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Elie Wiesel and the Sin of Indifference 

 

 

On July 2nd, Elie Wiesel passed away and this world lost one of our most inspiring 

voices of conscience. After he died, I reread his magnificent autobiography All Rivers 

Run into the Sea.  In it he wrote, “Logically, I shouldn’t have survived. Sickly, timid, 

fearful, and lacking all resourcefulness, I never did anything to stay alive. I never 

volunteered for anything, never jostled anyone to get a tin of soup. Coward that I was, I 

preferred to eat less and to let myself be devoured by hunger rather than expose myself 

to blows. I was less afraid of death than of physical suffering.……. Was it the will to 

testify— and therefore the need to survive— that helped pull me through? Did I survive 

in order to combat forgetting?” 

 

Rosh Hashana has many names, but the two most prominent in our rabbinical literature 

are Hayom Harat Olam—The day the world was born, and Yom Hazikaron—The day of 

remembrance. These two names seem to contradict each other. Birth is all about the 

future; nothing precedes birth because birth is the beginning.  And memory is all about 

the past.  How to square the contradiction embodied in these two names for Rosh 

Hashanah, one all about the future, and the other all about the past? Elie Wiesel’s life 

and teachings make it clear that a positive future can only be constructed if we learn the 

lessons of the past, by combatting forgetting.    

 

Elie Wiesel created a new moral category, indifference.  He wrote that “the opposite of 

love is not hate, it's indifference…..And the opposite of life is not death, it's indifference.” 

Indifference, Wiesel taught us, is the greatest sin. Elie Wiesel hardly ever wrote about 

Hitler or the Nazis who planned the Holocaust. He focused his harshest criticism on the 

indifferent leaders and masses who turned their backs on us, who tolerated evil all 
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around them.  And he gave eloquent, honest voice to the pain and suffering of their 

victims. 

That was Elie Wiesel’s brilliance and prophetic truth. To call out the indifferent, the 

enablers, the people who discounted and ignored the hateful rhetoric, who turned a 

blind eye, or even secretly cheered the abusive anti-Semitic laws, and everyone who 

could have intervened on our behalf, but stood silently by.  

 

Elie Wiesel’s final cause was the Syrian refugee crisis.  The numbers are enormous ---

the murdered, the orphaned, the exiled, the homeless.  We can get lost in the 

magnitude of it. In August, all those numbers crystalized in the innocent, bloodied face 

of one 5 year old child—sitting alone in an ambulance in Aleppo.  His name is Omran.  I 

know many of you saw the video. It was all over the news. His little legs couldn’t even 

reach the floor of the ambulance. At one point he took his hand and touched the side of 

his head, caked with blood and dirt, and then brought his hand down to see the blood.  

Dazed, quiet, and expressionless.  

 

In one account of Omran’s story, a psychologist noted that children under 3 years old 

will instinctively cry when they are in pain, or afraid.  But by the time a child reaches 5, 

he will only cry when he believes his tears will elicit a response, when he thinks crying 

will bring help.  Omran’s brother had been killed right in front of him.  His house had 

been destroyed, and Aleppo had been a war-zone for almost his entire life. Omran 

didn’t cry, because Omran had no expectation of comfort.  

 

Elie Wiesel spoke out for intervention in Syria after Bashar Al-Asad used poison gas. 

But as was his way, Wiesel didn’t mention Asad or ISIS at all. That would have been 

easy. Instead Wiesel singled out Jews for blistering criticism.  “Jewish leadership,” he 

wrote, “the moment we knew they were using gas you should have organized a mass 

demonstration of 500,000 people in the streets.  Go to Washington and say, “this is 

beyond. Enough. That we cannot take. Gas? When we know what was done with gas to 

our people two generations ago?...That we cannot take. We cannot allow. We cannot 

accept.” 
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It was hard to read those words.  Hard and uncomfortable.  To ask why we weren’t 

more outspoken, on the side of the victims. To be accused of complicity---not for stoking 

any hatred ourselves, but for standing silent, and ignoring their cries. In his acceptance 

speech for the Nobel Prize for Peace, Wiesel said, “I swore never to be silent whenever 

and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation. We must always take 

sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the 

tormentor, never the tormented.”   

 

Prophets like Elie Wiesel—they refuse to let us just live our lives; they refuse to allow us 

the comfort and peace of forgetting, of retreating into our own self-interest. They refuse 

to allow us the rationalization that this time, we can ignore it. That this bigotry or that 

hatred, this time we can excuse it. They refuse to let us get away with saying, “Yes, it’s 

terrible!  But we have more pressing matters.”  

 

 

In his memoir Wiesel asks, “Why were the tracks leading to Birkenau never bombed? I 

have put these questions to American presidents and generals and to high-ranking 

Soviet officers. Since Moscow and Washington knew what the killers were doing in the 

death camps, why was nothing done at least to slow down their “production”? That not a 

single Allied military aircraft ever tried to destroy the rail lines converging on Auschwitz 

remains an outrageous enigma to me. Birkenau was “processing” ten thousand Jews a 

day. Stopping a single convoy for a single night— or even for just a few hours— would 

have prolonged so many lives. At the least it would have been a warning to the 

Germans that Jewish lives do matter. But the free world didn’t care whether Jews lived 

or died, whether they were annihilated one day or the next. And so the sealed trains 

continued to shatter the silence of Europe’s flowering landscapes.” 

 

One of Elie Wiesel’s best friends in New York was Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, of 

the Jewish Theological Seminary.  You may remember him, in that iconic picture of the 

Reverend Martin Luther King walking alongside the long bearded Rabbi Heschel 

marching to Selma.  Rabbi Heschel once told a story of the first time he studied our 
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Torah portion for this morning, the story of the binding of Isaac. Heschel was 7 years 

old, and he was sitting in his yeshiva reading from the Torah, and when he got to the 

moment when Abraham held the knife over his son Isaac’s throat, Heschel became 

terrified. By the time the angel cried out: Abraham, Abraham, lay not your hand on the 

child! Heschel was sobbing.  His rabbi asked him: “Why are you crying? You know that 

Isaac was not killed!' ‘But rabbi,’ Heschel responded, ‘what if the angel had come a 

second too late?’ The Rabbi comforted him, explaining that angels don’t come late. 

Years later, when Rabbi Heschel recounted this memory, he taught, “an angel may not 

be late. But we human beings, we are often too late.” 

 

Nicolas Kristof recently wrote in the Times that as Hitler began his ascent to power and 

as pleas for emergency US visas came from Europe, the doors slammed shut on our 

people.  The New York Chamber of Congress warned in 1934, “The United States, if it 

continues to be the world’s asylum and poorhouse, would soon wreck its present 

economic life.”  The New York Times published a front page article delineating the risks 

of Nazi spies flooding America masquerading as Jews….And the Washington Post 

published an editorial thanking the State Department for keeping out Jewish refugees. 

Senator Stephen Pace of Georgia, introduced legislation calling for the deportation of 

“every alien in the United States”---meaning our great grandparents.  “When the safety 

of the country is imperiled,’ he thundered, “it seems fully justifiable to resolve any 

possible doubts in favor of the country rather than in favor of the aliens.”  

 

We now know that one of those potential aliens, was Anne Frank.  In 2005, a series of 

desperate letters written by her father, were discovered. In them he pleads to an 

American friend for help immigrating to the US.  “The US is the only country we can go 

to,” he wrote, “It’s mainly for the sake of the children.” 

 

 

Elie Wiesel taught us that today’s targets of suspicion are really no different from our 

own great grandparents.  That hatred metastasizes when allow it to.   
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Perhaps then, the most authentic way we can honor Elie Wiesel’s memory on this 

sacred day is to insist that his testimony, and the epic horror our people suffered, 

continue to pierce our complacency and cause us to act. When ego and ugly prejudice 

and racism and divisive discourse make us suspicious of each other, and blind us to 

what unifies us, to take a stand. When we see children suffering, to remember Ann 

Frank and all the children, and demand action.  

 

Elie Wiesel’s legacy lives when we remember that there is holiness, sacred power, in 

seeing beyond the veneer of color and gender and continent and religion, sexual 

orientation and language, into the beating heart beneath.  That we are all part of God 

and God is in each of us, that we are God’s hands, that we are God’s agency in this 

world.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


