Kol Nidre – Sanctuary –October 7, 2011- Rabbi Adam Feldman
It is Kol Nidre Night. The most powerful night of the year – unlike any other. It is the one night we come together as a congregation and community, as families and individuals, to focus, to contemplate, to meditate on the meaning of life, on our role in this world. I love the pageantry of Kol Nidre. The Jewish Center like so many other synagogues, begins Kol Nidre night by opening the ark, calling on our Past Presidents to come to the bimah, as we remove the Sifrei Torah from the ark and hold them on the bimah, in the center of it all. 

Why do we bring the Sifrei Torah out on Kol Nidre night? Why do we parade with the Sifrei Torah every time we read from them on Shabbat and Chagim? Because our religion has its pageantry and because Judaism is based on the Torah – we make the Sifrei Torah the focal point tonight to remind us of the stories, the values, the importance of keeping the Torah in our hearts every day of the year. 

What makes the moment when we hold the Torah so magical? The text has not changed in thousands of years but it remains in our hearts. It requires great skill to chant from the Torah properly and yet so many Jews want to develop these skills. We always stand at attention when the Torah is taken from the Ark and we cannot imagine Kol Nidre without the Sifrei Torah. Last week on Rosh Hashanah we had the incident when the Torah fell in the Sanctuary, and as I have been reading the reflections people shared with me on the day they chose to fast, I have been thinking about the role of the Torah in our lives and how we personally connect to the Torah.

We want to feel a connection to the Torah because of what it represents. We kiss the Torah to bring it closer to our lives. Have you ever noticed the way we kiss the Torah? We usually touch the Torah first and then kiss. It is as if we want to demonstrate that we want the Torah to kiss us – we want to bring it closer to our lips, our hearts, our souls. The Sifrei Torah are the great symbol of Kol Nidre night because the Torah is the metaphor for the life of the Jew. The Torah tells the story of the Jewish People as a whole and it helps us tell our own individual stories as well.

As I look out at our congregation tonight, I see many stories that need to be told. In my years as your Rabbi, I have listened to you tell me your stories and share details of your life and personal challenges you have faced. Since I came to The Jewish Center, one man in particular shared his story with me and it has inspired me in so much that I do. And now that he is no longer with us, it is a story that I feel compelled to share and act upon in this coming year. 
It is the story of Mr. Abraham Krotowski, a man who lived through the most difficult days for anyone, the Holocaust of World War II. He survived the Shoah without letting it destroy him. Abe Krotowski lived a full life of 92 years and spent so many of his Shabbatot with us, sitting in his seat on the aisle in the fourth row of our Sanctuary, singing with us and letting the Torah touch his heart. 

I never met another man like Abe Krotowski nor heard another story like his. He served in the Polish Army, was wounded during the war, survived the concentration camp, made matzah on Pesach in Auschwitz, found the love of his life after the war and started a family here in the US, with sons and grandchildren who loved him dearly. He never let his experiences destroy him but rather he allowed them to make him a better person.
As I spent time with Abe, and listened to his story, I began to understand the Shoah differently. I studied the stories in school, read the books and watched the movies but Abe’s story gave me a new inspiration. Recently I have been thinking more about what it means to survive the Shoah and what it will mean when no more Holocaust survivors are here with us to share their stories. 

It is as if Abe Krotowski and others are telling me, someone who was born almost 20 years after the war, who had no close relatives who lived through the Shoah, that we must become the new voice of the Shoah – my generation and those after us need to read the books, watch the movies, visit the memorials and go to the concentration camps so we can keep alive the memories of those who perished, those who fought back and those who risked their lives to save others.
I have been to Yad Vashem in Jerusalem and to the Holocaust Memorial in Washington but this summer I felt compelled to do more. I felt an obligation to go to see the Shoah in a different venue; to go to Europe and experience what I could first hand, 65 years later, and to become the voice of the next generation to attest to the atrocities of the Shoah. 
This past July, Sara and I went to Prague. We chose Prague because it is a beautiful city and a place we both wanted to visit. But we also chose Prague because it gave me an opportunity to see, a European city not destroyed by the Nazis; a city that experienced World War II yet was still able to hold on to its rich history and culture.

We saw a city with a 1,000-year Jewish history that Hitler chose not to destroy because he wanted it to become a museum of what Judaism was. We saw a city with five synagogues that date back hundreds of years where many great Rabbis lived, studied and wrote some of the great classic books of our tradition.

We spent a day in Terezin, the Czech city that the Nazis called Terezinstadt. It was the Jewish Ghetto and concentration camp where the Nazis forced the Jews from surrounding area to go, as a way station before being sent off to other concentration camps to die. In Terezinstadt, the living conditions were atrocious and thousands of Jews died from disease and starvation. We saw the barracks where Jewish prisoners were forced to live with no sunlight and no medical facilities. We saw the famous sign that said, Arbeit Macht Frei – work will set you free – the lie the Nazis told the Jews that if they worked hard enough in this labor camp they would be sent home. We saw the lie-filled propaganda film the Nazis created to show the Red Cross delegates during their visit to Terezinstadt in 1943 after they had heard rumors about the Shoah. We saw the crematorium where thousands of Jews were burned. 

And we saw the artwork of the children of Terezinstadt who had so much hope because they always believed that someday soon they would be going back home. On that cloudy day in Terezinstadt, I was saddened by what I saw of the atrocities our people experienced yet also inspired by the memorials that have been created. We were in Terezinstadt on Friday morning and as we drove the hour back to Prague that afternoon, I realized the two places are worlds apart. That Friday evening, Sara and I walked into the old Jewish neighborhood, the section that was once a ghetto, but today, 65 years after the war, has a strong, vibrant Jewish community. 
We went to shul that Friday night and our experience was unlike any other. We went to the Altenoi Shul; what they call in Prague the Staranova Synagogue, the Old-New Synagogue. It is the oldest active synagogue in Europe and may possibly be the oldest active synagogue outside of Israel. As we walked into the Altenoi Shul, there was a security guard, a common sight in European synagogues and part of the culture for Jewish communities throughout the world. While standing in line together, Sara and I talked about the likelihood that we would pass through the security check. We had our passports; we thought we would be able to answer any questions we would be asked and we could not think of any reason we would not be allowed to enter. I then asked Sara if I should tell the guard that I am a Rabbi from America – did she think it would help us get in. Sara, in her infinite wisdom said, “I do not think we will have a problem. Don’t say anything about being a Rabbi.” 
The guard asked to see our passports and asked us why we were in Prague. We said we were from the US and we wanted to come to the shul that night to daven for Shabbat. He then asked me if I go to synagogue in the US and if so how often. I wanted to tell him the whole truth but Sara jumped in and said, “We go every week.” The guard then asked me the easiest security question I have ever been asked. “Do you know the words of Shema Yisrael?” With great pride, I said, “Shema Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.” It was enough. He let us in.

Inside, Sara went into the women’s section - not such a positive experience because she was unable to see or hear. But in the men’s section, I found a good seat and started to look around. The shul was not large and the bimah was in the center of the room, like in many synagogues in Israel. A few minutes later we began to daven and I had a wonderfully unique feeling – I do not know if I ever was in a place that in so many ways felt so foreign, a foreign country, with people that spoke a language I could not speak, in a building that was over 1,000 years old, where I knew not one of the 50 people there with me, but when we started to daven, I felt completely at home. The words and so many of the tunes were familiar. I was so comfortable and so at home. I used my voice to sing to God and to connect with the others who were there. In a place that had stifled the voices of thousands of Jews, I sang out to God and it felt great. 
Sitting there, I began to think about the most famous Rabbi to serve the Altenoi Shul and the Prague community; Rabbi Yehudah Loew, known as the Maharal of Prague, who lived in the 16th Century. Rabbi Loew was no ordinary Rabbi; many believed he had mystical powers. The most famous story of the Maharal is the story of the Golem, a clay figurine he created from the mud of the local River. According to the legend, Rabbi Loew gave special power to the Golem by writing the name of God on a piece of paper and putting it in the Golem’s mouth. In those days, the Jews of Prague were very vulnerable to persecution and they could do little to help themselves. They welcomed the Golem who was able to use his incredible strength and power to defend them from many enemies. One version of the story states that Rabbi Loew would only send the Golem out at night - when he would be best able to confront those who had threatened Jews during the day. Some he just frightened by his sheer size, others he destroyed in combat - but he always returned before sunrise and was kept hidden by Rabbi Loew in the attic of the Altenoi Shul.

As I sat in the Altenoi Shul on that Friday night, as I looked up to the attic, where legend says the remains of the Golem are today I thought about my experience earlier in the day at Terezinstadt and I thought back to the Jews of the 1930’s and 1940’s and imagined what they would have done if they had a Golem to fight for them; How many lives would have been saved? How many stories would still be told? 
I thought about what happens when Jews live in a community where they are not protected. What happens when there is no one to stand up for what is right – when there is no one to use his/her voice to speak out against evil? Whenever I study the Shoah, I think about those people who must have known what was going on but did not say anything because their fear for their own lives kept them from speaking out to save others. Our tradition and our Yom Kippur liturgy tell us, there are sins of commission and sins of omission. We see it in the Al Cheit when we beat our chest to symbolize the mistakes we made and how both our actions and our inactions can be sins. 
That is why we need to tell the stories of those who perished, those who fought back and those who risked their own lives to save others. This is an obligation of our generation today similar to our obligation at Pesach to tell the story of the Exodus from Egypt. On Seder night we say, that in every generation we have to see ourselves as if we left Egypt. We should make sure that five hundred or a thousand years from now, our people are still telling the stories of the Shoah just as we tell the story of the Exodus.
Perhaps on Yom HaShoah, we need to begin to say that in every generation we have to see ourselves as if we survived the Shoah. This is what it means to be a modern Jew living in a post-Shoah world. This is the fulfillment of the 614th commandment suggested by Emil Fackenheim, the great 20th Century theologian who defined the 614th commandment as “We must never forget.”
How do we do that? 

We read the books; we watch the movies; we study the eyewitness accounts of family members, members of this congregation and others including those interviewed by the Shoah foundation. We need to support many secular institutions that educate about the Holocaust in an attempt to fight against genocide and hatred in various parts of our world. And we need to always remember the Holocaust as the tragedy that happened to our people – when six million of our brothers and sisters were murdered because of their faith and there was no Jewish State to defend them. Six million lived were lost – one third of European Jewry was killed but Judaism survived.
It is remarkable to realize that our people were not destroyed during the Shoah. We can still tell our stories – We can still study the Torah that was outlawed – We can still come together on Kol Nidre night to pray and to feel the connection to the Torah and to experience the feelings that we felt earlier tonight when we said Kol Nidre.
In addition to the people who survived the Shoah, there are many Jewish artifacts that survived the Shoah. I saw many of them in Prague this summer in Jewish Museums designed to teach the Czech community about Judaism and we can see them in other museums as well. But of all the artifacts and ritual objects from the Shoah that have special meaning for our people there are some that are even more special - and one of them is here at The Jewish Center.

Since 1988, our synagogue has been proud to display a Holocaust Torah in the showcase in our lobby.  This Torah is on loan to us from the Westminster Synagogue in London. Westminster synagogue was given the right to administer the distribution and caretaking of 1,500 Sifrei Torah that were taken by the Nazis during the Shoah. These Sifrei Torah not only tell the earliest stories of our people in Biblical times but they also tell the stories of our people during the Shoah.

The Torah we have was rescued from the synagogue the Nazis destroyed in the town of Susice, in southwestern Czechoslovakia. In a recent interview about that town where she grew up, Hana Gruna, a 92 year old resident of Hackettstown, NJ wrote, “The Torah from my community of Susice was used many years ago in a small town, under the mountains, by the people who were working, raising their children, praying and hoping the next day will be sunny, calm like the day before,” she said. “For no reason that can be understood or explained came the day they all were destroyed by the slime of humanity. . . . As it happened, the destruction was not completed, as it was intended.”
According to the records at Westminster Synagogue, there are six Sifrei Torah from Susice that exist including ours and another nearby at the Mercer County Holocaust Education Center, which is under the direction of our member Saul Goldwasser. Last year, I had the privilege of taking our Holocaust Torah to that Center so that it could be reunited with another Torah from Susice. At the dedication of that Center, when I put the two Sifrei Torah next each other, I said that we consider the Torah to be a living document. These two Sifrei Torah were together for the first time in 65 years. If the Torahs could talk imagine the stories they would tell one another about what happened to them during the war – where they went after the war – what brought them back together and how they could reassure each other that they were okay.

With Saul’s help, we were able to determine where the other four Sifrei Torah from Susice are currently housed across the United States. And that is when we began to dream. What would it be like to bring all six of these Torahs back together? What would it be like to stand with all six of the Torahs from Susice, to reunite them, to sing with them, to dance with them; to show our community that we feel a connection to these Torahs and their story from the Shoah and to show the world that we were not destroyed in the Holocaust?
That was our dream and now that is our plan – This year on Yom HaShoah – we will have a reunion – we will bring together members of our congregation who survived the Shoah; we will bring together children and grandchildren of survivors to share their stories with us and to witness the realization of this dream.

And, if all goes as planned, we will bring together these six Sifrei Torah from Susice, one from Santa Monica CA, one from Denver, CO one from Grand Rapids MI and one from Vernon Hills, Ill and one from Mercer County College and ours. We have contacted the synagogues that house these special Holocaust Torahs and they have agreed to bring their Torahs to us to celebrate and to participate in this once in a lifetime experience.

Our goal is to show the world that our people survived the Shoah – six million lives were lost – our hearts were broken but we survived. We need to teach the world to never forget. We need to teach the world to never allow this to happen to another people. We need to show our young people that we honor our past and that we keep the Torah central to our being and in our hearts. We need to demonstrate to the Holocaust Survivors that we will never forget and we will not allow the world to ever forget.
This year on Yom HaShoah, we will have a day unlike any other day in our history as a congregation and I want you all to be a part of it. It will be open to the community. We will begin our plans in the coming weeks and work on this until Sunday April 22, 2012. On that day, we will have a reunion unlike any other reunion of Holocaust Survivors. Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum in Washington and the Westminster synagogue have told us there has never been a reunion like this ever before. 

Here at The Jewish Center we will reunite a critical part of our history and to begin this process I have asked our teenagers to bring in our special guest.
To you dear Torah, You have witnessed so much – you connect us to our ancient history at Mt. Sinai and to all of our great Biblical moments – your own personal history connects us to a difficult time in the history of our people – when six million of our people were murdered – when so much of Judaism was destroyed – but you survived – you never lost hope – our people never lost hope – and you are here today to help us tell our story. You are being held by the son of a man who understands what you have been through – he went through it himself and he did not let it destroy him – we will never let anything destroy you or destroy us.

In your darkest of days, did you ever imagine that you would be embraced once again – that you would be held by the hands of young people who care about you and who feel so connected to you? We all want you to know – You will have a special day in the future – in just over six months you will have a reunion – your sisters and brothers will be here to join you on this bimah – to be embraced by our congregation – by survivors like you and by children who will love you – you are so much a part of us – you are in our heart.

I now want to take you in my arms and return you to the place that you belong.
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