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A MEDITATION
Psalm 55:1-8

Words from the cantata just sung and the Psalm from which they came speak uncannily to my
experience last week: "My heart is in anguish within me, the terrors of death have fallen upon me.
Fear and trembling come upon me, and horror overwhelms me." Those feelings must have been in
the hearts of untold Jews a half century ago; they were in mine Tuesday. The difference is clear:
theirs was the real thing; mine was a brief visit to the past, a past that must not be forgotten.

Thanks to the generosity of a Minneapolis benefactor, 150 Minnesota religious leaders spent the
day at the Holocaust Museum in Washington. For six hours we were immersed in the horrendous
reality of Nazi Germany's "Final Solution." Despite the large crowds pressing around you, you were
alone, totally alone in the haunting silence of the place.

Powerfully, the story was told: briefly, the centuries-old history of anti-semitism; the rise to power
of Hitler; the slow but inexorable growth of anti-Jewish persecution in Germany in the 30s; the
decision to exterminate all Jews in Europe; the transformation of prison camps into death camps;

the hideous efficiency of those camps; the complicity of those who remained silent, including our
government who, bending to our own anti-semitism and isolationism, admitted but a trickle of
refugees; and the survivors, for, indeed, there were survivors.

I left the museum exhausted - and filled with images - not just the staggering statistics, not just
those ghastly photos we've seen on TV in these 50th anniversary weeks. Even more, these: the
massive pile of thousands of worn, dirt-caked shoes from Auschwitz; the story of the ocean liner St.
Louis, filled with over 800 refugees no country would take, plying in vain between Havana and the
Florida coast, at last returning to Europe where most finally were accepted by Belgium and Holland,
only to fall victim during the German occupation.

The Lithuanian village whose four photographers had taken photos of most everyone in town; in
two days nearly every Jew - three thousand in all - would be shot to death at town's edge. The photos
line the inside of a three story replica of a cremetorium chimney. You stand at the bottom and look
up the tall chimney, surrounded by images of smiling children, happy young couples, proud
families, dignified elders.

Image of the whole thing evolving in a nation proud of its rich culture, because no one said no
when they could - not the citizen, not the corporate excecutives, not the educators, not even most
of the churches. All remained silent as the crystal shattered, as rights were taken away, as Jews,
Gypsies, homosexuals, and other undesirables were marched to the trains. And six million perished.







