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N the nights of November 9 and 10, 
1938, rampaging mobs throughout 
Germany, Austria and Sudetenland 
freely attacked Jews in the street, 
in their homes and at their places 
of work and worship in a care-
fully orchestrated outbreak of gov-

ernment-sponsored violence. At least 96 
Jews were killed and hundreds more 
injured, hundreds of synagogues were 
burned, almost 7500 Jewish businesses 
were destroyed, cemeteries and schools 
were vandalised, and 30,000 Jews were 
arrested and sent to concentration camps, 
many of them never to return alive to 
their loved ones.

Many historians consider that as the 
real beginning of the Holocaust, the first 
step in the planned extermination of the 
Jewish people leading to the eventual 
deaths of six million victims of the Nazi 
program of genocide.

For that reason it is certainly proper 
to commemorate this harbinger of hor-
ror, the infamous dates that mark the 
onset of the spiral of unimaginable hatred 
unloosed among a supposedly civilised 
people. What is unfathomable to me, 
though, is the name by which this com-
memoration continues to be known.

This month Jewish communities 
throughout the world will once again 
gather to recall Kristallnacht – and will 
unwittingly allow themselves, in some 
measure, to verbally embrace the very 
heresy that abetted the Holocaust.

Kristallnacht is German for “the night 
of crystal”. But the time that has elapsed 
since the horrible events of 1938 should 
have given us by now sufficient perspec-
tive to expose the lie of a horrible WMD 

– “Word of Mass Deception” – that 
epitomises the key to the most powerful 
methodology for murder perfected by the 
Nazis.

How, after all, were the Nazis able to 
commit their crimes under the veneer of 
civilised respectability? Upon analysis, 
the answer is obvious. They glorified the 
principle of murder by euphemism.

In the language of the Nazi per-
petrators: “Sonderbehandlung” (spe-
cial treatment) was the way to describe 
gassing victims. “Euthanasie” was the 
“polite” way to speak of the mass murder 
of retarded or physically handicapped 
patients. “Arbeit Macht Frei” (Work 
Makes you Free) were the words that 
greeted new arrivals at the entrance to 
Auschwitz. 

Euphemisms, as Quentin Crisp so bril-
liantly put it, are “unpleasant truths wear-
ing diplomatic cologne”. On the simplest 
level the name Kristallnacht suggests that 
the only terrible thing that happened was 
breakage of a tremendous amount of glass 

that would have to be replaced – a finan-
cial loss caused by wasteful vandalism that 
the government subsequently dealt with 
by taxing the Jewish community to pay 
for the damages inflicted upon them.

However “Kristallnachtâ” was the 
German euphemism for a time of sanc-
tioned killing. The word takes into 
account only the loss of “kristall”, and is 
one reason why its continued usage is so 
appalling.

But there was more to it than that.
Dr Walter H Pehle, a historian spe-

cialising in modern Germany, has already 
pointed out that Kristallnacht’s origi-
nal intent was cynically propagandising 
the violence into something metaphor-
ically holding “sparkle and gleam” for 
Germany. 

Almost by way of confirmation, in 
googling the English for “crystal night” 
I was startled to find among the many 
references that related to the night of 
Nazi terror, the inclusion of the follow-
ing advertisement: “For an extra-inviting 

glow, consider using Sylvania’s new C7 
Crystal night light bulbs in your electric 
candles. The multi-faceted crystal lights 
provide a warm, sparkly glow.”

It is that very connection that played 
no small role in Goebbels’ choice of a 
descriptive word for a moment that the 
German Minister of Propaganda wanted 
to immortalise as a sparkling and glow-
ing portend of a future rid of its “Jewish 
parasites”.

We must proclaim that we commem-
orate not broken windows but shattered 
lives.

Why then would we choose to identify 
the night of initial mass murders with a 
word that not only ignores everything 
other than broken glass, but in fact glori-
fies its results as gifts of crystal clear light 
to the distorted truths of Nazi ideology?

To remember Kristallnacht properly 
we must first renounce its German-given 
name.

We must proclaim that we commem-
orate not broken windows but shattered 
lives.

We must pledge never again to allow 
evil to enter our lives disguised as the 
good and the noble.

We must declare that no euphemisms 
will ever again be permitted to cloak the 
horrors they intend to conceal.

Kristallnacht must be observed, but let 
it be known by a name that realistically 
captures its iniquitous essence. True the 
current name is ingrained in our psyche. 
Nevertheless, allow me to suggest that we 
call it instead “Kainsnacht”, the “Night 
of Cain,” the first murderer at the very 
beginning of human history, who was 
cursed by God and condemned to carry a 
mark of his crime on his forehead for the 
rest of his days as a warning to mankind 
of the severity of his sin.

That would link its commemorative 
date not with mob acts of breakage and 
vandalism, but rather with the far more 
heinous crime of unforgivable murder 
first committed by Cain.
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ITZHAK, or Isaac as he is known in 
the English-speaking world, is at the 
heart of this week’s parasha. Various 
commentators have asked –how could 
the name Yitzhak, meaning laughter, 
be at all appropriate for one whose life 
was filled with anything but laughter, 

and whose character is usually associated 
with fear and awe, as in the well-known 
expression “Pahad Yitzhak”? 

While we may remember that both 
Abraham and Sarah laughed when they 
heard that they would bear a child in their 
old age (Sarah at 90, Abraham at 100), it 
still does not explain how Yitzhak’s name 
characterises his personality or primary 
attribute. A name, after all, is considered 
to be both a blessing and a hope, a prayer 
and intention for actualisation through-
out one’s life. 

Isaac’s life was anything but the light-
ness of being, or a fancy free flow of 
laughter and joy. Yet, his name tells 
us otherwise, revealing something about 
him and offering a profound lesson appli-

cable to our own lives.
The term “Pahad Yitzhak,” appears 

twice in Bereishit. When Jacob signs a 
covenant with his uncle Laban, Jacob 
swears in the name of his “Father 
Yitzhak’s Fear”. (Bereshit 31:53) 

What does this mean? Ibn Ezra, a 
12th-century Spanish commentator, 
explains that “Fear of his father” means 
“the One whom his father feared”. He 
adds that, others say, this alludes to the 
day when Jacob’s father, Isaac, was bound 
on the altar. When we think of Isaac, one 
of the first images that come to mind is 
of a son tied down to the altar, looking 
up at his father holding a knife over him. 
That image alone might make your blood 
pressure rise, as I am sure it did for Isaac. 

While making a comparison between 

Isaac’s fear and trauma coming off the 
altar and trying to make a go of life again, 
and the way that we may be experiencing 
fear and anxiety coming out of lockdown 
and into the uncertainty of a world filled 
with a deadly virus, may seem outra-
geous, I think there is something we can 
learn from this comparison.

Do we ever find elsewhere in the 
Torah the Hebrew root “tz’ch’k” the 
root of Yitzhak’s name and of the word 
laughter? We do, in fact, come across this 
verb once in the Torah, in our Parashat 
Toldot, in relation to Yitzhak and Rivkah 
doing something together. Looking out 
the window one day, Abimelech, king of 
the Philistines (who thought that Rivkah 
was Isaac’s sister rather than his wife), 
saw Isaac “metzachek” his wife Rivkah 
(Bereshit 26:8). What were they actu-
ally doing? Was it laughing? Rashi, the 
medieval French commentator, suggests 
this means they were having sexual rela-
tions. Chizkuni, also a medieval French 
commentator, prefers to state that they 

were only engaged in foreplay. God for-
bid that the King should see something 
more intimate! I only mention Chizkuni 
as his interpretation implies a playfulness 
between Yitzhak and Rivkah, as in the 
related Hebrew word “L’sachek, to play”. 
Indeed, joyful love and deep connection 
seem to have characterised the relation-
ship between Yitzhak and Rivkah, which 
was at the centre of Yitzhak’s life follow-
ing his binding. 

From this we learn that, though 
Yitzhak’s life was filled with fear and 
trauma, he overcame that fear through 
“tz’chok” not simply laughter, but the joy-
ful love affair that characterised all that was 
meaningful in his life – his love for Rivkah. 

May we all find our way out of anx-
iety and move back into the world with 
the strength and support of our own 
“tz’chok” – love, passion, fun and laugh-
ter shared with those closest to us. 

Yonatan Sadoff is rabbi of Kehilat Nitzan.
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Kristallnacht: Murder by euphemism
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What’s so funny about Yitzchak?

‘ Kristallnacht was the German 
euphemism for a time of 
sanctioned killing. ’
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