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This has been a difficult year for childhood heroes. Like chapters closing on a novel, many of 
the faces with whom I have come to identify have passed by and away since Yom Kippur last. 
Their lives, most lived well and long, brought me joy and pride and inspiration. Not 
surprisingly, their deaths have brought an equal measure of sadness. And in some instances 
pain. 
 
First there was Gordie Howe. He won't mean much to most of you, unless that is you are from 
Detroit or an avid fan of the National Hockey League. He was the Babe Ruth of the ice rink. 
They even made a big deal of when he scored his 714th goal (breaking the Bambino's magic 
number of home runs). His nickname was "Mr. Hockey," and I once served him Whoppers 
when I worked at Burger King during my undergraduate years at Wayne State University in 
Detroit.  
 
Then there was Arnold Palmer. As an inaugural member of "Arnie's Army," I used to watch him 
march up the 18th fairway, lay his cigarette down on the edge of the green, and proceed to 
drop a 35-footer and complete one of his classic comebacks. Every Saturday afternoon, I'd 
settle in and turn on the TV to watch Arnie and Jack Nicklaus and Gary Player as they turned 
golf into an American pastime. And I did all of this while sitting next to my dad. The truth is, I 
did it in order to sit next to my dad. I never met "The King" (as he came to be known in the 
world of golf), but I did once have breakfast in his hometown of Latrobe, Pennsylvania when I 
was a teenager. And today my beverage de rigueur at the local diner is an "Arnold Palmer." 
 
And then, less than a week after Arnie, we lost Shimon Peres, the last of the great Israeli 
visionaries. I first met him in 1972 when he was an ascendant voice in Israel's Labor party. 
Back then he was just one of many, one of the regular faces who would continually move in 
and out of Israeli leadership, a by-product of a parliamentary democracy. His was a voice of 
reason, first a hawk and then a dove, his organic "centrism" was my beacon of balance in the 
topsy-turvy, tumultuous world of Israeli politics. I have a picture of Prime Minister Peres and 
me together at a photo-op from about 20 years ago at Drew University. He had no idea who I 
was. He was exhausted from having to force a smile every 30-seconds for the camera and his 
next picture-partner. But I will never forget that moment. Or him.  
 
Maybe it's this way every year. Maybe I'm just getting to that age. But somehow the passing of 
names that were so influential in shaping who I would become seems greater than ever. 
Muhammad Ali. Gene Wilder. Morley Safer. (I know. All men. But hey, it's my list.) Like 
constant companions, each one's death signifies an influence, a touch upon my mind or my 
heart or my soul who would leave an imprint profound and indelible. But there was one who 
touched my mind, my heart and my soul, all at the same time. 
 
I am talking about Elie Wiesel.  



 

 

 
I have never met Mr. Wiesel. I have never heard him speak (at least not in person). I've only 
read a few of his more than sixty published books. And yet his impact on me, the message and 
echo of his voice has been so powerful that much of my identity as a rabbi and as a Jew is 
owing to him. His words shaped my understanding of the Holocaust, the plight of Soviet Jewry, 
the mysteries of Hasidism and the struggle with faith in the post-modern world. His was a voice 
of questioning and conscience. He was a Romanian Jew but as much a citizen of the world as 
anyone in our lifetimes. His face was etched with the cracks of Jewish suffering yet his words 
were rich with the music and poetry of the prophets of Israel. He wrote about darkness but he 
was a giver of light. 
 
Tonight I want us to consider the magnitude of his life. I want us to understand and appreciate 
that he was so much more than just a prolific writer, that his emergence from Auschwitz which 
would lead to the Nobel Prize was a gift for us and generations to come. Simply put, Elie 
Wiesel was the most important Jewish voice of the past 50 years.  
 
His was the voice of memory. Judaism has always embraced the mitzvah of remembrance. 
Tomorrow afternoon's service of Yizkor testifies to that. But after Auschwitz, Wiesel brought 
remembering to the level of moral imperative. To such an obligation, no one else in the Jewish 
world ever came close.  
 
Only two faces stand out from the ashes of the Shoah: Anne Frank and Elie Wiesel. Anne 
embodied the victim, Elie the survivor. Together their words gave meaning to an event that had 
left us and the world speechless. After the Holocaust, no one knew how to respond. There were 
no words. Not, that is, until Otto Frank published his daughter's diary. Her youthful innocence, 
her undiminished hope allowed us to see what had been lost. But it was not until Wiesel wrote 
Night that we were truly able to begin the process of struggling with the deeper and darker 
issues of the Shoah. It was, in a way we can only now appreciate, the first step toward recovery 
and the restoration of hope. Elie Wiesel saved us, saved Judaism, perhaps even saved Western 
religion from the abyss of nihilism. Because he dared ask, Where was God? 
 
Perhaps the most searing story I have ever read about God and the Holocaust comes from his 
book Night. It's a recounting of an execution that the inmates were forced to watch. Two men 
and a boy.  
 

“The three victims [in order to be hung] were mounted on chairs. 'Long live liberty!' 
cried the two adults. But the child was silent. 'Where is God?' someone behind me 
asked. At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs [were] tipped over. Total 
silence throughout the camp...Then the march past began. The two adults were no 
longer alive...but the third rope was still moving; being so light, the child was still alive. 
For more than half an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and death...Behind 
me, I heard the same man asking, 'Where is God now?' And I heard a voice within me 
answer him, 'Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging here on this gallows…'" (Night, 
Chapter 4). 

 
What most people don't realize however, was that unlike others who relegated God to the 
ashes, Wiesel refused to give up on God. As angry as he was with God in that first book, he 
would not let go. And his struggle with God became a spiritual catharsis for us. We lived 
vicariously through his words. His anger but refusal to surrender faith gave us permission to 



 

 

argue with God but not walk away. And that spiritual life-support was rooted in remembering. 
As the Baal Shem Tov taught, "Forgetfulness is the gateway to destruction; Remembering is the 
gateway to redemption." Elie Wiesel redeemed our faith through his challenge to "Never 
Forget." “Because," he admonished, "if we forget, we are guilty, we are accomplices.” 
 
And it was this great passion for remembering that fed his hunger for justice. Remembering is 
not an intrinsic value. It is not enough to simply remember, to not forget. Unlike so many 
others who became trapped in the past, Wiesel's serving witness to the horrors of genocide 
were what drove him to devote his life to the service of humankind. 
 
Bitburg. In 1985 President Reagan had announced his intentions of traveling to Germany to 
place a wreath in the military cemetery of Bitburg on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of V-
E Day, the ending of World War II in Europe. It was, needless to say, a contentious decision. 
This was not merely a German cemetery. It was more than just a military cemetery. This was 
where Germany buried the the Waffen SS, the highest ranking members of the Gestapo. It 
created furor both here and in Germany. As it just so happened, Mr. Wiesel had coincidentally 
been invited to the White House to receive the "Congressional Gold Medal of Achievement" 
just before President Reagan's planned trip to Bitburg. And in a phrase that remains as 
powerful today as it was then, Wiesel turned to the President and said, "That place, Mr. 
President, is not your place. Your place is with the victims of the SS." 
 
Wiesel, like Mandela and King, spoke truth to power. He personified the morality of chutzpah. 
More than just a witness to the Shoah, he believed that his personal survival must have been 
for a reason. There must be a purpose to his life. But it was not enough for us to just remember. 
Remembering had to be a means to an ends. And so, just a few years after Bitburg, Wiesel's 
voice was among the clearest and most compelling when genocide returned to Central Europe 
in the Balkans. He challenged us to see the parallels between Auschwitz and Bosnia. And 
Rwanda. And Darfur. 
 
Remembering was only half of the equation. Wiesel implicitly understood that its nemesis was 
indifference. Among my most favorite of his writings... 
 

"The opposite of love is not hate but indifference; the opposite of faith is not arrogance 
but indifference; the opposite of culture is not ignorance but indifference; the opposite 
of art is not ugliness but indifference. The opposite of peace is indifference to both 
peace and war — indifference to hunger and persecution, indifference to imprisonment 
and humiliation, indifference to torture and persecution." 

 
But for Wiesel the manifestation of indifference is not simply a shrug. It is silence. And for 
Wiesel, this is the undoing of our humanity. Indeed, silence is worse than forgetting because it 
implies that while forgetfulness can be inadvertent, silence is the consequence of indifference. 
It is willful.  
 
On Erev Rosh Hashanah I spoke of how each of us is a universe unto ourselves. And that the 

Hebrew word for universe is Olam (עולם). At its core, the root of that word Olam means 

something which is hidden — ne'elam (נעלם). To wit, the Hebrew word for "indifference" is 

Lehitaeim (להתעלם); it is a reflexive verb, something you do to yourself. And the only time this 

verb appears in Torah is in Deuteronomy, upon seeing an injustice: Lo tuchal lehitaleim ( לא



 

 

 You must not remain indifferent" — or literally, "You must not make yourself" — (תוכל להתעלם
hidden." 
 
In his words just prior to defining for us that "the opposite of love is not hate but indifference," 
Wiesel writes: 
 

"We must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence 
encourages the tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere. When 
human lives are endangered, when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and 
sensitivities become irrelevant. 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." 

 
Again, as I endeavored to teach on Rosh Hashanah, each of us lives at the center of the 
universe. But for Wiesel, that reality is ultimately a matter of choice. If we are indifferent then 
we are in hiding. We are nowhere. It is only when we choose to care that we take our place at 
the center of the universe. And it is then that our lives take on meaning.  
 
Herein is the overarching message of Elie Wiesel: Man always has a choice. And it is here that 
Mr. Wiesel is at his most Jewish. 
 
Of course he was a Jew. His Jewish identity shaped his entire life. Through his life-altering 
experience as a teenager in the abyss of the death camps, Wiesel found his purpose in life. All 
because he was a Jew. But from his mother he inherited a rich tradition of Hasidism, and that 
led to an enchantment with the luminaries of the Jewish people. From Abraham to Nachman of 
Bratslav to the refuseniks of Soviet Russia, Wiesel gave voice to their struggles and, in so 
doing, he became one of the greatest teachers of Judaism. He was not a Talmud scholar, but 
his ability to translate the narratives of our people into life-lessons was unparalleled in the 
world of Judaic studies. He was not a theologian, but his struggles with God helped shape 
spiritual conversations for all faiths, not just Judaism. He was not a prophet, but his innate 
sense of right and his inability to accept the status quo served as a moral voice when humanity 
needed it most. He wrote about the Jewish people, but his writings were unequivocally 
universal. Simply put, he was the kind of Jew I wish I were. 
 
Understand that I have chosen to speak about him this evening not simply because we lost a 
luminary. He was so much more than that. We have spoken much these days about the 
importance of people living lives of decency, of becoming role models for our children. I am 
here to tell you that Elie Wiesel was, for me, a role model. 
 
Elie Wiesel's life embodied the paradigm of the authentic Jew.  
 
Our lives as Jews are not measured by the mitzvot we perform or fail to fulfill. It's not about 
how observant you are. Do not misunderstand. Living a life embellished by the rituals of our 
ancestors — sanctifying Shabbat, studying Torah, maintaining a diet that reflects your identity 
and values — all combine to enrich our lives as Jews. They provide the nourishment which 
feeds the Jewish soul. But it is that very neshamah, that soul which we confront here on these 
days. Have we been faithful to the moral imperatives inherited from Sinai? Have we hearkened 
to the suffering of others? Have we made Jewish choices? Have we lived in hiding or taken our 



 

 

place at the center of the universe? These are the questions to which Elie Wiesel devoted his 
life, a life redeemed from the ashes for no other reason save to sustain faith that goodness will 
prevail. His was a voice of hope.  
 
From Rabbi Robert Scheinberg: 
 
Elie Wiesel told the story of how, as a teenager in 1943, he and his mother traveled to spend a 
Shabbat with the Hasidic community of the Vishnitzer Rebbe, in Hungary. At that time, 
everyone knew that terrible things were happening to the Jewish community in Germany and 
Poland — though the magnitude, the specifics, were not yet known. But Jews in Hungary felt 
safe because the Nazis were not yet controlling Hungary, and the thought that they might gain 
control in Hungary seemed unthinkable.  
 
That Shabbos, one of the guests around the table of the Vishnitzer Rebbe was the Rebbe’s 
nephew, who had escaped from Poland. All the hasidim circled around him, eager to get some 
news from him about what was befalling their brothers and sisters in Poland. What was the 
situation like? What exactly had he escaped from, and how did he escape? The Vishnitzer 
Rebbe’s nephew refused to answer, saying, “I cannot tell you." But over the entire Shabbat, 
they circled him and asked him over and over to give them some news, to tell them what was 
happening in Poland. 
 
Finally, in the waning hours of Shabbat, as the sun was setting, the Vishnitzer Rebbe’s nephew 
finally said, "Okay, I will tell you."  But he did not tell them a story. Instead, he sang a song, a 
particular melody of the words of Ani Ma’amin — Maimonides' articulation of indefatigable 
hope — "I believe with perfect faith in the coming of the Messiah; and though the Messiah may 
tarry, nevertheless I await his arrival every day.”  
 
The Vishnitzer Rebbe’s nephew did not convey any actual information about what was taking 
place in Poland. But his message was unmistakable, and all those listening around the table 
came to some understanding of the magnitude of what was befalling the Jews of Poland. How 
the world felt like it was crashing down over them. How they valiantly struggled to maintain 
faith that the world could still be redeemed, that what they were experiencing was not the utter 
collapse of the world, but rather it was yet one more example of the tarrying of the Messiah. 
 
Through that song, the teenage Mr. Wiesel and those sitting at the table of the Vishnitzer 
Rebbe gained a window into the horrors of the Shoah. None of them realized that within the 
year, the Nazis would control Hungary as well, and the fate of the Polish Jews would be their 
fate as well. 
 
And yet, implicit in this story is that — through the singing of Ani Ma'amin — their faith would 
not abandon them. Because this is what it means to be a Jew. And this is what Elie Wiesel gave 
to us. This is what he gave to the world. No matter how dark it is. The Jew never abandons 
hope. 
 
For all that he witnessed, for all the pain and anguish that he endured, Elie Wiesel never lost 
faith. Not in God. Nor in man. He taught us what it means to be a Jew. To question. To 
challenge. To speak truth to power. To always remember. To never forget. And to never be 
silent. But perhaps above everything else, to always know there is a choice. As we will read and 



 

 

hear tomorrow morning from Parashat Nitzavim, "I have set before you this day life and death, 
blessing and curse. Therefore, choose life."  
 
The world lost a great voice this past summer. But I can assure you, it is a voice that will never 
be silent. Because his is a voice that even death cannot silence. The question for us is what will 
be my legacy? Will I forget or will I remember? Will I hide or will I speak out? Will I be 
indifferent or will I place myself at the center of the universe? Will I have, as did Elie Wiesel, 
the courage to care? 


