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The Stories

“Try the matzah ball soup!”


Their request was emphatic and insistent; I could not help but obey.  They eagerly passed me a bowl filled with a thin layer of light-brown chicken broth and adorned with three hearty, enormous meatballs.  The dish appeared a bit unorthodox to my uncultured eyes, but my eleven-year-old curiosity drove me to partake.  It did prove to be quite delicious, and I verbalized my satisfaction. 


“He likes it.  He likes the matzah ball soup!”


I was amazed by the amicability and enthusiasm of the two elderly Jewish women with whom I shared an interfaith Seder dinner at “Temple Israel,” a Reformed house of worship in Minneapolis, Minnesota.  Here, I enjoyed the company of my newfound “buddies” and relished in this rich, eye-opening cultural experience.  We ate, we chatted, we laughed, and over the course of our conversation, it was revealed that one of the women was born and raised in Poland, my ancestral homeland.  As it so happened, my father knew a bit of Polish, and the two spoke to each other in the language for a bit, much to the woman’s delight.  We were having a wonderful time.


Then, I saw it.


Faint blue markings were partially concealed under the Polish woman’s dainty shirt sleeve, though they appeared to be a series of numbers branded on her arm.  My parents and I politely inquired, and she did not hesitate to elaborate.  As a young child, she was taken to Auschwitz-Birkenau – the infamous Nazi work camp where approximately 1.6 million Jews and other “undesirables” were massacred in gas chambers, slaughtered through shootings or beatings, and disposed of in vast crematoriums (Fischel 47; 173).  And on her delicate flesh, she forever bore the indelible mark of genocide. 


As one might imagine, this experience was life changing, for I met an authentic, tangible face from the Holocaust.  I listened as she reiterated her experience firsthand, and I saw the tattoo that bore witness to her inconceivable oppression.  Of course, I already had a basic knowledge of the Jewish Holocaust and of its hallmark events, but my direct interaction with a survivor was what made the Holocaust feel real and visceral to me.  I discovered that the Holocaust was not a distant, abstract occurrence that merely comprised yet another chapter in world history.  Rather, the Holocaust forever transformed the actual lives of men, women, and children – human beings who were subjected to inhuman sadism.  I ardently wish that all students could personally visit even one survivor, for I believe that firsthand experiences yield greater understanding and evoke sincerer compassion.  However, as the years pass, this idealization seems less and less likely.  In 1997, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum estimated that only 140,000 survivors are alive in America – a relatively small figure when compared to the six million who perished in the Holocaust (Buckner).  Eleven years have passed, and this figure continues to dwindle at a frightening rate.  And when one thinks about it, a six-year-old child who was liberated from a death camp at the end of World War II would be about seventy years of age today.    It is thus clear that future generations will not have the opportunity to know living Holocaust victims.


When the last survivor passes on, who will be there to share the stories and thus make Holocaust history tangible, accessible, alive, and meaningful?  The answer is clear: we must take the next step, for it is absolutely imperative that we educate future generations and perpetuate Holocaust remembrance by reiterating their stories.  Though it may not be ideal, we must operate as the conduit between the next generation and the generation that preceded us.  Why is Holocaust education so essential?  It is because of this oft-cited truth: Forgotten history profits nothing, and the mistakes of the past will become the mistakes of the present if we neglect to remember.  When we forget the stories, it is easy to lapse into old sins.  The Rwandan genocide, which resulted in the slaughter of around 800,000 Tutsis at the hands of Hutus, occurred only fifteen years ago, and the killings in Darfur are ongoing, therefore disproving the supposition that the Jewish Holocaust could never be replicated (“Rwanda”).  Genocide is not an evil that is bounded by the past; it is an ever present plague that strikes all who are apt to forget.


Therefore, it is clear that education and reiteration are essential to the cause of genocide prevention.  However, how we present the past is just as important as what we present.  As I have already stressed, we must convey the stories of survivors and heroes in order to render Holocaust remembrance into a real and relevant study.  Yes, it is good learn the death tolls, know the prominent figures of the Holocaust, and be able to define Zyklon B, but if we take raw historical objectivity and divorce it from our moral sensibilities and our transcendent human connectivity, we render education into a benign and impersonal force that is diametrically incapable of eliciting change.  We live in an Internet-dominated world, and we are inundated with factual tidbits and statistical figures on a constant basis.  We therefore cannot hope to convey Holocaust education effectively if we are merely presenting numbers and events, divorced from any ethical or humanitarian context.  We must temper our objectivity with personal accounts, for it is the stories that will connect the past and the present through an inextricable emotional bond.  It is the stories that will ultimately extinguish our lethal ambivalence. 


Fortunately, a myriad of stories have been captured in literature and on film.  In his famous book Night, Elie Weisel eloquently relates his harrowing childhood experiences in Auschwitz, Buna, and Buchenwald as a despised and dehumanized European Jew (Brown v).  Steven Spielburg’s Academy Award winning film Schindler’s List poetically and captivatingly conveys the true story of Oscar Schindler, an imperfect Nazi affiliate who eventually liberated over 1,100 Jews from almost certain death in concentration camps (“Synopsis”).  This film particularly resounds with me, for it does more than simply illustrate the horrors of the Holocaust; rather, it shows that flawed and ordinary people can perform in extraordinary capacities.  Put simply, stories enhance our ability to empathize and thus motivate us to prevent the spread of genocide, be it through overarching educational reforms or individual advocacy.


A few months after my Seder meal at “Temple Israel,” I received an Easter card in the mail from one of the women whom I had met at the temple.  Enclosed, there was a coupon – good for discounted matzah ball soup at Byerly’s, a Minnesota-based supermarket.  At the time, I considered the card and coupon to be little more than a very friendly (and somewhat unusual) gesture.  As I look back, however, it seems as if there was something more to her uncommon thoughtfulness.  I am convinced that I did not receive a mere coupon.  I received an invitation.  An invitation to connect with her people.  An invitation to acknowledge the past.  An invitation to remember the stories.    


And now, it is my goal to “spread the matzah” to all who wish to extinguish the threat of genocide – to all who treasure remembrance.
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