of the Holocaust. Together we must cry out, “Never again!”
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