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On Tuesday this week we marked the anniversary of Kristallnacht. On that night, 83 years ago, 

Germans destroyed 76 synagogues, murdered more than 90 Jews, and arrested 30,000 more. As 

Kenneth Jacobson, the Deputy National Director of the ADL, wrote in the Times of Israel, this 

state sponsored pogrom was not only the culmination of the long history of antisemitism in 

Europe and the antisemitic Nazi government. It was also made possible because of the 

perpetrators, the collaborators, and the bystanders. The perpetrators were members of the Nazi 

government. The collaborators were local Germans who joined in on the violence. The 

bystanders were those Germans who saw what was happening and did nothing. Though the 

perpetrators and the collaborators directly caused the deaths and destruction, we must not forget 

about the role the bystanders played, or didn’t play, in Kristallnacht. Whether because of fear or 

indifference, their inaction allowed antisemitic attitudes to morph into deadly violence. The 18th 

century statesman Edmund Burke is to have said that “The only thing necessary for the triumph 

of evil is for good men to do nothing.” While this is surely true, it doesn’t tell us how good 

people should respond when confronted with evil and hate. For this, we can turn to our tradition.  

 

In Pirke Avot, Hillel, who lived about 1700 years before Burke, put forward a simple yet 

profound prescription: “Where there are no worthy people, strive to be a worthy person.” While 

the antisemitism and hatred we face today is not like that in Germany 83 years ago, it still must 

be fought. As Jacobson writes, “We commemorate Kristallnacht not only to show respect to the 

Jews murdered and imprisoned and the synagogues destroyed that ghastly night, but also to make 

the point that confronting hate early on remains a vital approach to prevent its spread.” 

 

Last night, our Social Advocacy Committee hosted an important conversation with Shira 

Goodman, the Regional Director of the ADL, and Congressman Donald Norcross. While we 

discussed the very real threats of hatred and antisemitism in our country today, it was heartening 

to see how we are not alone in this fight. Their support, along with the strength of our 

community, play a crucial role in standing up to the hatred that exists today. At times it can feel 

like there aren’t enough good people, worthy people, who speak with a clear moral voice against 

antisemitic and hateful tropes, attitudes, or attacks, no matter where they come from. Hillel 

reminds us that we should look no further than the mirror to discover where that responsibility 

lies. “Where there are no worthy people, strive to be a worthy person.” In our schools, our 

community, our country, and our world, we can be those worthy people, we have to be those 

worthy people. This is not only a lesson from the past, it is also our responsibility for the future. 
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