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 A. Judaism’s Theory of Personal Calling and Historic Redemption 

 
1. Esther the Unlikely Heroine  

by Professor Michael Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther: 
 
The scroll bears Esther's name for she is central…Esther alone undergoes growth and surprises 
the reader by unpredictable developments…Her dynamism stands out in relief against the static 
nature of the other characters… The book of Esther links the issue of national salvation to 
human character. It raises the question of whether a person of dubious character strength and 
(initially) unclear [Jewish] self-definition can carry the burden of national salvation. 
 
She develops in three stages, from passivity to activity to authority." First, she is "taken." Her 
docility reflects gender and position, not individual choice or personality. "Esther is putty – not 
because of any personality flaw, but because of age and situation." Second, she begins to act 
after Mordechai convinces her. Then she becomes an authority figure to whom the king comes 
to ask her for her orders. Vashti maintains her integrity by refusing to be shown off and to obey 
the king's orders, but Esther achieves real authority and gives the orders to the king, even when 
wrapped in ritualized deference . 
 
Without the benefit of the Spirit of the Lord, she becomes a leader as a result of a difficult 
process of inner development and self-realization. The Scroll affirms the potential of human 
character to rise to the needs of the hour whatever means or devices the situation demands.  
 

2. Randomness and Choice in Esther by Mishael Zion  
 
The scroll of Esther is the Biblical book which comes closest to describing our current reality. I 
am not referring to Iranian plots against the descendants of Mordechai, but rather the attempt 
to navigate an absurd world, caught between the opposite poles of randomness and law, 
without divine guidance. 
 
Purim is - literally - the celebration of randomness. As the Scroll of Esther itself says: “That is 
why they named these days “Purim” – from the word Pur [=lot]”. In the darkest moment of the 
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scroll, the date for Haman’s malicious plot to exterminate the Jews is determined by a random 
lot (“pur”). At its brightest moment, the salvation too feels random, not so much a final 
redemption as much as a temporary political windfall. Indeed, the whole book, with its giddy 
king, comedic reversals and lack of divine providential voice attempts to make readers feel like 
they are living in a reality governed by randomness. 
 
Yet it is against the backdrop of randomness that the Scroll of Esther focuses again and again on 
personality. Caught between the harshness and randomness of history, it is our existential 
choices that retain meaning. 
 

3. Historian Eric Voegelin: Playing the Actor in the Drama of Being  
in Order and History: Israel and Revelation, p. 1-2 

 
Man is not a self-contained spectator. He is an actor playing a part in the drama of being and, 
through the brute fact of his existence, committed to play it without knowing what it is. It is 
disconcerting even when accidentally a man finds himself in the situation of feeling not quite 
sure what the game is and how he should conduct himself in order not to spoil it; but with luck 
and skill he will extricate himself from the embarrassment and return to the less bewildering 
routine of his life. 
 
Participation in being, however, is not a partial involvement of man; he is engaged with the 
whole of his existence, for participation is existence itself. There is no vantage point outside 
existence from which its meaning can be viewed and a course of action charted according to a 
plan, nor is there a blessed island to which mar can withdraw in order to recapture his self. The 
role of existence must be played in uncertainty of its meaning, as an adventure of decision on 
the edge of freedom and necessity. Both the play and the role are unknown. But even worse, 
the actor does not know with certainty who he is himself.  
 
 

4. Steve Greenberg:  Unmasking the Purim Characters1  
Mordecai’s Divided Self and His Fateful Decision  

 
Purim is about concealment. More specifically, it is about movement from the covert to the 
overt. The major characters are all Marranos disguised in costume. They all struggle to manage 
a powerful public persona while hiding an inner secret that, if revealed, would seem to undo 
them. By the end, everyone is unmasked.  
 
Initially the story is also about the need to protect a life apart from the public eye. As Esther 
enters the king's palace, Mordecai warns her not to reveal her identity. Later he commands her 

                                                      
1
 Steve Greenberg, author of Wrestling with God and men, once proposed setting Ta'anit Esther as the National 

Coming Out Day for the Jewish community and the closeted gay Jews in order to confront the pain and guilt of 

hiding and shaming, and the redemptive power of self-revelation. 
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to do so. It seems that there is a right and a wrong time to reveal the self. Perhaps the story is 
about the dynamics of identity that cannot escape a tension between expression and inhibition. 
We are who we are not only by our self-revelations, but by our careful nurturing of a private 
world. 
 
The turn in the plot occurs when Mordecai is forced to choose between his inner and outer 
identities. Is he a Jew or a Persian noble? If he refuses to bow down to Haman, he will almost 
certainly lose his status among the Persian elite. If he bows, be understands that he will lose his 
inner Jewish self. In this moment of reckoning, Mordecai recognizes himself as a Jew and 
refuses to bow. The story isn't clear as to how Mordecai's secret is found out. Someone tells 
someone who tells Haman that this rude fellow is a Jew, and Haman begins his plot to avenge 
himself of Mordecai and his people. 
 
Unmasked, Mordecai realizes that he must turn his secret inside out. He must now bear 
witness to the inner truths. He sits at the gate of the palace in sackcloth--congruence between 
the man and his clothes, a boldly public expression of an internal state of affairs. Mordecai's 
naked protest sets in motion the unmasking of Esther, and  then of Haman. 
 
At the perfect moment, Esther reveals herself as a Jew and saves the Jewish people. … At the 
end of the story, all the inner truths come to light, and there seems to be a redemptive quality 
in self-expression. When the moments come to stand for one’s inner truths, for principles, or 
for one’s people, then we must turn inside out and witness, loud and proud and sure.  
 

5. Parker Palmer on Rosa Parks: “Divided No More! Faith in Movements for 
Social Change” in The Courage to Teach 

 
 
The Rosa Parks Decision: The power of personal authenticity manifested in social movements 
has driven real change in our own time. The starting point, though silent and barely visible, 
happens when isolated individuals who suffer from a situation that needs changing decide to 
live “divided no more." These people come to a juncture where they must choose between 
allowing selfhood to die or claiming the identity and integrity from which good living comes. 
It is a deeply personal decision, made for the sake of one's own identity and integrity.  
 
I call this the Rosa Parks decision, for she is our most vivid icon of the undivided life. On 
December I, 1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, Rosa Parks decided that she could no longer act as 
if she were less than a full human being, the way institutional racism had defined her. She 
decided that she must act instead on her heart's knowledge of her own humanity. So she did a 
simple thing: she refused to yield her seat to a white man. 
 
When the police came to Rosa Parks on the bus and informed her that they would have to put 
her in jail if she did not move, she replied, "You may do that."' It was a very polite way of saying, 
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"How, could your jail begin to compare with the jail I have had myself in all these years by 
collaborating with this racist system?" 
 
The decision to live an undivided life, however powerful its motivation, is at first a frail reed. It 
needs continual reinforcement because the person who makes it soon begins to feel anxiety 
and self-doubt  naturally so, for we live in a culture that tells us a divided life is sane but an 
undivided life is foolish at best and irresponsible at worst. 
 
The undivided life is foolish because if you let others know what is going on inside, they may 
reject and injure you, so it is better to keep your feelings tucked away. It is irresponsible 
because if you reveal your inner truth, you can no longer perform your duties dispassionately, 
so it is better to play your role and keep personal truth hidden away. 
 
In the second stage of a movement, people who have chosen the undivided life but still feel 
shaky about it come together in communities of congruence whose first purpose is simply 
mutual reassurance. In company with others who are on the same path, these people are 
helped to understand that "normal" behavior can be crazy but that seeking integrity is always 
sane. 
 
 

6. “Have greatness thrust upon ’em” by Rabbi Martin Samuel Cohen  
      
  How do we know in life when to stick to our guns and when to bow to 
circumstance? … The familiar line from [Shakespeare’s] Twelfth Night says some are born great 
and some achieve greatness, but others “have greatness thrust upon ’em.” [Further]  there  is 
the simple injunction, “Be not afraid of greatness.” “The Fates open their hands,”  Shakespeare 
says to us all through the medium of Lady Olivia’s hapless steward, “let thy blood and thy spirit 
embrace them.”  
 
 
 

7. William James, The Will to Believe: The Leap of Faith 
 

We stand on a mountain pass in the midst of whirling snow and blinding mist, through which 
we get glimpses now and then of paths which may be deceptive. If we stand still we shall be 
frozen to death. If we take the wrong road we shall be dashed to pieces. We do not certainly 
know whether there is any right one. What must we do? 'Be strong and of a good courage' 
(Joshua 1). Act for the best, hope for the best, and take what comes.... If death ends all, we 
cannot meet death better." (James p. 735 citing Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, p. 353) 
 

 
8. Martin Buber’s Theory of the Prophetic Choice and the Moment of Truth 
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“The true prophet does not announce an immutable decree. He speaks into the power of 
decision lying in the moment…  The prophet distinguishes clearly two possibilities in the 
developments hidden in the historical moment which are opposed. One is the divine goal and 
the other opposed to it. The prophet places in the hands of the human the decision whether 
this moment will help fulfill the divine goal or delay it. … There is no other people in the world 
that believes in the great value of the act of each and every person in humanity [to shape] the 
future so that the Creation will be fixed (takana) and redeemed by virtue of the will and the 
actions of humanity. "  
 
What is possible in a certain hour and what is impossible cannot be adequately ascertained by 
any foreknowledge. In uncertainty one may be paralyzed or despair of action, unless one is 
forced to decide now - “if not now, when?” That is the springboard for radical action in history, 
but it too relies upon faith in an interpretation of the world made in the dark without sure 
knowledge. 
 

9. Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s Theory of the Shaliakh, the Messenger  
  

History, Judaism says, cannot move or progress without the individual…. God waits for man, for 
a single person, to accept responsibility and initiate the process of redemption…. Not the 
collective, but the individual, seizes the initiative. The Jewish people have been waiting a long 
time for the Messiah - a human being like us who will initiate the process of redemption. 
  
The obligation on [each] person to personally accept a mission [shlikhut] from the Creator of 
Worlds. The fact that someone lives in a certain time, in a specific era in a defined place and was 
not born in a different period and the other circumstances - we can only understand this if we 
accept the essential concept that every human is a messenger. Providence knows when and 
how the individual (with all the limitations and personal capacities incorporated in him) can 
fulfill his mission.  
 
The human being is always an angel, a ‘messenger.’ The difference between the human who is 
sent and a transcendental angel is only in one detail. The heavenly angel/messenger has no 
choice; he must fulfill his mission, even if he does not want to, whereas the human being is a 
free person. The human can fulfill the mission or can choose not to fulfill his or her calling. 
 

10. Faith is Not Simple by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik  
 

Mistaken…is the prevailing view…that the religious experience is most simple, that it doesn’t 
know spiritual complexity…shock or pain…This popular view says that the religious experience is 
easy and clear, gentle and tender: that it is a stream of sweet grass for the embittered soul and 
restful waters for the difficult day.  Actually, the religious consciousness is not so simple and 
easy, but is most complex, difficult and tortuous.  Indeed, where you find its complexity, you 
find its greatness…It knows of spiritual crisis…of struggle between feeling God’s distance and 



6 

 

God’s nearness…of the spirit’s hesitations and doubts...and of contradictions.  The mind of the 
[religious person] seethes with…problems and questions that will never find their solutions. 
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D. Reverend James Bevel’s Jewish Beanie and the Inspiration of Queen 
Esther in the Voter Registration March from Selma to Montgomery, 
Alabama, 1965  
adapted from Rabbi Marc Schneier, Shared Dreams: MLK and the Jews, p. 151-156 

 
In 1965 during the voter registration campaign in Selma, Alabama, organized by Reverend 
Martin Luther King, jr., state troopers assaulted marchers,  shooting, Jimmy Lee Jackson. When 
Jackson died, Reverend James Luther Bevel delivered a sermon expounding on Esther 4:8, in 
which Mordecai warned Esther of an order to destroy the Jews, and charged her to go to the 
king and “make a request before him for her people.” [She agreed saying: "I shall go to the king 
(Esther 4:17).] He preached that the king now was Governor Wallace, who ran the state 
troopers and kept Negroes from voting. He declared: ‘I must go see the king [in spite of the law; 
and if I perish, I perish!]' [Esther 4:16-17] and soon brought the whole church to its feet vowing 
to go on foot.....Bevel shouted: “Be prepared to walk to Montgomery!”  
 
On March 3, King approved Bevel's call for a fifty-mile march from Selma to Montgomery, the 
capital and homeland of the Confederacy, to petition Governor Wallace to end "police brutality 
and grant Alabama Negroes the elective franchise." At the press conference, Bevel wore a 
yarmulke, something he'd been doing since his Freedom Riding days. He sometimes explained 
this affectation as an outgrowth of "his affection for the Hebrew prophets and other times as a 
protective device to keep himself out of jail, saying Mississippi sheriffs were so mystified by 
the sight of a Negro preacher in a ‘Jewish beanie' they preferred to let him alone." 
 
As the march progressed, skullcaps became a symbol of the movement, and marchers called for 
"freedom caps" of their own. The demand for yarmulkes was so great that an order was wired 
for delivery of a thousand caps when the marchers would arrive in Montgomery and 
demonstrate at the state capitol. When the group finally reached Montgomery days later, 
having surged to some twenty-five thousand people, the event was heralded as the greatest day 
ever for the civil rights.  
 
One rabbi recalled the march on Pettus Bridge (March 21, 1965): 
“Some images stand out in my mind: Professor Abraham Heschel marching in front of me, firm 
and erect, the wind catching his white beard and hair. ... A Negro lady (Mrs. Foster), walking 
next to me, pointed out the exact spot on that highway where Alabama troopers had beaten 
her to the ground. ‘Going all the way this time,’ she smiled, and waved to some friends along 
the road....  
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King led the march across the Pettus Bridge, the gateway to Montgomery, directly toward a 
phalanx of state troopers who had their clubs and tear gas ready. Moments later, the troopers 
charged the group. After that, Sheriff Clark's men attacked with whips and with rubber tubing 
wrapped in barbed wire. 
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E. Rabbi Herb Friedman – When History Knocks:  

Like Mother, Like Son: Heroism and Hutzpah in a U.S. Chaplain  

                 by Rabbi Herb Friedman*  (Post War Germany, 1945-1947)    

  

The inability to think in grand sweeps connotes mediocrity and ordinariness. Some people are perfectly 
satisfied being ordinary. But when one is dissatisfied and bored, relief lies in joining  great enterprises 
outside of oneself. 
                                                                        Rabbi Herbert Friedman 
 
 
My Memoir* 
        I was arrested once in my life, in Rumania in 1957, by the secret police, on the charge of being a 
double spy for the Zionists and the CIA. They released me after four days and immediately expelled me 
from the country. 
        I smuggled weapons to Palestine, before Israel was born, thus breaking U.S. arms-embargo laws; led 
convoys of refugees across hostile European borders to freedom; “liberated” crates of medieval religious 
documents from U.S. Army custody in Germany and transferred them to a professor in Jerusalem; and 
committed similar, illegal or borderline-legal acts long- forgotten between 1945-1948. 
        I look back on them now, amazed at how calm I was, and I wonder from what hidden sources the 
requisite courage emerged. An inner moral summons, not adrenaline alone, seemed to embolden me 
to react. 
        In this memoir I will tell these stories, in what I think will be fascinating detail. For now, let me simply 
point out that I am by temperament neither fearful nor complex, but straightforward, self-confident, 
given to reaching conclusions quickly and then following through on them. 
        I was a seasoned 14 ½ year old when Hitler became chancellor of Germany and immediately 
introduced various anti-Jewish regulations. I understood what was happening and who the good and bad 
guys were. As Zionism was life giving, Nazism was life destroying. 
        I felt uneasy and disturbed by the silence all around me. No one, including the Jewish community, 
was responding to the threat. Only one top-echelon Jewish leader of the day, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, was 
calling for massive protest meetings – including parades down Fifth Avenue – and a general economic 
boycott of Germany. 
 
 
My Mother – “When history knocks, you answer!” (U.S.A., 1936) 
 

                                                      
*
 Rabbi Herbert Friedman, Roots of the Future, (1999) (p. 1,13-16,58-64,86,96-97) reprinted by generous 

permission of the author and of the Gefen Publishing House, Jerusalem-New York, gefenbooks @ compuserve.com. 

*
 Rabbi Herb Friedman (born 1918) is an American Reform Rabbi who served as a Chaplain in the U.S. Army in 

Germany (1945-1947) and helped in the massive illegal immigration of Jews from Europe to Israel. He later founded 

the United Jewish Appeal and the Wexner Heritage Foundation for leadership training. 
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        One day the air cleared for me. History knocked at the front door of our house, and I witnessed a 
beautiful, moving example of a fitting and personal response to Hitler. The “teacher” was my mother, 
Rae. 
 
        My mother’s sense of duty was as strong as any I have ever encountered. Endowed with a keen 
conscience, she kept herself and everyone around her on the absolute straight and narrow. No task too 
unimportant, no person too insignificant, no demand too menial – her reputation was such that every 
cause came to her attention because every supplicant knew that she would respond affirmatively. 
 
        At one meeting of the [synagogue] sisterhood, a representative of the U.S. National Refugee Service 
made an urgent plea for [American Jewish] families to take into their homes German-Jewish children 
whose parents were willing to let them emigrate to the United States, not knowing if they would ever 
see those children again. 
 
        Of the more than 100 women assembled, all mothers, no more than a dozen raised their hand. My 
mother stood and announced that she would take three children. God had been good to her, she said, 
giving her three healthy sons; this was her opportunity to repay. She added without embarrassment that 
her family was living in a small apartment, with only two bedrooms, because their house had been 
foreclosed by the bank during the Depression. Hence, she could take only boys, who could sleep mixed in 
with her sons. 
 
        Mother came home with the affidavit forms, placed them under my father’s nose at the kitchen 
table, and told him of her commitment. Signing the forms, as far as she was concerned, was only a 
formality. He saw it differently, because of the legal obligations his signature would impose. A soft-
spoken and gentleman, he explained to her that an affidavit was legally binding and reminded her of 
their precarious financial situation. The Depression had reduced his earnings to some pitifully small 
amount, and he could not envision for an instant how they could handle the additional expense for food, 
clothing, school, etc., for three more persons. 
 
        My mother answered him quietly, but with great passion. Even though we were poor, how could we 
refuse to save Jewish lives if we were given the chance to do so? She was ashamed of the other 
sisterhood members. All of them should have volunteered, and she would not hesitate to tell them so at 
the next meeting. “But if we have enough food for five of us,” she asked, “why can’t we simply make it 
do for eight? If I must wash shirts every day for six boys instead of three, what’s the difference?” 
 
        She refused to debate the financial issue. She demanded that he sign. He hesitated. She insisted. 
The parental argument raged all night – the only time I remember my parents raising their voices in 
anger and disagreement. She won. In the morning, my father signed the affidavits, and she proudly took 
them back to the synagogue. 
 
        As I mulled over the matter, I decided that my mother’s fight with my father symbolized the whole 
problem, and the only conclusion was therefore to act according to moral Jewish values, without 
permitting rationalization, delay or any other diluting factor. [“When history knocks, you answer!”] 
 
 
The Cigarette Smugglers and Aliyah Bet (Berlin, 1945-1947) 
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        A woman’s voice, low and inviting, asked if she had the right person. Was I the 9th Division chaplain 
who had been picking up DPs [“displaced persons” after the war] and bringing them to shelter? On 
whose orders had I been doing that? Who was paying the inevitable expenses? Was my commanding 
officer aware of what I was doing? The flood of questions threatened to continue indefinitely, so I 
interrupted to ask in a formal tone who was speaking, how she had found me, and what she wanted? 
 
        The woman offered no reply, so we were at a standoff. It was hers to break, and she did. She asked 
if I would come to meet her in Room 203 of the Royal-Monceau Hotel in Paris, at my earliest 
convenience. 
 
        Three days later, I knocked on the mystery woman’s door at the Royal-Monceau. She was middle-
aged, plain, somewhat tough-looking, and all business, with the bearing of someone who has seen much 
in life. She took a deep breath and asked whether I would agree to work with “them”. When I asked who 
“them” was, she answered in just one word: “Haganah”. 
(The Haganah was the underground armed force of the Jews in Palestine. It defended against Arab 
attacks and prepared for an eventual struggle for statehood, meanwhile trying to rescue persecuted 
Jews in Europe and smuggle them into Palestine illegally, against the law of the British mandate.) 
   
        Perhaps once in a lifetime, or certainly very rarely, one might be confronted with a question 
containing enormous consequences, opening a path whose course was absolutely unknown. The 
question did not permit equivocation. Delay or hesitation was tantamount to refusal. Acceptance had 
to be instantaneous if it were to be taken as sincere and self-confident. Not knowing what in the world 
I was getting into, my gut told me to say yes, and I did. 
 
        Her real name was Ruth Kluger. She had changed it to Ruth Aliav when the Palestinian Jews started 
taking Hebrew names in place of their Eastern European Jewish ones. Aliav was an abbreviation of the 
phrase Aliyah Bet (“b” and “v” are interchangeable in Hebrew), meaning “Immigration #2” – the so-
called illegal immigration of Jews who were smuggled into Palestine against British regulations, which 
authorized only a limited legal immigration in order to appease the Arabs. Legal immigration was called 
Aliyah Aleph (#1) which provided for the rate of 15,000 visas per year for five years, and zero thereafter. 
That would never empty the DP camps [in Europe]. Therefore, the Haganah had established a 
department to evade the British and bring Jews in illegally. Since Ruth had spent many years of her life 
working on Aliyah Bet, she decided to take that phrase as her very name. 
 
        On that occasion at the Royal-Monceau, Ben-Gurion was in the next room with Moshe Sneh, 
commander of the Haganah, working on operational plans. To bring people into Germany, two routes 
were being set up – a northern one toward Berlin and a southern one toward Munich. The collection 
point for the former was the Polish border town of Stettin, about 150 miles northeast of Berlin. On 
trucks, wagons, trains, and their own feet, the Jews would stream from Eastern Europe toward Stettin, 
guided and nourished by a small band of incredibly dedicated Haganah men and women. Stettin offered 
holding facilities for several thousand DPs at a time, but if there were no steady stream across the 
border into Germany, Stettin would soon become a mess, and the blockage would affect the flow all the 
way back to Uzbekistan. [Thousands of Jewish refugees returning from Russia and from the 
concentration camps in Poland were trying to escape from the Soviet-occupied territories of Eastern 
Europe in order to get first to Western-occupied sectors of Germany where they were placed in transit 
camps and then to new homes in Israel]. 
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        That’s where I came in. The Haganah wanted me to take charge of the route from Stettin into Berlin 
and get it moving in a steady flow up to 10,000 persons per month. It was an awesome request. But it 
was also an exciting challenge.  
 
        Before returning to Germany, we wanted to see the rescue mission in operation. So we flew to a 
town called Nachod on the Polish-Czech border. During one long night, we witnessed hundreds of 
refugees, harassed and hounded, survivors of long years of terror or of wartime slave labor in freezing 
lumber camps in Siberia, boarding trucks, hunkering down under the tarpaulins, without baggage, 
without papers, parents holding their hands over the mouths of children so that no accidental cry would 
escape, fear and fever in all of their eyes. 
 
       [Back in Germany,] our plan was to leave Berlin around dusk with two Jewish Brigade men in each 
truck, taking turns driving and riding shotgun. There were several Bren and Thompson sub-machine guns 
in each vehicle, as well as carbines and Colts. That may sound a bit melodramatic, but we were driving 
about 200 kilometers northeast from Berlin to Stettin, through Russian territory, and 200 kilometers 
back, all in darkness. We were thus vulnerable targets, carrying a fortune in bribes every night. Anyone 
watching us knew that our route never varied, so it would be simple to set up ambushes. 
 
        The currency of choice all over Europe at that time was cigarettes. Under the arches of the 
Brandenburg Gate, in the heart of Berlin, the black market flourished and established trading values. A 
pack of 20 cigarettes was stable at $15, or $150 per carton of ten packs. At the army Post Exchange (PX), 
a carton cost 70 cents, and GIs were allowed one carton per week. A soldier who did not smoke could 
buy his carton, sell it, take the $149.30 profit. 
 
         The price for admitting one Jew at the Stettin border crossing was $150, one carton of cigarettes. At 
the rate of 300 persons per night, we were talking about $45,000! The task of gathering that many 
cigarettes for daily trade strained every brain and nerve. Some dedicated soldiers helped, soliciting their 
comrades for cigarettes and bringing in hundreds of packs every day. The soldiers who contributed out 
of their weekly ration were among the most generous benefactors the Jewish people has ever had. My 
father was collecting among his friends back home, and I was receiving many mail sacks full every week. 
By the time the whole operation wound down, in mid-1947, we had a quarter-million Jews living in 64 
camps in Germany and Austria. That represented a seven-fold increase over the 35,000 who had been on 
German soil two years earlier. It was a major migration. Army and JDC personnel fed, registered, billeted 
and cared for the sick among them.  
 
       As the days and weeks passed, the question grew more persistent: “When will we get to Palestine?”         
About two months later, I was able to help supply an answer. David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the Jewish 
Agency, was in Paris, en route to Switzerland to attend the first World Zionist Congress to be held since 
1939. He wanted to visit a refugee camp – not a model operation, but one in which he could see the 
true, rough fiber of DP life. I obtained permits for him [to visit Babenhausen]. 
 
        We therefore publicized throughout the DP camp the time and place of Ben-Gurion’s appearance. 
He was the clear and undisputed leader of the Jewish population of Palestine (about 600,000 at that 
time) and the leader of world Jewry’s thrust toward a sovereign state. He was a fighter – the small, 
cocky, bantam rooster – the charismatic, world-famous symbol of the Zionist force. A visit from him 
would be incandescent. 
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        For the first time, there were smiles inside the gates of Babenhausen. And then came the inevitable 
question – poignant, pleading, uncertain, wavering, but persistent: “When, Mr. Ben-Gurion? When will 
we get to Palestine?” 
 
        As Ben-Gurion listened to those questions, he began to weep, the only time in my long relationship 
with him I saw that happen. The tears fell slowly. He spoke through them, quietly but firmly. I remember 
his words almost exactly: 
        “I come to you with empty pockets. I have no British [entrance] certificates to give you. I can only 
tell you that you are not abandoned, you are not alone, you will not live endlessly in camps like this. All 
of you who want to come to Palestine will be brought there as soon as is humanly possible. I bring you 
no certificates – only hope. Let us sing our national anthem – Hatikvah (Hope).” 
 
[Soon Ben Gurion was able to live up to the promise when the State of Israel was declared on May 15, 
1948 and the state opened up its borders to refugees even though it was in the midst of a war of 
survival.] 

 

 
 

  


