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Voices for the Truth


 “Trying to protect his students' innocence

he told them the Ice Age was really just

the Chilly age, a period of a million years

when everyone had to wear sweaters.

 And the Stone Age became the Gravel Age,

named after the long driveways of the time.

 The Spanish Inquisition was nothing more

than an outbreak of questions such as

“How far is it from here to Madrid?”

“What do you call the matador's hat?”

The War of the Roses took place in a garden

and the Enola Gay dropped one tiny atom

on Japan.

 The children would leave his classroom

for the playground to torment the weak

and the smart,

mussing up their hair and breaking their glasses,

while he gathered up his notes and walked home

past flower beds and white picket fences,

wondering if they would believe that soldiers

in the Boer War told long, rambling stories

designed to make the enemy nod off”

 (“The History Teacher,” Billy Collins).

 I sat in a buzzing classroom of students, excited for the history lesson from my eccentric teacher, Mr. Anderson. He passed his love of learning on to us like no teacher I'd ever had before. Today, he placed a DVD into the player and switched on the television. The atmosphere in the room shifted from chaos to silence in a matter of seconds. Images of naked, burning bodies flashed across the screen—bare bones and empty faces, horrific skeletons of lost souls. Auschwitz. Buchenwald. Dachau. Krakow. Some students doodled on the corners of old papers or napped on their desks. Inside my head, I screamed. “Why aren't you watching?!? How can you turn away your eyes from these horrible images?” I hated studying the Holocaust. I hated watching the people dehumanized, tormented, and obliterated. Real people. Crematorium flames consumed their dreams, their futures, and their reality. The Nazis stole not only the Jewish people's physical existence, they robbed them of their deep religious faith. “Where is God?” some victims questioned, as the torture of loss overwhelmed their belief in a loving Supreme Being. In the encompassing despair of the concentration camp, Buna, one Jewish man stated, “I have more faith in Hitler than in anyone else. He alone has kept his promises, all his promises, to the Jewish people (Wiesel, 81).” I hate studying the Holocaust, but I know the reason why we do. We are still fighting the war. “As a living human race we cannot allow the enemy's “one last victory” by “allowing his crimes to be erased from human memory (Wiesel, viii).” 
The Holocaust exists not merely as an event in history or a list of names on a stone. The Holocaust translates literally to “sacrifice by fire.” The Nazi regime persecuted and annihilated over six million Jews and other people who did not fit Adolf Hitler's model of perfection (“The Holocaust”). Ghettos, firing squads, forced labor camps, gas chambers, and death marches destroyed two thirds of the European Jewish population from 1933 to 1945. As World War II began to turn against the Axis, the Nazis sought more efficient methods and accelerated the pace of extermination. These abominable crimes continued until the Allies liberated the prisoners in 1945. At that time, beautiful reassuring words might have promised, “genocide ended here.” It did not. Genocide reemerged on a smaller scale, yet with the same brutality, in Cambodia, Bosnia, Rwanda, and Darfur, and still continues in our immediate reality. 
In the midst of the raging Holocaust, a light appeared in the form of a young boy. Helmut Hübener, age seventeen, was the youngest opponent of the Third Reich when he formulated a plan to defy the Nazi's propaganda machine. Hübener was a member in the Hitler Youth Group, but as conditions in Germany shifted to the unjustifiable persecution of the Jewish people, Hübener realized the government was wrong. He knew he could not singlehandedly defeat the Nazis, so he focused on informing the German public of their outrageous deceit. Along with two other young boys, Hübener acquired a radio and listened to BBC broadcasts in order to secretly write and distribute pamphlets contradicting Nazi propaganda (Schnibbe). Eventually, Hübener and his partners' actions were discovered by a Nazi Party member, and the group was arrested under charges of conspiracy and high treason. Helmut, a martyr of truth, was beheaded by guillotine at a prison in Berlin (“Helmut Hübener”). Hübener knew the truth, and he chose not to remain silent. 
Helmut Hübener is proof that one tiny pebble's ripples can spread to distant, unknown shores. The fearless acts of one individual possess immeasurable potential for either good or evil. One person can influence others enough to make a considerable difference. Helmut's bravery inspires me, as a seventeen year old, to speak out to combat prejudice. I can influence legislation to promote individual rights. Even more, I can be a voice in my own community, speaking out for those whose voices are not strong enough to speak for themselves. “Wherever men and women are persecuted because of their race, religion, or political views, that place must—at that moment—become the center of the universe (Wiesel 119).” The Holocaust began with the idea that one group was less valuable than others. To prevent future holocausts we must struggle against that misperception wherever it appears.
Who are the children, the children mussing hair and breaking glasses, tormenting the weak and the smart? We are. Each instance in which, in our ignorance, we persecute, marginalize, or victimize another, the Holocaust continues. Who are the teachers, the teachers responsible for the approaching future consumed by or devoid of genocide? We are. Our generation stands as the link from the realm of the remaining Holocaust survivors to a world without their fervent testimonies, reminding us of our duty. The pain the survivors endure recalling traumatic memories to pass on their precious legacies must not be in vain. What kind of teachers will we be? Will we rationalize and summarize and minimize the difficult subject of the Holocaust, sharing only numbers, dates, and names to “protect the innocence of our children”? Statistics teach nothing. Emotions evoke conviction. It is vital we combat the recurrence of Holocaust atrocities by remembering the real and personal suffering. 
Remembering is a beginning, but it is not enough. As I listen in reflective veneration, I perceive voices penetrating the silence, urging, “Remember us, but do not only remember us. Take action.” I turn to my neighbor who is a constantly ridiculed Mexican-American. I smile and invite him to be friends. Their voices are now my voice.
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