
Roots and Reflections The Choice, Part I   Nov 3, 2019 
 
Themes: survival, identity, courage, resilience, luck, providence, interdependence 
 
Reading 1 p 7 Bad Things Happen 
Bad things, I am afraid, happen to everyone. This we can’t change. If you look at your birth 
certificate, does it say life will be easy? It does not. But so many of us remain stuck in a trauma 
or grief, unable to experience our lives fully. This we can change. Even the dullest moments of 
our lives are opportunities to experience hope, buoyancy, happiness. Mundane life is life too. 
As is painful life, and stressful life. Why do we so often struggle to feel alive, or distance 
ourselves from feeling life fully? Why is it such a challenge to bring life to life? 
 If you asked me for the most common diagnosis among the people I treat, I wouldn’t say 
depression or post-traumatic stress disorder…I would say hunger… We are hungry for approval, 
attention, affection. We are hungry for the freedom to embrace life and to really know and be 
ourselves. 
 My own search for freedom and my years of experience as a licensed clinical 
psychologist have taught me that suffering is universal. But victimhood is optional. There is a 
difference between victimization and victimhood. [Victimization comes from the outside…the 
neighbourhood bully, the boss who rages, the spouse who hits, the lover who cheats, the 
discriminatory law, the accident that lands you in the hospital.]… Victimhood comes from the 
inside. No one can make you a victim but you. We become victims not because of what 
happens to us but when we choose to hold on to our victimization… a way of thinking and being 
that is rigid, blaming, pessimistic, stuck in the past, unforgiving, punitive, and without healthy 
boundaries… We’re not seeing our choices. We’re judging ourselves. …How can you discover 
how to escape the concentration camp of your own mind and embrace the possible, to make 
the choice to be free to become the person you were meant to be. 
 
From “Why did I live when others died?” to “What is mine to do with the life I’ve been given?”  
 
READING 2 The Summer Day 
Who made the world? 
Who made the swan, and the black bear? 
Who made the grasshopper? 
This grasshopper, I mean- 
the one who has flung herself out of the grass, 
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand, 
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down- 
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes. 
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face. 
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away. 
I don't know exactly what a prayer is. 
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass, 
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields, 
which is what I have been doing all day. 



Tell me, what else should I have done? 
Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 
Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life? 
—Mary Oliver 

P 38 CHOOSE WHAT TO PAY ATTENTION TO 
After her hair has been shaved and she’s been standing naked for hours, Magda, asks how she 
looks. The truth? She looks like a mangy dog. A naked stranger.  
 “Your eyes,” I tell my sister, “they’re so beautiful. I never noticed them when they were 
covered up by all that hair.” It’s the first time I see that we have a choice: to pay attention to 
what we’ve lost or to pay attention to what we still have. 
 
DYAD Question:   P 41 What helps you remember who you are? 
A fellow inmate managed to save a picture of herself from before internment, a picture in 
which she had long hair. She was able to remind herself who she was, that that person still 
existed. This awareness became a refuge that preserved her will to live. 
What helps you remember who you are? What you are. What verifies your identity?  
 
Reading #3 No one can take away from you what you’ve put in your own mind. 
 
There on the threshold of the door to the barracks I recognize the uniformed officer from the 
selection line. I know it’s him, the way he smiles with his lips parted, the gap between his front 
teeth. Dr. Mengele, we learn. He is a refined killer and lover of the arts. He trawls among the 
barracks in the evenings, searching for talented inmates to entertain him. He walks in tonight 
with his entourage and casts his gaze like a net over the new arrivals with our baggy dresses 
and hastily shorn hair. We stand still, backs to the wooden bunks that edge the room. He 
examines us… Dr Mengele barks out a question, and before I know what is happening, the girls 
standing nearest me, who know I trained as a ballerina and gymnast, push me forward, closer 
to the Angel of Death.  
 He studies me. I don’t know where to put my eyes. I stare straight ahead at the open 
door. The orchestra is assembled outside. They are silent, awaiting orders.  
 “Little dancer,” Dr. Mengele says, “dance for me.” He directs the musicians to begin 
playing. The familiar opening strain of “The Blue Danube” waltz filters into the dark, close room. 
Mengele’s eyes bulge at me. I’m lucky. I know a routine to “The Blue Danube” that I can dance 
in my sleep. But my limbs are heavy, as in a nightmare when there’s danger and you can’t run 
away. “Dance!” he commands again, and I feel my body start to move. 

First the high kick. Then the pirouette and turn. The splits. And up. As I step and bend 
and twirl, I can hear Mengele talking to his assistant. He never takes his eyes off me, but 
attends to his duties as he watches. I can hear his voice over the music. He discusses with the 
other officer which ones of the hundred girls present will be killed next. If I miss a step, if I do 
anything to displease him, it could be me. I dance. I dance. I am dancing in hell. I can’t bear to 
see the executioner as he decides our fates. I close my eyes.  



…My heart races. In the private darkness within, I hear my mother’s words come back to 
me, as though she is there in the barren room, whispering below the music. Just remember, no 
one can take away from you what you put in your own mind. Dr. Mengele, my fellow starved-
to-the-bone inmates, the defiant who will survive and the soon to be dead, even my beloved 
sister disappear, and the only world that exists is the one inside my head. “The Blue Danube” 
fades, and now I can hear Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet. The barracks floor becomes a stage 
at the Budapest opera house. I dance for my fans in the audience. I dance within the glow of 
hot lights. I dance for my lover, Romeo, as he lifts me high above the stage. I dance for love. I 
dance for life. 

As I dance, I discover a piece of wisdom that I have never forgotten…I can see that Dr. 
Mengele, the seasoned killer who just this morning murdered my mother, is more pitiful than 
me. I am free in my mind, which he can never be. He will always have to live with what he’s 
done. He is more a prisoner than I am. As I close my routine with a final, graceful split, I pray, 
but it isn’t myself I pray for. I pray for him. I pray, for his sake, that he won’t have the need to 
kill me. 
 He must be impressed by my performance, because he tosses me a loaf of bread – a 
gesture, as it turns out, that will later save my life. As evening turns to night, I share the bread 
with Magda and our bunkmates. I am grateful to have bread. I am grateful to be alive. 
 
Recap: 
Bad Things happen, (pain is inevitable suffering is optional) 
Choose What to Pay Attention To 
You Always have Choice of Where to Place Your Thoughts 
 
LARGE GROUP Question:   
What words, prayers, sayings, mantras do you use to get through difficult times?   
       
JOURNAL: What is the feeling of home/groundedness?    
“Home isn’t a place anymore, not a country. It’s a feeling, as universal as it is specific.”  
Question:  What does home feel like for you? Create a list of single words to describe it.   
 
READING 4 APPROACH TO FREEDOM    P 79 
 We’re free from the death camps, but we also must be free to – free to create, to make 
a life, to choose. And until we find our freedom to, we’re just spinning around in the same 
endless darkness. 

Who would provide the best shelter now? Someone who knows what I have endured, a 
fellow survivor? Or someone who doesn’t, who can help me forget? Someone who knew me 
before I went through hell, who can help me back to my former self? Or someone who can look 
at me now without always seeing what’s been destroyed? 
 
LARGE GROUP Question:  Who provides the best shelter? Who is the best witness?  
 “The Tattooist of Auschwitz” written as a novel by Heather Morris, nonJew (no “baggage”). 
 
 



READING 5: P 88 When You Can’t Go In Through A Door, Go In Through A Window 
There is no door for survival, or recovery either. It’s all windows. Latches you can’t reach easily, 
panes too small, spaces where a body shouldn’t fit. But you can’t stand where you are. You 
must find a way. 
              
READING 7:  Hope and purpose in freedom 
If I survive today, tomorrow I will be free. The irony of freedom is that it is harder to find hope 
and purpose. Klara is my mother now… I love being held and made to feel safe. But it is 
suffocating too. Her kindness leaves me no breathing room. And she seems to need something 
from me in return. Not gratitude or appreciation. Something deeper. I can feel that she relies 
on me for her own sense of purpose… in taking care of me, she finds the reason why she was 
spared. My role is to be healthy enough to stay alive yet helpless enough to need her. That is 
my reason for having survived. Interdependence is the most important source of meaning. 
 
Viktor Frankl “Man’s Search for Meaning” foreward by Harold Kushner 
Life is not primarily a quest for pleasure, as Freud believed, or a quest for power, as Alfred Adler 
taught, but a quest for meaning. The greatest task for any person is to find meaning in his or 
her life. Frankl saw three possible sources for meaning: in work (doing something significant), in 
love (caring for another person), and in courage during difficult times. Suffering in and of itself 
is meaningless; we give our suffering meaning by the way in which we respond to it. 
 
JOURNAL: list in note form under three categories: work (paid/volunteer), care provider, 
courage items that give you a sense of purpose.        
 
Who do we marry? P 101 
Orphans marry orphans. Later I will hear that we marry our parents. But I say we marry our 
unfinished business. For Bela and me, our unfinished business is grief. 
 
LARGE GROUP Question:  Who did you marry?  
 
 
 


