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Telling Our Jewish Story  
Kol Nidre 5787 
 
A Story. Many of you know that this past December, I traveled to Paris to meet my 

late father’s first cousin, Philippe, who was just a few months shy of his 90th birthday. Over 
eighty years earlier, the Holocaust had separated their family, and though their lives 
unfolded only a few hundred miles apart, neither one knew the other had survived. And 
then, by nothing less than a miracle, they found my sister and me. When Philippe’s 
daughter, my cousin Anne-Emmanuelle, told me that her father’s dying wish was to meet us, 
how could I not go? 
 ​ It is difficult for me to describe what it felt like to walk into Philippe’s home and see 
him for the first time. He was frail and elderly, but there was something about his face that 
belied both. I found myself looking for my father in his eyes, in his smile, and in the Dumbo 
ears all of us share . . . and they were all there. 

 We embraced. I held his hand. We sat together for hours sharing photographs and 
stories, trying somehow to gather into a single afternoon a lifetime of memories, and love 
that should have been shared all along. Of course, if you know me, you know that I cried . . . 
a great deal. They were tears of grief for all that had been lost, certainly; but there was also 
enormous joy in finding family I never knew I had and filling in so much of my story that 
had been missing: 
 ​ I learned that my grandmother and namesake, Rosalia, was a deeply religious 
woman and more than a little superstitious. If she bought a shirt and its four-hole buttons 
were stitched in the shape of a cross, she removed them and sewed them back on 
differently to ward off the evil eye. We do not have to wonder where my perfectionism 
comes from, do we? 
 ​ I learned that my great-grandparents, Gisella and Hersh Lazar, sacrificed much to 
move from their small village of Malvo to Cluj, the unofficial capital of Transylvania, because 
they wanted greater opportunities for their children. Suddenly I better understood why my 
grandfather, my father, and the few male cousins who survived the camps later made the 
enormous and costly journey to the United States with little more than determination and 
hope. 
 I learned that some of my father’s fondest childhood memories were of walking to shul 
every Shabbat morning, hand in hand with his grandfather. I began to understand why, after 
surviving the war and losing so much and so many, my father returned to that practice and 
continued it until the Shabbat before he died. We do not really have to wonder why I 
became a rabbi either. 
 And I learned that Philippe, a five-year-old boy, and his young widowed mother, had been 
hidden by strangers in the French countryside throughout the war. In spite of the fear, 
hunger, and who knows what else he endured, he went on to devote fifty years to healthcare 
and eventually led INSERM, France’s equivalent of our National Institute of Health. This 
Jewish child who had once survived only because strangers risked their lives to protect him 
grew up to spend his own life protecting the health of others. 
 ​  
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My trip was important on so many levels, not the least of which because I finally learned 
these stories. Psychologists Marshall Duke and Robyn Fivush of Emory University have 
studied what happens when parents and grandparents share family stories with their 
children. Their research suggests that kids who know those stories develop a stronger 
sense of what they call an intergenerational self. They understand that they belong to 
something that began before them and will continue after them. 

 What strengthens children is not a family mythology in which everyone always 
succeeds. It is the more honest story: Our family has known good times and terrible times. 
We have lost things. We have made mistakes and endured setbacks. We have recovered and 
begun again. Through it all, we remained a family. A child who knows that story learns that 
whatever happens, they will not face it alone. They are part of something larger than 
themselves. 
 ​ I have been thinking about that research because stories do more than preserve our 
memories. Stories shape our identities. They teach us who we are, where we come from, 
and what we are capable of becoming. And that matters especially now, because at this 
moment, some very powerful stories are being told about us.​  
 ​ In her new book, The Final Solution to the Jewish Question: A Love Story for the Living, 
Dara Horn describes antisemitism as a kind of big lie, a story that tells people that Jews are 
somehow responsible for whatever a society most fears or despises. The accusations have 
changed across history, sometimes contradicting one another entirely, but somehow the 
Jew remains the villain. Jews have been portrayed as too powerful and too weak, too 
separate and too assimilated, responsible for capitalism and responsible for communism. 
The particular accusation changes with the time and place. The role assigned to the Jew 
does not. 
 ​ One of the examples Horn traces is decades-old Soviet propaganda that deliberately 
recast Zionism in terms of racism and colonialism; this deceptive narrative has since spread 
far beyond the Soviet Union. That history matters because much of the language we are 
hearing today did not begin after October 7th or with the war in Gaza.  

There are legitimate arguments to be had about Israel’s leaders and policies. But it 
also means that we should understand where some of this propaganda comes from, and 
recognize when criticism of a government becomes something larger: a slanderous claim 
against all Jews. 
 ​ Horn’s argument also helped us understand why antisemitism has been so useful to 
tyrants and authoritarian movements. If people can be persuaded that a small and suspect 
group is secretly responsible for what is wrong in their society, they have someone to 
blame. Their anger can be directed toward the Jews rather than toward those who actually 
hold power. The story may change, but the Jew remains a convenient enemy. 
 ​  
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We have done a good job of teaching our children about the long history of Jewish 
persecution, and we must continue to do so. But I fear that we have not done as good a job 
of teaching them about Jewish resilience or about what Jews have believed, created, and 
given to the world. When we speak about Jewish identity largely through what others have 
done to us, we allow those people to occupy far too much space in our story. We give our 
children compelling reasons to oppose antisemitism without always giving them equally 
compelling reasons to embrace being Jewish. And this is where Horn’s challenge to us 
becomes so important. She argues that Jewish life cannot be built around the people who 
hate Jews. If our children know only how others tried to destroy us, they may learn why 
Judaism needed to survive without ever learning why it is worth loving and living. Horn 
concludes: We have to become better at telling our own story. 

 And it is a story we already know well. We tell its beginning every year at the 
Seder, but I am not sure we always allow ourselves to hear how truly radical it is or to 
internalize its message. At the center of our sacred story is a band of slaves who dared to 
believe that bondage was not our destiny. Pharaoh had claimed power over our labor, our 
children, and even our future. The Exodus shatters that claim. Pharaoh is not God. Power is 
never absolute. No human being was born to be owned. Our ancestors walked out of Egypt 
carrying more than freedom. They carried the knowledge that suffering is not the natural 
order of the world and that even the mightiest tyrant can be defeated. That story has given 
generations of Jews, and generations of people far beyond us, the courage to imagine a 
different future and the faith to help bring it into being. 

 Our tradition also understood that freedom requires human courage. The rabbis 
imagined that when our ancestors reached the shore of the sea, with Pharaoh’s army 
approaching behind them and the water still blocking the way forward, our people stood 
arguing about what to do. Then one brave man, Nachshon ben Aminadav, stepped into the 
sea. He kept walking until the water had risen almost over his head, and only then did the 
sea divide. In the rabbinic imagination, the path to freedom did not appear until someone 
had the courage to move toward it. Nachshon chose life before he could see where that 
choice would lead. His courage helped carry an entire people toward freedom. 

 Just weeks later, at Sinai, when we received the Torah, we bound ourselves to God 
and to one another and began to answer the question that freedom had placed before us: 
What kind of people would we become? We chose a way of life that placed limits on power, 
commanded us to love the stranger, and required us to protect the vulnerable. The pain of 
Egypt became a promise: We would not allow what had been done to us to make us 
indifferent to the suffering of others. Freedom was no longer only a gift. It became a 
responsibility. 
 ​ This is the Jewish story: We came out of slavery believing that tyrants can fall. We 
courageously walked into the sea before we knew it would part. We stood at Sinai and 
learned that liberation brings obligation. We carried into the world the conviction that 
power must answer to moral law and that every human life has value.  
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 And perhaps, when we tell our story this way, we can understand more clearly 
why the Jewish people have so often been and continue to be troubling to tyrants. Our 
foundational story says that Pharaoh is not God. Our Torah insists that power has limits and 
that rulers, like everyone else, are answerable to something greater than themselves. Our 
tradition teaches us to question, argue, and wrestle with ideas rather than surrender our 
consciences to anyone demanding absolute obedience. No wonder dictators and oppressive 
regimes hate us. We threaten that which they most value – absolute power. 
 ​ But the most important fact about Jewish history is not that people repeatedly tried 
to discredit and destroy us. It is that they failed. Again and again, Jews chose life. We rebuilt 
communities, revived an ancient language, returned to our ancestral land, raised families, 
created beauty, pursued knowledge, and brought our values into every society in which we 
lived.  

We are survivors who have done far more than survive. We have carried something 
wonderfully durable into every place we have lived: a way of life that teaches us to cherish 
our parents, spouses, and children; to revere a loving God who also demands our best; to 
love our neighbors and the stranger; and to accept responsibility for people we may never 
know. 
 ​ And these values did not remain in the synagogue or on the page. Jews built 
hospitals when Jewish physicians and patients were shut out elsewhere, and then opened 
those hospitals to everyone. We stood in labor halls and marched for others’ freedom, 
served in public office, pursued discoveries in laboratories, and gave generously to schools, 
universities, and social service agencies. We feel genuine pride when we see Jewish names 
on hospital walls, among Nobel laureates, and in the ranks of activists, public servants, 
teachers, physicians, and philanthropists.  

At their best, our lives represent more than Jewish success. They express a Jewish 
understanding of what success is for: to heal, to teach, to enlarge freedom, to relieve 
suffering, and to leave the world better than we found it. Those values did not survive on 
their own. They survived because generation after generation, Jews carried them in their 
homes, taught them to their children, and lived them in community. 
 ​ And we inherited more than a set of teachings. We inherited one another. We are Am 
Yisrael, the Jewish people. Judaism is our religion, but it is also our culture, our history, our 
language, our food, our land, and the bonds that connect us across geography and 
generations. Philippe and I had never met. We did not share a country, a language, a 
synagogue, or a lifetime of family memories. But when I learned that he wanted to meet us, 
I got on an airplane and went because he was family. His story already belonged to me. That 
is Jewish peoplehood. 
 ​ This year, I would like us to read Horn’s book together as a congregation, not only 
because it will help us understand the stories told about Jews, but also because it can help 
us resist internalizing them. When accusations are repeated loudly and often enough, even 
people who know they are lies can begin to absorb the shame they are meant to illicit. We 
may find ourselves lowering our voices, hiding our symbols, or apologizing for belonging to 
the Jewish people. And we cannot allow that for ourselves or for our children and 
grandchildren. 
 ​  
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So while we cannot control every story told about us, we can refuse to let people 
who hate us become the authors of our identity. We are not the demons in their stories. We 
are imperfect, as every people is, but we are also heirs to a tradition of moral striving, 
compassion, responsibility, and hope. We need to tell our story again and again to 
remember who we are, what we are trying to become, and why this story is worth choosing, 
preserving, and continuing to write. 

 I will pick several dates for us to gather, not only to discuss what Horn has written, 
but to help us figure out how best to tell our own Jewish stories. I hope those conversations 
will include questioning, debate, and even dissent, which are themselves part of the 
inheritance we are trying to preserve. 
 ​ Not long ago, I met with a young Jewish couple in our congregation who were about 
to have their first child. They had thought long and hard about the names with which they 
wanted to bless this new life, and they had chosen seven lost loved ones those names would 
represent. Seven. Now, I have named hundreds of babies over more than thirty years, and 
gently I tried to suggest that it might be more meaningful if they selected one or two loved 
ones to honor. They listened politely, thought about it, and decided that they wanted this 
tiny baby to carry the memories and character of all seven. Their healthy and happy child 
now does. 

 Today, I realize that they were right. They were doing exactly what I am asking all 
of us to do. Through the life of their child, they were telling their family’s very Jewish story, 
with its accomplishments and disappointments, its pain and resilience, its losses and its 
love. Someday, that child will ask about all of those people whose Hebrew names they bear. 
And when the stories are told, the child will learn more than who those seven people were. 
The child will learn who they are. 
 ​ My father passed away eighteen years ago, and Philippe died this past April, just 
days after his ninetieth birthday. They never had the opportunity to find one another. But 
we did. And because we did, their story did not die with either of them. What the Holocaust 
tore apart, their children have begun to join together again. Their story now belongs to us, 
and because we will tell it, it will belong to our children as well . . . and now to all of you. 

 Tomorrow morning we will read Moses’ words: “I have placed before you life and 
death, blessing and curse. Therefore choose life, so that you and your descendants may 
live.” U’vacharta vachayim. Choose life. Of course, none of us can determine how many years 
we will be given. On Yom Kippur, we confront that truth more honestly than we usually do. 
But we can decide what we will do with the years that are ours. We can decide which 
stories will shape us, which values we will carry, and what we will pass to those who come 
after us. 
 ​ My friends, we are living in a difficult chapter in the Jewish story, but it is not the 
whole story. We have known terrible times before. We have lost much, and we have begun 
again. We learned to choose life, to live, and to keep living. That is the inheritance we must 
give our children and grandchildren, not only the knowledge that Jews have survived, but 
an understanding of what made Jewish life worth preserving. 
 ​ In this new year, 5787, may we have the courage to tell our own story and the 
humility to live by its demands. May we give our children and grandchildren a Judaism they 
will not merely defend, but love. And may the lives we create together become the next 
chapter in the continuing story of Am Yisrael, a people who, generation after generation, 
choose life. Amen. 


