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I rarely see Jewish families where more than half of the grandchildren are Jewish.  And I mean Jewish – not by my definition – but by anyone’s definition – even from the perspective of the grandchildren themselves.

It is especially dramatic at funerals and shivas.  These are among the few occasions that entire families still come together, and you can see the arc of three generations before your eyes.  Of all the cousins, nieces and nephews, children and grandchildren – if half of the members of the third generation even express a Jewish thought – let alone – identify as Jews – it is a lot.

Some people have shared with me that they have no Jewish grandchildren – but they feel they are Jewish anyway – because the grandchildren are good people – and after all – they say – isn’t being good at the heart of Judaism?  “Does it matter if Jews disappear as long as Jewish values thrive,” they ask.  
Should we care if the third generation is actually Jewish – as long as they are fine people – responsible, supportive and caring, and making a contribution to the public good?  In the end, isn’t that what Judaism is really all about?
Do my impressions match your experiences?  Is it something you think about, or is it just me – another rabbi obsessing about the same things that rabbis have always obsessed about?  
In the Bible, as Jacob is about to die in the Egyptian Diaspora, he calls his favorite son, Joseph, to his side, with the intention of blessing Joseph’s two children.  Joseph presented the boys to his father.  But despite having lived with these grandchildren for many years – Jacob looks at them and utters a remarkable phrase – one of the most baffling verses in the entire Bible.

He asks:  Mi Eleh - “who are these kids?”  

According to one interpretation – Jacob didn’t recognize his own grandchildren because he saw into their future – a future of alienation – a future of departure from the Israelite civilization – and he panics; and is compelled to ask: “who are they – I can’t recognize them?”

According to the classic commentator, Rashi, it is only after Joseph shows Jacob his ketubah – his Jewish marriage license – symbolizing Joseph’s intention to raise his children with a Jewish heritage - that Jacob recognizes them and blesses them.
Will we recognize our children?  Will we recognize our grandchildren?  Will they be Jews?  Will we bestow upon them the blessings of Jewish life and a Jewish future?  Or do we really care as long as they are successful people and good human beings?
As you will recall, thirty congregants traveled to Eastern Europe this summer.  Everywhere we went they told us the same story: “In the 1930’s Jews were ten percent of the population of the country, thirty percent of the population of this town; but today almost none are left.”  There are great swaths of the European countryside that were once pulsating with Jewish life, now completely emptied of Jews.
It was always so hard to be Jewish in Europe, as in most other places in the world.  We have it so easy here.  But we know from our own personal experience in life: what we obtain too easily we value too casually.  
On the drive from Budapest to Prague we stopped in Bratislava, Slovakia.  Bratislava once contained a thriving Jewish community.  On the eve of the War, Jews constituted twelve percent of the population of the city.  Today, there are estimated to be 800 Jews left.
As you drive to the center of the old part of town – you see from the road a beautiful, large, yellow, Moorish synagogue – right in the heart of the town square - adjacent to a magnificent church.  And you think for a moment: isn’t this nice – a church and a synagogue side-by-side in harmony as a testament to the revitalization of Jewish life that was decimated and destroyed by the Nazis – who were aided and abetted by Slovakian locals who probably worshipped at that very church.  
But then – you get closer – and as you approach the synagogue – you see that it is fake.  It is just a true-to-life model.  It looks real from the road – but – it was constructed to remind people of the grandeur of what used to be, not of what is.  It is nothing but a few planks of wood and yellow drapery.  It is like a movie set – not a real synagogue.  It’s not real.  It’s dead.
This is what the final spasms of Jewish life look like.  We, who have been through so much together, seen so much, endured so much – we have walked through the valley of the shadow of death together; we are witnessing the final hours of Jewish life in much of Europe.  There are still many pockets of active Jewish life that we must do everything in our power to sustain, but the sad truth is that Hitler largely succeeded in his insane pathology to rid Europe of Jews.  
And what Hitler didn’t finish, Stalin did.  We see it clearly in the third generation.  In Eastern Europe, there are very few left who can show a ketubah in exchange for the blessings of Jewish grandparents.
But not so in America.  It need not be our future that a century from now some tour guide will stand at the corner of Central Park West and 68th street and point out that there were once two million Jews in New York, but today there are only pockets of insular Jewish neighborhoods.  
It was not determined at Sinai that the future of the Stephen Wise Free Synagogue be a hollow shell – like a movie set – looking real from the outside with nothing Jewish inside: just an early 20th century plaque on the outer wall that could not be removed because of strict zoning regulations, reminding passers-by that there was once something called “The Free Synagogue” here.
We are the remnants of the Jewish people.  And our synagogues must be real.  Not a movie set; not a tourist trap; but a vibrating, humming home, pulsating with activity.  And for American synagogues to be real, its Jews must be real; not shells of Jews – some exterior Jewish form with nothing Jewish inside.  
Feel the spirit.  It starts with you.  Make an effort to know who you are and where you came from.  Don’t forget.  Don’t forget our recent past and don’t forget our ancient past.

We are the heirs of kings, prophets, freedom fighters, poets, teachers and moral guides who changed the world.  A people can survive suffering and loss if it is convinced that there is a purpose, some greater principle at stake.  The moment a people loses its sense of purpose, is the moment of decline.  

Feel the purpose; feel the spirit.  Feel the exaltation of being one with The One.  Above and beyond all else – Judaism is an emotion; it is a feeling.  It is a passion that retroactively justifies behavior.  First we are Jews; then we rationalize why.  First we are Jews; then we study, pray and engage.  Torah doesn’t lead to Judaism.  Jews are led to Torah.  Prayer doesn’t create Jews.  Jews create prayer.  
It starts with an emotion; it starts with that spark of Judaism that either exists inside of us or does not.  It is the spark that produces the torch that can be passed on to the next generation.  The spark; the spark of Judaism – this is what we want to transmit to our posterity: the pride of being part of a great and good people; the life-altering meaning of being rooted and grounded in Jewish civilization.  

Contemporary Jews can feel so strongly about saving the whales, but express no passion for saving the Jews.  They can give so generously of their resources and time to preserving the rainforests of Brazil but not think about preserving the remnants of our people.  Jewish teenagers can spend a summer in a poor African village but never think twice about a poor Israeli town or an Eastern European Jewish community struggling to recover from a century of fascism and communism.

I say this to you not as an admonition, but as an urgent and loving plea: not to dissuade us from engaging in the world’s problems.  Judaism’s raison d’etre is to repair the world: tikkun olam.  Le’taken olam be’malchut shaddai: to repair the world under the sovereignty of God.  “I have singled Abraham out so that he will do what is just and right.”

But we must not, in the process of repairing the world, lose our Jewish world.  Find ways to engage Judaism and to develop your Jewish identity.  Even when working to repair the world, discover the Jewish angle, the Jewish component of what you are doing and why you are doing it.  

Live Judaism.  Don’t simply stand from afar and observe.  To observe a thing is not the thing, itself.  Absorb Judaism.  Make it you.  Develop an instinct for Jewish life.  Experience its full force.     

Observe Shabbat at home.  Light the candles with your children.  Recite the Shema with them at night.  Come to synagogue from time to time.  

You are sending your children anyway to camp – try a Jewish camp.  There is nothing more influential on youngsters’ Jewish identity than Jewish summer camps.  Our teenagers and college kids are spending time abroad anyway – encourage them to spend time in Israel; or while they are studying in Europe, to volunteer in the local Jewish community.

Read Jewish books.  Study Torah.  Torah is for adults.  Study Torah with your children.  Let them see you opening a page of the Bible.  Discuss it with them over dinner.  Why should they see you only reading legal briefs or quarterly profit reports?  Why not also the reports of our prophets; the great texts of our people that inspired the great texts of all people?

And I want to turn especially to fathers.  You are important to your children’s upbringing.  Do not neglect their Jewish training.  Judaism is for real men.  
Among my most moving moments is when I see fathers accompanying their children to our Men’s shelter or to the food pantry – or to tot services or to religious school.  When I cross the Park to synagogue on Shabbat morning, I see many fathers who are walking to synagogue with their sons and daughters.  
This is real Judaism.  This is what real men do.  It is insecure men who neglect their children’s upbringing, not real men.

And don’t wait.  It is later than you think.  

We met Pavel in Prague.  He accompanied us to Theresienstadt, the infamous concentration camp where tens of thousands of Jews died, and from where many tens of thousands were transported to Auschwitz and Treblinka. 

Pavel is 91 years old now.  He is slight; perhaps a few inches over five feet.  His short half-beard long ago turned white, but his face is radiant.  On rainy days, he walks with an umbrella in place of a cane, but his mind is still clear as a bell.  His eyes are undimmed, his vigor unabated.  
He told us about his heavenly love story in the most hellish places ever conceived by human imagination.  When he was seventeen, he fell in love with Vera, who was sixteen.  It was love at first sight, he said.  In 1941 they were both deported to Terezin.  

Theresienstadt was a uniquely ghoulish place, even by Nazi standards.  It was not an extermination camp, but a prison where the Germans concentrated Czech Jews for eventual transportation to death camps.  They used Theresienstadt for propaganda, making films purporting to show the world how well they treated Jewish prisoners.  
Many Jewish artists, authors and musicians were imprisoned in Terezin, leaving behind a moving and tragic collection of paintings, drawings and compositions.  There was even an orchestra in the camp.  Brundibar, the children’s opera, was performed in Theresienstadt.  
Thousands died in Terezin of punishment, disease and malnutrition, but Pavel said that as bad as conditions were, it was like luxury compared to Auschwitz.

In December, 1943, Pavel learned that he would be transported to the East.  The night before the deportation, he married Vera.  They couldn’t bear to be parted, and the only way they could stay together was if they married.  No one knew that their destination was Auschwitz, or that the Germans had constructed extermination camps as the final solution to the Jewish problem.  
“The day before my departure we got married,” he said.  “And our honeymoon was Birkenau.”  “Had Dante seen the ramp in Auschwitz-Birkenau at the end of the night of December 20, 1943, he would have been ashamed of his sober description of Hell,” said Pavel.
Pavel told us that his job in Auschwitz was to distract, and keep busy, children who were about to be sent to the gas chambers.  He told me that Josef Mengele, the infamous Nazi doctor who was in charge of the selections, would visit his barracks every Wednesday.  “Did you speak with him,” I asked.  “No, never,” said Pavel.  “You couldn’t speak to the commanders of the camp.  It could mean death.”

“What was Mengele like,” I asked.  Pavel responded: “He was the kind of man who could play with the children, laugh with them, bounce them on his knee, tell them to call him “uncle,” and send them to the gas chambers the next day.”

Pavel somehow survived Auschwitz and an inhuman death march, and eventually ended up back in Theresienstadt when the Soviets liberated the camp.  He began the Holocaust in Terezin and he ended the Holocaust in Terezin.  Ultimately, he made his way back home to Prague, a drive of about an hour. 
“The happiest day of my life,” he said, “was two months later: the doorbell rang, and standing in front of me was my Vera.  She was a real beauty.”  He showed me her picture.  Somehow, she, too, survived Auschwitz.  
Pavel then described how he and Vera resumed their lives.  They had two sons.  They had grandchildren.  
On a personal level, it is the only response to Hitler that makes any kind of sense.  The more you study the Holocaust the more elusive are the answers.  The more you learn, the less you know.  The harder you try to explain, the more inexplicable it is.
But to live long lives and to see the third generation provides a measure of conciliation.  Vera lived into her seventies.  Pavel is 91 and counting; may he live to a hundred and twenty.  
He and Vera laughed; they learned; they rejoiced; they grew and grew old together.  They did everything a couple is supposed to do in life.  Even though Pavel lost Vera fifteen years ago, it is evident that he still loves her deeply and thinks of her every day, many times a day. 

“We lived through a happy marriage without any single stormy cloud in its sky, with beloved and loving children,” said Pavel.  “And later on, we included their wives into these relations, and still, later on, of course, our grandchildren.  All of them returned us our love and do so now to me.”
Pavel then turned to me and said: “My grandchildren are not Jewish.” The long chain of Jewish tradition has broken in this family.  
On a personal level, I express no judgment on Pavel.  No one can.  He survived and he prevailed.  He defeated Hitler in the only way that was possible.  He rebuilt his life under the hardships and depravations of the Communist regime.  He was productive.  He was accomplished.  Even in his old age, he is performing a great mitzvah: keeping alive for new generations the memories of what we are capable of doing to each other.  
I felt so much love for Pavel at that moment: for his courage; for his dignity; for his humanity; for his strength; for his quiet determined demeanor, still prevalent after all these years.

I understand – and have no quarrel with - those who walked out of the camps and could not reconcile a Jewish future with their past sufferings imposed upon them simply for being Jewish.  I understand those who could not believe in a God who abandoned them.  
But one family’s response to the Holocaust cannot be the collective response of the Jewish family.  Our response is to live – as Jews.  Our response is to thrive – as Jews.  Our response is to see the third generation: not only a third generation of good people, but a third generation of good Jewish people – who, themselves, want to pass Judaism on to their posterity.

Our response is to build: to build and expand schools; to build and expand avenues into our synagogue for all ages and for all types – so that they can access the glory and the majesty of our tradition.  Our response is to reach out and bring in as many Jews as we can – and non-Jews as well who wish to join us.  They are such valued and desired members of our community.

We can do this!  We are not persecuted and we are not powerless.  We can do this: on a personal level and on a communal level we can make history.  So that three generations from now our descendants will look back and say about us that we were the greatest generation.  We reversed the downward spiral.  We broke out and broke away from a less satisfying more stultifying Judaism and recharged the Jewish people with spiritual energy and purpose.

We can do this.  We can do this together.  Help us to help you: for your own sake; but not only that.  Help us to help you for your children’s sake; but not only that.  Help us to  help you for your children’s children – your unborn grandchildren; but not only that.  Help us for your neighbor’s children as well.  It is not only about what Judaism must do for me; it is also about what I must do for Judaism.

In the Jewish museum in Budapest we saw an exhibit of clothing and other paraphernalia that were made out of Torah parchment.  The Germans and local Hungarians would rip up the parchment from Torah scrolls and use them to make women’s dresses, slippers and drums.  They would spread the Torah parchment tightly over a vessel and bang on it.
I noticed that one of the drums in the exhibit was made from chapter 16 of the Book of Leviticus, describing Yom Kippur.  It is the traditional Torah reading for tomorrow morning:

Bachodesh hashevii be’assor lachodesh ta’anu et nafshotechem ve’chol melacha lo ta’assu..ki vayom hazeh yichaper aleichem le’taher etchem mikol chatotechem lifnei Adonai titharu.
“In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you shall afflict your souls.  Do no work…for on this day…you shall be cleansed from all of your sins before God.”

For the sin of neglecting the Jewish people; for the sin of neglecting our heritage: for the sake of our children and our grandchildren: we afflict our souls.

May we be cleansed from all these transgressions before God.
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