
As an American Jew without 
any personal connection to the 
Holocaust, doing these interviews 
was moving. Although my great 
grandparents came to the United 
States from Eastern Europe in the 
early 1900s, I was always keenly 
aware that had circumstances 
been different, my grandparents 
could have easily been Holocaust 
survivors, or worse, victims. Or, 
more precisely, I might not exist. 
Because the Holocaust could 
have affected me, this is what 
motivated me to understand the 
Holocaust better. 

On my first trip to Israel on Birthright, 
I will never forget how our tour 
guide at Yad Vashem explained 
what happened to the Jews in the 
Holocaust. “Most of the Jews in 
the ghettos couldn’t fight against 
the Nazis. They were only civilians. 
They simply didn’t know how.” 

I expected that Yad Vashem would 
move people to understand why 
Israel was created. However, now 
I can see part of why the military 
is so important in Israel. Never 
again will the Holocaust happen 
because never again will Jews be 
defenseless. This time around, they 
certainly know how to stand up and 
protect themselves. 

Many of my Israeli friends and 
their parents were in combat out of 
necessity but also because of this 
ethic. This was the case in my friend 
Ronni Schiff’s family. Her father’s 
parents survived the Holocaust and 
emigrated from Hungary to Israel. 
They believed in building Israel, 
including having their children 
defend the country. Their children, 
including Ronni’s father, were all 
combat soldiers. Ronni believes this 
passion for defending the country 
was connected to her grandparents’ 
surviving the Holocaust.

Caroline Goston, a recent olah, 
believes in Israel’s need to protect 
itself from elimination. For her 
grandparents that survived the 
Holocaust, “it gives them a lot of 
satisfaction that we will be safe 
and never have to be the victims of 
such a tragedy again.” In order for 

her grandparents to feel safe, she 
feels strongly about Israel’s need to 
defend itself against its enemies. 

Caroline also poignantly said 
that Israel was important to her 
because, “It has allowed Jews 
to be free throughout the world.” 
This freedom is much of what 
Israelis celebrate on Holocaust 
Remembrance Day. Rather than 
focus on tragedy, many Israelis 
rejoice in continued Jewish 
existence. Children celebrate 
being Jewish in schools through 
performances and presentations. 

In the Israeli education system, high 
school students are obligated to study 
the Holocaust for one year in history 
classes. Many also go to Poland to 
visit the concentration camps. 

Ronni’s visit to Auschwitz was a 
surprisingly empowering experience. 
“To stand there at Auschwitz and sing 
the Israeli national anthem wearing a 
white shirt and Jewish star around 
your neck, to see all the tourists 
looking at you; that’s a pretty big 
thing and I don’t get excited easily.” 

However, another friend of mine 
that went on a Poland trip did 
not think the trip was effective. 
Although he can see how some 
find it emotionally satisfying, he 
thinks if the goal is to relive the 
Holocaust so that it won’t happen 
again, it misses the point. For 
example, if you want people to 
avoid car accidents, you teach 
them not to drink and drive; 
not simulate getting drunk and 

getting into a car accident. He 
believes much more in educating 
Jews about how to avoid another 
Holocaust rather than reenacting 
the experience. 

My friend Nadav Menuhin similarly 
believes it is crucial to understand 
the Holocaust in order to prevent 
genocides from happening, 
whether they happening to 
Jews or any other ethnic group. 
He feels passionately about 
his identity as a descendant of 
Holocaust survivors because he 
believes all morality stems from 
the Holocaust. The Holocaust 
showed how every human is a 
human and how important it is to 
be humane to everyone, even if 
that person is a minority.

The lessons my Israeli friends 
learned from the Holocaust are 
diverse: the need for defense; 
Jewish pride; the obligation to 
prevent another Holocaust and 
other genocides. 

However, despite these lessons, 
my friend Arielle still bears survivors 
guilt. “In a just world, I wouldn’t 
exist. What, then, am I supposed to 
feel? Grateful?”

Maybe not. In a just world, it is true 
that the Holocaust may not have 
happened. We can’t know. All we 
can do is celebrate that we still 
exist, despite everything. Since we 
have all suffered, we must never 
again let people be killed because 
of blind hate.  Then we can finally 
live in a just world.  

Yesh harbe yisre’elim 
shehem tse’etsa’im shel 

nitsoley sho’a?

ֵיׁש ַהְרֵּבה ִיְׂשְרֵאִלים ֶׁשֵהם ֶצֱאָצִאים 
ֶׁשל ִנצֹוֵלי ׁשֹוָאה?

Are many Israelis 
descendants of  holocaust 

survivors?

Kama ze ya’il avur talmidim 
levaker bemakhanot 

hashmada?

ַּכָמה ֶזה ָיִעיל ֲעבּור ַתְלִמיִדים 
ְלַבֵקר ְּבַמֲחנֹות ַהְׁשָמָדה?

How effective is it for 
students to visit the death 

camps?

Ze khashuv le’olam lo 
lishko’akhֶזה ָחׁשּוב ְלעֹוָלם ֹלא ִלְׁשֹּכַח

It’s important to never 
forget

NitsolimִנצֹוִליםSurvivors

Makhane hashmadaַמֲחֵנה ַהְׁשָמָדהDeath camp

NesibotְנִסּבֹותCircumstances

LehagerְלַהֵגרEmigrated

KiyumִקיּוםExistence

MusariyutמּוָסִריּותMorality

Retsakh amֶרַצח ַעםGenocide

Sin’a iveretִׂשְנָאה ִעֶוֶרתBlind hate
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