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Marceline Loridan-Ivens is a survivor of the Holocaust. Her memoir was a best-seller in France 

and this past year it appeared in English under the title: But You did Not Come Back. It’s a small, 

but powerful book.  

 

Marceline and her family are living in a château in Vichy-ruled southern France. In 1942, she is 

15 when she and her father are seized, taken to the Drancy internment camp, and then on to 

Auschwitz-Birkenau. Her father tells her, “You might come back, because you’re young, but I 

will not come back.” The prophecy haunts Marceline her entire life. He is placed in Auschwitz 

and she in Birkenau. The threat of the nearby gas chambers looms over every moment. 

 

One day in Birkenau, Marceline catches a glimpse of her father as her work detail passes his. 

He’s alive. She can scarcely believe it. Each of them breaks ranks. They run toward one another 

and she falls into his arms.  

 

But the embrace is short-lived. They’re separated and beaten. It is the last time Marceline sees 

her father. But a few weeks later, a fellow prisoner smuggles her a note from the man who meant 

the world to her. Her memoir takes the form of her reply: 

 

“And so I think about you. I can picture the note you managed to get to me back there, a stained 

little scrap of paper, almost rectangular, torn on one end. I can see your writing, slanted to the 

right, and four or five sentences that I can no longer remember. I’m sure of one line, the first: 

‘My darling little girl,’ and the last line, too, your signature: ‘Shloime.’ But what came between I 

don’t know anymore. I try to remember and I can’t.” 

 

In the shadow of Yom Hashoa, I wouldn’t deign to raise the unanswerable questions of the 

Holocaust. But there is a theological quandary I want to share with you this morning.  

 

Our Parshah is taken up with the עבודה of Yom Kippur – the Temple service performed by the 

High Priest on our holiest day of the year. But it begins with a line that seems grossly out of 

context: 

 וידבר ה' אל משה אחרי מות שני בני אהרן...

Hashem spoke to Moshe after the death of Aaron’s two sons. 

 

Nadav and Avihu had perished months before. Why mention them now? 

  

Bothered by this anomaly, the Yerushalmi suggests an answer:  מה יום הכיפרום מכפר אף מיתת צדיקים

 .מכפרת

 

The juxtaposition of these two narratives is meant to teach us that: Just as Yom Kippur atones for 

our sins, so does the death of the righteous.  
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I have to confess that I have always found this sentiment to be one of the most theologically 

vexing in the canon of Jewish thought. 

 

There is a prominent world religion predicated on the notion of a savior dying for the sins of the 

people. And I can assure you it’s not Judaism. What does it mean that מיתת צדיקים מכפרת – the 

death of the righteous provides atonement?  

 

The problem is even more fundamental. Because the Torah itself says it’s not true: 

 לא יומתו אבות על בנים ובנים לא יומתו על אבות, איש בחטאו יומתו.

 

In the Code of Hammurabi, a son could be punished for the crime of his father. But not so in 

Jewish law. This was one of the great contributions – one of the great revolutions – of the Torah. 

We call it individual responsibility. I’m accountable for my actions and you for yours.  

 

So how do we understand this enigma? What happens when the righteous perish? How do we 

solve this riddle? 

 

There is one other place where we encounter this phenomenon. It’s actually even more well-

known because Rashi cites the teaching. It’s upon the death of Miriam.  

 

What’s the connection between Miriam’s passing and the narrative of the Parah Aduma that it 

follows? Once again, as Rashi tells us: It’s so that we should know – just as red heifer affects 

atonement, so does the death of the righteous. 

 

And it’s in that context that I think we can begin to tease out the meaning of this obscure 

expression. 

 

Remember what happens after Miriam dies? The short answer is: Nothing good. The people 

can’t find water; they start to grumble. They say it would have been better had they never left 

Egypt. Moshe makes a mistake; he hits the rock; the people are saved, but Moshe is condemned 

to die in the wilderness, unable to realize his dream of setting foot in the Promised Land.  

 

It’s a terrible and tragic sequence of events. So we’re left to wonder: In what way has Miriam’s 

death improved the lot of the Jewish people? Both practically and theologically, they’re 

decidedly worse off now than when she was alive. 

 

And I think this is precisely the point.  

 

Based on an essay of the משך חכמה, I’d like to suggest an alternate explanation of what חז"ל mean 

when they tell us what’s beneficial about the death of the righteous. 

 

There is no magic trick. The death of a Tzaddik absolves no one of their responsibilities. 

Instead, it creates an opportunity. If a person is able to perceive how the world is changed in the 

absence of this person – if a person is able to appreciate what’s been lost – then we can be 

assured that he or she will be well on their way to an elevated spiritual state. That kind of 

reflection – that kind of active remembrance cannot but move a person.  
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The case of Miriam is the exception that proves the rule. How could the people be so unmoved 

by her passing? How could their behavior so quickly devolve into disobedience and 

fractiousness?  

 

As the Alshich notices: They shed no tears. The Torah paints no picture of their weeping or their 

grief. It was their very failure to adequately appreciate what they had lost that cast them down 

the path of spiritual ruin.  

 

Yes, the death of the righteous can bring about atonement – but only for those who are moved – 

only for those who remember. 

 

And this, says the Zohar, is why our Parshah was chosen as the Kriat Hatorah for Yom Kippur: 

So that people will be moved by the death of Aharon’s sons. (It’s surely the reason, too, that we 

read about the ten martyrs on Yom Kippur.) 

 

It’s when we spend a moment remembering great people – thinking about what they stood for, 

thinking about what they lived for – and sometimes thinking about what they died for – that 

we’ll assuredly be uplifted.  

 

With each passing year, the observance of Yom Hashoa gets a little harder. 

• More time has gone by since the unspeakable horrors of the Holocaust. 

• The number of survivors diminishes. 

• Memories begin to fade. 

 

My conviction is that, as a result, our responsibility to memory and our responsibility to history 

become even weightier. We cannot take for granted that our children will inherit our memories. 

And we can’t even take for granted that we’ll hold on to our own.  

 

When I attended YULA in Los Angeles, my school shared a building with the Simon Wiesenthal 

Center. There was a sign on the door of one of the more eccentric Wiesenthal officers that read: 

“Please do not disturb; Nazi hunter at work.”  

 

And in the hallway was a framed poster of the iconic image of Nazi Germany. I passed that 

poster 1000 times and the image is etched into my mind: A little boy in the Warsaw Ghetto 

wearing a winter coat, his arms meekly raised as a Nazi points his gun. Innocence and terror 

converge. And if I close my eyes, I can see the crease in the boy’s cap and the buttons on his 

coat.  

 

But when I went back recently to look at the photo, I thought of Marceline and the text of her 

father’s letter that she could not recall. What struck me most was the presence of the other people 

in the photograph – by the other Jews – adults and children – also with their hands up. In my 

recollection all I could see was the boy. 

 

And I was reminded that memory is never static, but a dynamic and changing thing. It needs to 

be updated, refreshed, renewed. Contrary to what we may believe, memory cannot survive on 

inertia. Those who do not share their memories are fated to forget them.  
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And so we have Yom Hasoah: A day to actively remember – to tell and retell the impossibly 

difficult stories of those who survived and those who perished.  

 

And of course to remember, too, that from the ashes, the Jewish people arose and founded the 

State of Israel.  

 

Today we’re blessed to be celebrating Jonathan’s Bar Mitzvah. And as we stand between Yom 

Hashoa and Yom Haatzmaut, what a powerful message to a young man standing on the precipice 

of Jewish adulthood. Jewish memory and Jewish history can never be taken for granted. 

Jonathan, as a leader in your generation, it will be up to you to carry them forward. It’s young 

people like you that give us hope about our Jewish future. Just always be sure that that future is 

informed by remembrances of the Jewish past.  

 

Neither our minds nor our psyches are equipped to absorb a number like six million. But if each 

of us tells one story – if each of us shares the narrative of one צדיק – we will give voices to the 

souls of the silenced. For we will have remembered to remember.  

 

 

 


