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 Growing up, I attended a small Yiddish cultural school for several years.  
Aside from the Yiddish language and culture, the emphasis of the program was on 
Jewish history…and in a way, the primary focus was on creating Jewish pride. 
 

My teacher, who was not only a teacher but a loving mentor to all his 
students, was a man who was born in a small town called Oshmiany, near Vilnius.  
He survived the Holocaust by moving east and becoming a fighter.  He was what is 
commonly called a partisan, living and fighting against the Nazis in the forests of 
Eastern Europe. 

 
Mr. Baran was born in 1922, and while I haven’t seen him in many years, he 

is still going strong at 97.  There was a beautiful article published about him last 
year, about his continued devotion to teaching the next generations. 

 
I’ve been thinking a lot about my teacher, especially as we prepared for 

Yom HaShoa, this week’s annual observance of Holocaust Memorial Day.  As I 
wrote in my weekly message, a day that is not only to remember the Shoah but to 
remember the heroes.  The very placement of Yom HaShoa in the year is a 
reminder of this: it is set close to the anniversary date of the Warsaw Ghetto 
uprising. 

 
Oftentimes, when we speak of the Holocaust, we say “We must 

remember.”  My teacher himself was quoted in that news article as saying, “I 
worry a great deal because my generation is passing already.  It’s almost gone.  
And we are the remnant.  If we will not tell the story, who will?” 

  
Remembrance is key, and ensuring that those of us in the next generations 

are prepared to tell the story is essential. 
 
But, I am increasingly aware that there is a second element to that charge 

to remember….Remember—Never Again! 
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For many years, we spoke of remembrance as the sacred act of honoring 
those who perished and honoring those who survived.  While we may have said in 
one way or another that the reason to remember was to ensure that another 
catastrophe would not happen, my observation is that this reason was always 
somewhat abstract. 

 
And yet, we live in a world where the “Never again” piece of our obligation 

is increasingly urgent.  Anyone who has studied the history of the Nazi era realizes 
that they pursued their evil intent not with dramatic gestures, but with small 
incremental changes.  Yes, the scale of destruction during the Holocaust is 
overwhelmingly massive, but that came through hundreds and hundreds of 
changes to the law, to civic realities, and to everyday functioning.  The 
dehumanization of the Jews came by chipping away at their humanity.  The death 
camps that were the site of millions of death were introduced and built one board 
and one brick at a time. 

 
And this is the lesson that we must remember in our time.  We must be 

prepared to say, “We’ve seen this before!  And we will not let it happen again!” 
 
Statistics are one way to see the picture of what is happening.1  In 2018, 

there were 1879 anti-Semitic attacks of different kinds in the United States.  
These include 39 physical assaults, a 105% increase from 2017, and of course this 
includes the horrific attack in Pittsburgh which resulted in 11 deaths. 

 
There were 1066 incidents of anti-Semitic harassment reported, a 48% 

increase from 2016 and 774 acts of vandalism, a 52% increase from 2016.   
 
Not insignificantly, of all these acts of anti-Semitism, there was a 23% 

decrease in those that occurred at Jewish institutions…so, in other words, much 
more of the anti-Semitism is happening in the general, secular world…at schools, 
homes, businesses, and so on.  So, we are seeing incremental, pervasive change. 

 
And, only 13% of the incidents were identified as coming from known 

extremists or extremist groups…again, incremental and pervasive change coming 
from many different people and places. 

 
                                                           
1 ADL Report issued April 30, 2019 
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I do not believe that any of this is the work of one political figure or one 
political party.  I do not believe there is one single part of our American culture 
that can be identified as the cause of today’s anti-Semitism and violence. 

 
I do believe that we are seeing an incredible divisiveness in our country that 

is fed from several places. 
 
First, for so many, we are living in echo chambers and not building real 

relationships with those who have different points of view.  We read and listen to 
different news sources, we socialize and dialogue in homogeneous circles, we 
work and live in segregated environments. 

 
If you are the exception to this, I salute you and encourage you to lead the 

way in modeling how to truly be open to difference. 
 
Second, we are, so many of us, worn down by violence.  It becomes a tragic 

and perverse numbers game, not even attracting our attention until the death 
and injury toll is high enough.  We need to return to the ancient Torah teaching 
about creation, that the world was created with just one life to remind us that 
every single life is precious, every single life is equally deserving of dignity and 
opportunity, and the killing of even one single life is akin to the destruction of the 
entire world. 

 
That midrash sets an incredibly high and important standard, and it is the 

perfect foundation for how we continue to observe Yom HaShoa and remember 
the Holocaust in the coming years. 

 
I recently read an idea about the Holocaust, that it wasn’t the murder of six 

million but rather murder committed six million times over.  Perhaps this is a too 
subtle nuance, but I appreciate it especially in light of current events.  Each life is 
precious, and the taking of a single life destroys an entire world. 

 
Our response to terrorism can’t be about the numbers…11 in Pittsburgh 

but only 1 in Poway…We must find ways to change the culture around this 
repeated anti-Semitism and violence, to say no more and never again. 
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What is the tone and content in our newspapers?  On TV?  In our social 
media? 

 
Are we accepting and inclusive of those with different identities?  Do we 

celebrate difference? 
 
Saying never again means that we will change the culture of violence, once 

and for all.  Saying never again doesn’t mean ensuring that our synagogues and 
our schools have lockdowns and active shooter drills…saying never again means 
that we will change the culture so that our children can know a world that is safe 
and open and accessible. 
 

I know that these remarks may lack some specificity.  That is because I offer 
them not as a policy prescription but rather as a part of our sacred Holocaust 
commemoration.  And, I hope that we will honor those who suffered under the 
Nazis, by becoming their voices and telling their stories…and by learning from 
their experiences and setting out in search of those specific solutions. 
 
 I grew up not only with Mr. Baran teaching me of his life fighting back 
against the Nazis, but also with the knowledge of my family members who sailed 
across the Atlantic on the St. Louis only to be rejected and to be returned to 
Europe where they perished in Auschwitz.  In some family papers that recently 
came into my possession, I discovered more details about these family members 
who died. 
 
 And so, this Yom HaShoa is personal…I now know names and ages and 
other details about my relatives who died. 
 
 And it is personal because I see hatred in news coverage and violent 
propaganda in public discourse.  And I see gunmen entering synagogues, including 
Tree of Life where my young children used to play. 
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 Yom HaShoa was established in the very early years of the state of Israel.  It 
has been observed for 70 years and has evolved considerably.  My prayer tonight 
is that we will take charge of its continued evolution…that we will, in the spirit of 
the Passover haggada, start to say We were there.  That we will say, “We’ve seen 
this before and will not let it happen again.”  That we will do best honor to the six 
million by putting an end to hatred and an end to violence. 
 
 I pray that as we mourn, we will focus on the vision of a more peaceful 
world.  I pray that all who mourn on Yom HaShoa and all who mourn on this 
Shabbat will find comfort.  I pray that our world will be filled with peace. 


