
 
 

 

LETTER FROM RABBI SOFFER ON THE POSTPONEMENT OF THE PROGRAM, 

“WHY WE SAY ‘NEVER AGAIN’.” 

 

August 3rd, 2020/ 13 Av 5780 

 

 

Dear Judea Reform Congregants, 

 

I would like to address matters pertaining to the now-postponed program, “Why We Say ‘Never 

Again’: Solidarity for Immigrant Justice.”  My remarks will be lengthy, and I do not expect that 

everyone will read them.  I do ask, however, that those who wish to react do so after reading my 

words with what Solomon called a lev shomea, a “listening heart.” Against a dominant culture 

that polarizes us into silos of agreement, conflicts within the Jewish community demand this 

sacred exercise of compassion, however strenuous. 

 

As your Rabbi, it is my obligation to read and interpret Torah, through the lens of Reform 

Judaism, and with honesty and humility, translate it for our lives. As a congregation practicing 

shared sacred leadership, this mitzvah is one we share; we entrust upon one another the 

responsibilities of engaging in this work, always imperfectly, always as learners. Every verse we 

read, and indeed every program we create, we do so with the intention of illuminating a pathway 

of emet, (“truth”), chesed (“compassion”), and kavod (“tzedek”) righteousness. 

 

The panel discussion that was planned with the goal of calling attention to an unconscionable 

injustice has precipitated a vociferous debate with some in our community over two very distinct 

concerns, each of which I wish to address here. The first pertains to an individual who was 

invited to be a part of the panel; the second relates to the way in which we interpret the atrocities 

of our past when perceiving systematic and dehumanizing oppression today.   

 

First: We recently learned that one of the invited panelists tweeted years ago a repugnantly 

antisemitic trope, linking Jews, money, and corruption. For thousands of years, this malicious 

libel has caused our people bloodshed. Years ago this individual also tweeted a remark that 

diminished the horror of the Holocaust, in seeking to call attention to the deplorable inhumanity 

taking place within US immigrant detention centers today. Upon learning about this tweet days 

ago, I was appalled.  I know that you, reading this now, are also experiencing many visceral 

emotions.  Let me be clear: there is no place here for the propagation of such vile viewpoints. 

 



We are an embracing and loving congregation, but that does not mean we are without 

boundaries. Boundaries keep us safe; boundaries help us listen trustingly, particularly in difficult 

conversations.  Especially when learning about the weaponization of boundaries in the context of 

our own nation, this speaker’s voice will be distanced from our (online) Temple, distanced from 

the very Torah in our sanctuary that was once chanted by countless of our people who were 

systematically murdered during the Holocaust.  

 

While some may point out that this tweet was from years ago, or that this does not reflect current 

beliefs, our tradition holds a notion of teshuva (“turning” or “repenting”) that involves a deep 

and relational process. I am making myself available for restorative work. As the Rabbis taught, 

“shaarei t’shuva l’olam p’tuchin, “the Gates of teshuva are always open” (Lamentations Rabbah 

3:16). Until such a process takes place within the Jewish community, there is no place for this 

person’s voice in our sacred conversation.   

 

Second: This program has elicited the complex and anguishing debate regarding the appropriate 

use of the term, “concentration camp.” We all assume the obligation to heed the outcry of “never 

again!” with a trembling heart and unrelenting spirit. Our tradition assigns ultimate meaning to 

every single letter, word, and verse. For many or most of us, the term “concentration camp” is 

inextricable with the atrocity of the Holocaust. In the last 48 hours I have heard from 

congregants who are children of survivors, some expressing a sense of obligation to use this 

term, others relaying grief and outrage. The very employment of this term, for those with trauma 

or intergenerational trauma, can elicit a response of re-traumatization.  

 

We also have learned from our Holocaust education that the Nazis established distinct kinds of 

“camps” to accomplish the unfathomably despicable plan of annihilating our people. Yad 

VaShem and the US Holocaust Museum employ a pedagogy that emphasizes that the Holocaust 

was not a single “event” it was a “descent,” step-by-step, stage by stage. As the US Holocaust 

Memorial Museum teaches: 

“The Nazis established killing centers for efficient mass murder. Unlike concentration 

camps, which served primarily as detention and labor centers, killing centers (also 

referred to as ‘extermination camps’ or ‘death camps’) were almost exclusively ‘death 

factories’.” 

 

This distinction does not diminish the very real agony of those who are triggered by the use of 

the term.  It does, however, demonstrate why this debate is fraught and must be approached with 

great sensitivity, as well as a willingness to listen rather than lunge toward vilification. 

Respectful conflict, especially on matters of utmost concern, is a cornerstone of our 

tradition.  Yet, we also hold essential points of agreement, and here is one:  “Never again” means 

being ever-watchful, soberly aware that if we are not, surely it will happen again.  

 

It is my position that if at any moment, people on the front lines of systematic dehumanization 

use the words “concentration camp,” we at least ought to take a very, very close look at what is 

happening. “Never again” must be lifted up judiciously anytime we see with our own eyes, hear 

with our own ears, or feel in our own guts, that something might be happening, or starting to 

happen “again.”  The memory of the Holocaust, and indeed the unspeakable conditions of 

concentration camps, must inform our perception of modern day atrocities. Without equating or 



diminishing the Holocaust, this is how we honor and bless the memories of our 6 million who 

perished.   

 

I pray that any justifiable outrage over this matter in no way suppresses our outrage over the 

persecution of immigrants by our own government.  The urgency of this crisis demands nothing 

less. 

 

May the seconds, minutes, and hours of our days be primarily occupied with the mitzvah of 

pikuach nefesh (saving lives), the pursuit of justice for all, and may we find within our hearts the 

spirit to engage in this utmost obligation, as one, with Divine compassion, wisdom, and 

graciousness.  

 

L’shalom, 

 

 
 

Rabbi Matthew Soffer 

Senior Rabbi, Judea Reform Congregation 

 


