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Sermon:  The View from Berlin 
By Haskel Lookstein 

(an edited version of my sermon from Shabbat Chazon),  
July 29, 2017 

 
 
I went as part of a KJ Mission to Berlin with 29 members of the KJ Ramaz family.  
We all went with mixed feelings.  
 
“Are you excited for your trip?” people asked me in the days preceding it.  My 
answer was: “No; I am looking forward to it, but with apprehension.”  
 
The reasons for my mixed feelings were as follows:  
 
“Remember what Amalek did to you.”  How can one go to a country which 
perpetrated the most horrific destruction upon the Jewish people just seventy-five 
years ago?  In our family we don’t buy German manufactured goods.  Audrey 
would not accompany me on this mission for the same reason (in addition to 
wanting to remain local for two expected births which, thank God, have taken 
place!)   

 
And yet, beginning in the 1950’s, German reparations made a significant 
contribution to the economy of the State of Israel.  The subject of reparations – as 
we discussed it on our mission – was a very complex one.  Menachem Begin 
thundered against it.  He called it “blood money,” to be paid by murderers barely 
seven years after the end of the Holocaust.  David Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, 
strongly supported German reparations.  Let Germany help to build the State of 
Israel, he said; that, too, would be a form of exacting justice. 

 
I believe that Menachem Begin was right – in principle. In retrospect, however, 
Ben-Gurion was right pragmatically. German reparations helped to get a fragile 
Israeli economy on its feet.  The money was used to improve housing, to create 
an Israeli shipping fleet and a national airline, to build roads and 
telecommunication systems and to establish electricity networks.  Moreover, 
reparations were of critical help to finance Israel’s National Water Carrier, which 
was essential to making much of Israel habitable.  “By the mid 1950’s,” writes 
Daniel Gordis in his brilliant history of Israel (Israel: A Concise History of a Nation 
Reborn) “Israel had the world’s fastest growing economy, ahead even of Germany 
and Japan.”  German reparations continued to play a vital role in developing what 
has become a world class economy in the State of Israel.  

  
Furthermore, Germany has been, arguably, Israel’s best friend in Europe since the 
end of the Six Day War, fifty years ago.  This doesn’t undo the past but it is relevant 
for the present. 
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And so, thirty of us went with mixed feelings.  What did we find? 
 

We found a German nation and a Berlin city government that have publicly, 
demonstrably and emphatically said: “Chatanu, ovinu, pashanu – we have sinned; 
we have transgressed; we have committed atrocities.”  Everyone should know 
about it.  Everyone must remember it.  Nothing like it should ever happen again.  

  
All of this is as if Amalek itself was proclaiming: “Remember what Amalek did… do 
not forget!” 

 
In Berlin, we saw this proclamation of guilt in several, very impressive ways – 
actually, in your face!  I will present three of those ways. 

 
1.  The Topography of Terror – an outdoor exhibit on a walkway that 

is at least two football fields long.  It features display cases 
demonstrating through newspapers, posters and artifacts how 
the Nazi party terrorized Germany and the world from 1921 
through the end of World War II.  It is presented from the point of 
view of the perpetrators themselves, not the victims.  You can 
walk though that Topography of Terror in an hour.  Hundreds, 
perhaps thousands, do just that every day.   
 

2.  All over the city, there are what are called “stumbling blocks.”  
These are small plaques imbedded in streets and sidewalks 
alongside apartment houses and homes where there were Jews 
living who were deported from Berlin, mostly in 1943 and 1944.  
On each plaque there is the name of the Jew, his or her date of 
birth, the date of deportation and where the Jew was murdered.  
One cannot walk the streets without confronting the horrors that 
Jews experienced.  It is, once again, in your face!  Consciousness 
raising. 

 
3. “The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe,”  an artistic 

memorial named so clearly to indicate to everyone just what it is.  
It is a rolling, five acre field, filled with 2, 711 rectangular grey 
stones, evocative of graves, which is open on all sides to 
pedestrians.  It is placed in the most prominent area of Berlin, the 
counterpart to our Columbus Circle or Times Square.  It is prime 
real estate, devoted to an anonymous series of concrete slabs 
that start on the periphery three feet high and then, as one walks 
along, rise as high as thirty feet, through which one walks straight 
or turns at right angles and finds oneself in a maze: disoriented, 
trapped, and apprehensive.   It can be entered on all four sides.  
There is no fee.  The slabs have no writing on them, no engraving, 
not even any graffiti (they are graffiti proof) – totally anonymous.   
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On one side of this memorial one goes down into an 
information center in which one can walk through about fifteen 
rooms, each containing twenty or thirty display cases which 
describe a person or a family caught in the horror of the 
Holocaust.  One sees there a picture of individual human beings, 
with their letters and other personal expressions, or post-cards 
thrown from trains on route to death camps.  The display is deeply 
moving, troubling and humbling. 

 
What we saw in these three methods of telling a story was the most public 
expression by the German people about the atrocities perpetrated by their nation.  
These displays were created by the descendants of monsters and are presented 
as prominently as possible so that Germans and all visitors will see them, will have 
their consciousness raised and will derive lessons for the future.  It is nothing less 
than an attempt to educate a people and a world. 

 
And still, after the reparations, after the public and demonstrative declaration of 
guilt and, yes, even after the friendship toward Israel, we left Berlin with mixed 
feelings.  

 
But we also left with a measure of pride, for we visited the Wannsee Villa where, 
in January of 1942, fifteen top Nazi leaders met to plan the Final Solution  – the 
systematic murder of every Jew under German control.  We davened mincha on 
the veranda outside that palace of horrors.  It was one of the most memorable 
minchas of our lives.  Then we reassembled around the table in the conference 
room around which those monsters gathered seventy-five years ago.  We sat in 
their seats and we shouted: AM YISRAEL CHAI! 

 
Those who sat in that room in 1942 were defeated.  Their plan resulted in great 
pain and tragedy for our people, but it remained unfulfilled.  And we, and all that 
we represent, were the answer to their evil.  Outside that room, we all recited 
Kaddish: the prayer for remembering the dead, but the prayer that proclaims God’s 
ultimate dominion over all of humanity, a prayer that the murderers in that room in 
1942 sought to stifle but which we, seventy-five years later, reaffirmed.  

  
“May God’s name be magnified and sanctified in the world which He created 
according to His will.  May He establish His kingdom in our lifetime and in our days, 
and in the lifetime of all the House of Israel, swiftly and soon.  And we all said 
Amen.” 


