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Last night I attended the premiere of Kellman Brown Academy’s “Names Not Numbers” documentary. 

This documentary was created by middle school students from KBA, the Kipp Cooper Norcross 

Middle School in Camden, and Jack M. Barrack Hebrew Academy. These students researched the lives 

and stories of six local Holocaust survivors, and then crafted questions to interview them and record 

their stories as part of this project. This was KBA’s fourth year participating in this program, which 

has allowed them to document the stories of 20 local survivors. The “Names Not Numbers” project 

was created by Tova Fish-Rosenberg, and over the last 18 years has recorded the stories of 3,500 

survivors in 550 films created by 7,000 students. It is an extremely important and impressive initiative. 

Though this wasn’t the first KBA “Names Not Numbers” documentary I saw, it was more meaningful 

for me this year as my daughter, Yael, was one of the students participating. Yael is named after my 

bubbie, who was a survivor, but of course never had the chance to meet her. Yael and her classmates 

are part of the last generation that will hear Holocaust survivors’ stories first-hand. The responsibility 

we all have had to never forget the atrocities of the Holocaust weigh heavily on their generation. They 

also weigh heavily on us, at this moment, when atrocities committed by Russia in Ukraine challenge us 

to figure out what it means to act on our oft-repeated promise of “never again.” 

 

The title of this program, “Names Not Numbers,” reminded me of a midrash about Passover. It is 

Shabbat HaGadol this week, as the Shabbat before Passover is known. The midrash points out that 

remembering their Hebrew names was one of the reasons that the Israelites were redeemed. Even 

though they were in Egypt for hundreds of years, first as free people and then as slaves, our ancestors 

still remembered their Hebrew names. In the documentary last night, Ernest Gross, one of the 

survivors, said that when he was sent to Auschwitz, the Nazi’s tried to turn him into a number (I think 

it was 74,881). This of course was the case for literally millions of Jews. Denying someone’s name 

denies their history, their identity, their connection to family and friends, which is exactly what the 

Nazi’s wanted to do. It seems that Pharoah, the first antisemitic tyrant, had a similar idea. But the 

Israelites, like our survivors today, refused to forget who they were, and where they came from. They 

remembered their Hebrew names. 

 

Do we remember our Hebrew names? Today they are not threatened by oppressors, thank God, but 

they are threatened by another challenge: freedom. Passover is also called Hag HaHerut, our Festival 

of Freedom, and we are certainly grateful for ours. Even as we debate what exactly freedom means, we 

recognized that we are blessed with more freedom than most of our ancestors ever dreamed of. A 

consequence of this, as my teacher Rabbi Neil Gillman z’’l often said, is that today we are all Jews by 

choice. We all have the freedom to choose how much we want to participate in the rituals, traditions, 

and practices of Judaism. This is even more apparent at this moment, as we all are in the process of 

resetting our routines as we ease back into life at this point of the pandemic. Over the past few months, 

as restrictions have eased, I have enjoyed seeing more and more people come back to TBS. For almost 

every person, the reaction to coming back to a service, a program, or an event has been, “I didn’t 

realize how much I missed being here!” We’ve missed you too. And now, as more of us are ready and 

comfortable, we hope to reengage everyone in our community in learning and celebration. Doing this 

is part of remembering our Hebrew names. In a world where we are blessed with choice, we are 

challenged with finding meaning. The numbers that make up the algorithms that make so many choices 

for us every day aren’t good enough to do this. Finding meaning requires engaging with others, in 

community, for Shabbat and holidays, volunteering, activities, and milestones. Moments when we 

gather together, learn each other’s names, and by doing so rediscover the deeper meanings of our own 

Hebrew names. 


