Teaching the Holocaust to the Next Generation
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On Yom Kippur 2009 I asked our congregation to put joy at the center of Jewish life. I was concerned that for too long the Jewish community has put down our own tradition as meaningless or boring [just think of any Jewish joke and it is a self-deprecating one]. I was concerned that there has been an over-emphasis on victimhood and the Holocaust as the essence of our Jewish identity. I fully understand this was a hard statement for many in our congregation to hear from their rabbi. 

At the same time I asked us all to pledge that in addition to finding and creating regular joy in our Jewish lives that we find an appropriate way to honor the Holocaust and ensure that the next generation knows our history and its lessons. I suggested the following model for a healthy embrace of the Holocaust: 
(i) As Jews, who suffered the worst during the Holocaust, we must make a priority to honor Yom HaShoah, Holocaust Memorial Day each year.

(ii) As a congregation we pledge to read a holocaust related book every year.

(iii) As Jews, we have a special responsibility while we are here to make sure that genocide and ethnic cleansing never happens again on the face of the earth. 
Now is our opportunity to make good on these pledges. While you continue to create joy in your Shabbat and Holiday celebrations, also put the following in your calendar:

(i) Yom HaShoah-Holocaust Memorial Day is Sunday, May 1 this year. Our tradition is to light a yellow memorial candle the night before. You can pick one up at the front desk starting in April.
(ii) Read the incredible short story “Yosl Rakover Talks to God” by Zvi Kolitz (appropriate for adults & teens). Click here for a digital version on the temple website (http://www.templebethelsoc.org/shoah.html). Read this story. If you have teens, please share it with them. And join me for a book group discussion: (a) Daytime Book Club:  Tuesday, April 12th at 11:30am; or (b) Women of the Book: Wednesday, May 11th at 7:30pm. 
(iii) Join me and my family as we “Walk to End Genocide”
on Sunday, April 3, 2011. Sign up online (www.walktoendgenocide.org ) and click on orange Orange County “Walk to End Genocide.” To register to walk with Temple Beth El (click on “join a team”) or sponsor a walker (enter Peter Levi or anyone else on the Temple Beth El team!)

Why is the important now? 
· The Darfur genocide is now in its 7th year, during which 400,000 innocent Darfuris have been systematically murdered with no end in sight. 

· [image: image1.wmf]With 5.5 million killed and millions more facing brutal atrocities and displacement, the conflict in Congo requires our immediate attention.

· We are facing a world in which there are over 30 conflicts now at high risk of genocide.

We all have a special obligation not just to remember the Holocaust and teach it to the next generation, we must also be proactive to ensure such atrocities do not happen in our world.  Aharon Appelfeld, Shoah survivor and renowned Israeli author, asked how one is to go on living a life with meaning after the Holocaust. He recalled the words of a doctor from a religious background who sailed to Israel with him in 1946: “We didn't see God when we expected him, so we have no choice but to do what He was supposed to do: we will protect the weak, we will love, we will comfort. From now on, the responsibility is all ours.”  

The responsibility is indeed ours. Please join me. Remember the atrocities with me. Read a related book each year with me. And walk with me. 

