
Night Vision: April 24, 2020 
  

“In a dark time,” wrote the poet Theodore Roethke, “the eye begins to see” 

[“In a Dark Time,” from Collected Poems of Theodore Roethke (1963)]. This is a real 

biological phenomenon, of course. When the light dims, the pupils of our eyes 

open wide. In bright light, a pigment in the eye called rhodopsin decomposes; but 

when the light disappears the pigment molecules regenerate. Our eyes gradually 

adjust to the darkness, and we receive the gift of night vision. 

 But Theodore Roethke wasn’t talking about biology. His poem, like many 

poems, was a way of working his way through despair towards hope. “In a dark 

time, the eye begins to see.” Perhaps, just as we develop a different kind of 

vision suited to physical darkness, dark nights of the soul can also help us to see 

differently.  

 We are in such a dark time now. The world is shadowed by illness and 

economic devastation. Members of our congregation live with private heartbreak, 

isolated in their grief; some worried about survival. In the midst of all this, the 

Jewish world mourned the loss of the six million. On this Shabbat we come to an 

island in time, between Yom HaShoah in the week behind us, and Yom Ha-

Atzmaut in the week that lies ahead.  

 Every year the Jewish calendar makes this journey, in the space of one 

week, from sorrowful mourning to festive celebration; traveling through intense 

emotional terrain, churning up collective memories of pain, affirming our kinship 

and shared fate; unleashing joy. We have had other preoccupations lately, in this 

strangest month of April that any of us can recall. But tonight, as we rest on the 



island of Shabbat, let’s take some time to link ourselves with Jews around the 

world, walking with our people this remarkable seven-day journey of the soul. 

 

From the very outset, choosing a date for commemorating the Shoah was 

problematic, surrounded by controversy.  After World War II, some argued that 

Holocaust remembrance should be added to a sad day already on the Jewish 

calendar --Tisha B’Av, when the First and Second Temples were destroyed 

thousands of years ago. Others felt that the Holocaust was too significant a 

trauma to be subsumed with other Jewish sufferings; it deserved a day of its own. 

Some proposed a date close to the first night of Passover, when the Warsaw 

ghetto uprising began, in 1943. The idea of honoring the start of armed 

resistance in the ghetto accorded with the full name given to the day of 

remembrance – Yom HaShoah v’HaGevurah, literally “The Day of Holocaust and 

Heroism.”  

But Orthodox rabbis urged that the date chosen for Holocaust 

remembrance should be as far away as possible from Passover, for mourning is 

prohibited in Nisan, the month of our liberation from Egypt. They advocated for 

setting the date much later, in the next month, Iyar, during the period of counting 

the Omer, which was already associated, in Jewish tradition, with a period of 

semi-mourning for the death, centuries before, of thousands of Rabbi Akiba’s 

students during a time of plague. 

 In the end, after much fervent debate, a compromise was reached: the 

date set was the 27th of Nissan -- during the counting of the Omer, close to but 



well after Passover. The 27th of Nisan turned out to be a wise choice. As Rabbi 

Irving Greenberg writes: “Had the…15th of Nissan been chosen for [Holocaust] 

commemoration, this coincidence would have negated the Passover holiday; the 

joy of Exodus, as it were, would have been buried under the ashes of Auschwitz. 

Impressing the total experience of destruction on the very day of national 

liberation would constitute a statement that hope is overwhelmed; redemption 

has been defeated by catastrophe. In effect, the Nazis would have gained a 

posthumous victory; their assault on Passover finally would have succeeded. 

“Furthermore, the message would have been that identification should be 

made only with the fighters; all the other Jews in the Holocaust were a source of 

shame, their deaths best played down or forgotten. …Pushed off for two weeks, 

the connection to armed revolt attenuated and obscured, Yom Hashoah became 

a day of mourning for all Jews who died.  

“….As the commemoration day now stands, Passover joy is shadowed by 

Yom Hashoah. In effect, Passover is wounded but not destroyed, which is the 

truth witnessed by Jewish life after the catastrophe. Wounding but not destroying 

Passover is another way of saying the covenant is broken but not defeated or 

replaced.” 

It is in some ways a historical accident that Yom HaShoah ended up one 

week before Yom Ha-Atzmaut, the 5th of Iyar, the anniversary of the Jewish date 

on which Israel declared its independence in 1948. But today the connection 

between these two days seems inevitable, capturing the tragic, astounding arc of 

Jewish history in modern times.  



As Rabbi Greenberg writes: “The State of Israel is not a reward or a 

product or an exchange for the Holocaust; it is a response. The Jewish people 

responded to the total assault of death by an incredible outpouring of life. The 

survivors came and rebuilt their lives. Jewish life was made precious again.” 

[https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/setting-a-date-for-yom-hashoah/] 

 

In a dark time, the eye begins to see. “Never shall I forget that night,” 

wrote Elie Wiesel. “The first night in camp, which has turned my life into one long 

night, seven times cursed and seven times sealed ... Never shall I forget those 

moments which murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to dust….” 

[Night, ch.3, p.32].  It is no accident that Wiesel called his personal memoir of the 

Holocaust Night, for he came through the heart of darkness, a darkness so thick 

and impenetrable it seemed, for a time, to extinguish all hope, even as it 

extinguished life.  

But in the depths of night, the eye perceives anew. The profound darkness 

of that time made other qualities more visible. It made moments of goodness 

more radiant, brought to each courageous act an incandescent glow. And it gave 

extraordinary luster to those who walked through the nightmare with generous 

hearts: Jews who shared their meager stores with others, tenderly cared for 

children and elders, comforted the sick and dying; Gentiles who saved Jewish 

lives at great personal risk. Because the lights went out, their deeds shone forth 

more brightly; and still they glow in our own time, calling us to remembrance. Of 

Hitler and his kind we say “Y’mach shmo – may his name be erased.” But of 



these beacons of hope and faith in the human spirit, we say “zichronam livracha 

– their memory is a blessing.” 

And because we dwell in the terrible shadow of the Shoah we perceive 

more keenly the great and brilliant light that is Israel; flawed, as all nation states 

are flawed, but a miracle nonetheless; aflame with holy Jewish sparks of life 

renewed. Because we witnessed the night, we are forever dazzled by the dawn. 

So, too, in our personal journeys through darkness, perception changes.  

Deep in grief or consumed by worry for someone we love, we barely notice much 

of what happens around us. But kindness is a candle that casts its light on our 

heart and keeps us from getting lost in despair.  Even the smallest acts of love 

and care extended to us in that time become indescribably precious, and we 

remember them always, long after the darkness has passed. From then on, 

because our eyes have learned to see the truth, we treasure the only riches that 

matter in life. So it was for me, and perhaps for you, as well. 

Now, as our country and our world dwell in death’s dark shadow, I pray 

that we will gain night vision: the gift of new perception that comes to us only 

when the lights go out. And on this Shabbat between sorrow and celebration, I 

look to those who came before us, who lived through the nightmare and found 

the strength to rebuild. 

 

There is an ancient port city, built where the Vistula River meets the Baltic 

Sea. The Poles call it Gdansk; the German name is Danzig. Jews first came 



there in the 15th century and a small community grew – merchants in timber and 

grain, small craftsmen of many sorts. 

By 1924 there were 9,000 Jews in Danzig, some 3% of the population. 

They supported four synagogues and a host of Jewish organizations. But in May 

1933 the Nazis won power in a democratic election, and civil order gradually 

gave way. In 1937 Jews were banned from practicing their professions; Nazi 

authorities began arresting prominent Jewish citizens, seizing their property and 

confiscating their bank accounts. Later that year a full-scale pogrom broke out, 

and the following year the racist Nuremberg laws were introduced. 

In December the Nazis informed the Danzig Jewish community that their 

synagogues were scheduled for demolition. The Jews of Danzig decided their 

only hope was to organize their own emigration. In July 1939 ten crates arrived at 

the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, filled with ritual objects, sacred 

books, scrolls and tapestries– many of them valuable antiques. They came from 

the Great Synagogue of Danzig, a magnificent temple that had seated 2000 

people. The sale of these ritual objects, organized by the American Jewish Joint 

Distribution Committee, and the sale of their synagogues and cemeteries, 

enabled the Jews of Danzig to buy safe passage out of the country. They were 

the only Jewish community to do so. 

In 1939, a young American rabbi, Harold Saperstein, went to Europe to 

attend the 21st Zionist Congress in Geneva and to visit embattled Jewish 

communities in Poland and Rumania. Arriving in Danzig in July, he made his way 



to the Great Synagogue, once one of the most beautiful in Europe. Now it lay in 

ruins. The sight filled him with grief. 

Then the rabbi turned his eyes to the massive arched doorway – the only 

part of the building still intact. He saw above the entrance a Hebrew inscription 

carved into the stone – the words of the prophet Malachi [2:10]: 

“Ha-lo av echad l’chulanu 
Ha-lo el echad b’ra-anu? 
Have we not all one Father? 
Has not one God created us all?”                                                            
           [See Witness From the Pulpit: Topical Sermons 1933-1980, by Harold Saperstein, p.87] 
 

In the midst of a city torn apart by hate, those poignant words remained – 

an ancient call to conscience; the voice of an all-embracing faith and love.  

75 years have passed since the end of World War II. With each year the 

Holocaust recedes from living memory. But we affirm tonight the power of those 

words carved in stone. Nothing can destroy them – not hatred, not war, not the 

fears and suspicions that threaten now to drive us apart. Though millions have 

died, the message our prophets brought to the world still lives, a shining beacon 

in these times when the lights are going out. 

 Some 400 years ago Sir Thomas Browne, a scientist, physician and man 

of deep faith, took note of an optical phenomenon that spoke to him of a moral 

truth. He wrote: “Light that makes some things seen, makes some things invisible. 

Were it not for the darkness and the shadow of the earth, the noblest part of the 

Creation would remain unseen, and the stars in heaven invisible.” [quoted in Day by 

Day: Reflections on the Themes of the Torah, Chaim Stern, p.180]. 



 Let us give thanks this week, and in all the weeks to come, for the radiant 

light of goodness – most visible, most beautiful, when it shines in the depths of 

night. 

 
 

 

 

	


