Desecrated Memories

Tears came flowing down my eyes as I walked in a crying field.  Crying with me were those confused whose hearts were broken.  They cried for the beautiful young maidens and innocent children, who were dragged to the butcher while they were bound in their books.  Their beauty was like rubies and sapphires.  But now like dirt cast aside they were being trampled on and thrown out.  When they tried to call us to come close, they were told, “Get out of here, you defiled one.”  [Tishah Be-av Kinnot, Kalonimous bar Yehudah.]

 

These are the words of a powerful kinnah that we read on Tishah Be-Av.  These are the words that describe my experience this Rosh Chodesh Av.

 

A group of us traveled to the Belzec death camp.  We wanted to see the new memorial that was being constructed for the nearly 700,000 Jews that were slaughtered there by the Nazis between 1942-43.  Belzec lies in the south-eastern part of Poland, so most of the Jews murdered there were from the bordering Ukraine area.

 

What we saw there was a horrific fulfilment of the words of the kinnah.  There was large field and throughout this field there were literally bones everywhere.  It is very hard to imagine.  In fact I was there and I myself couldn’t believe it.  

 

I kept seeing these small white shards which looked to me like they were small stones.  Bu then the archaeologist of the camp came over and told me that these white pieces were in fact bone shards.  I said, “these things are bones, but they are everywhere.”  And, he answered me, “Of course, the bones are everywhere in this field.”

 

Here we are more than fifty years after the Shoah and bones of hundreds of thousands of Jews are lying out in the open—crying and forsaken.

 

But then we saw something even worse.  In an effort to properly memorialize this site a walkway around the site and a museum are being built.  These things are being built right at the edge of the site, which concerns me because they are being built on bone shards.  But what really got us upset was a major construction project right in the middle of the field.  

 

A non-Jewish artist conceived of a plan to “beautify” this site by building an underground trench through the field itself.  And so a major construction project was going on right in the crying field.  

 

Those who are building the site say that the site carefully weaves itself through the mass graves that are interspersed throughout the camp.  However, that claim is irrelevant because the bones are everywhere.

 

Resting on the bones were no less than three major cranes stretching high up into the air.  Trampling on the bones were bulldozers and cement mixers.  Digging deep into the ground were drills to make a trench.  It was an horrific construction site--a business as usual construction site.  

 

Meanwhile the children of the very same Polish and Ukranian people who willingly allowed our relatives to be killed were building this lasting memorial.  In doing so they were desecrating their bodies again and again—walking on the graves, driving on the graves--the site’s dog all the while running to and fro amongst the bones.

 

When we arrived the construction was in full swing and yet there was not a Jew to be found.  No one was properly supervising this task--Misguided at best; sinister and evil at worst.

 

I couldn’t help myself.  I was overcome with emotion and rage.  I ran to the foreman and insisted he stop working.  I ran to the workers and yelled at them to stop.  When that didn’t work, I stood in front of the cement truck and blocked its path.  I just couldn’t stand there and allow the construction to continue.  

 

To their credit, the construction workers then stopped.  As long as we were at the site, which was five hours, they stopped working.  Once they realized how upset and angered we were at the desecration, they became sensitive to our feelings.  They became deferential and asked us for permission to do small projects like allowing water in the cement truck so that the truck wouldn’t crack.

 

In truth, our quarrel is not with the construction workers or even the Polish government.  As painful as it is to say, it is Jewish groups who are responsible for desecrating one of the largest graves in Jewish history.  In their attempt to fulfill an artist’s vision of memory they are desecrating the graves.

 

The artist of this trench envisions a place where the visitors can walk in the earth and feel the pain of the murdered.  That just isn’t a Jewish concept.  We memorialize by sanctifying, by not touching unless absolutely necessary; by treating the bones like we treat the Holy of Holies in the Beit Mikdash.

 

The dead are treated with the highest kedushah.  Kedushah comes from the word kadesh meaning to separate.  We are supposed to honor the death by keeping their sacred places separate and unique.  We do not honor them by digging through their bones to create a place for us to walk amongst their bones.

 

Indeed, we drove from Belzec straight to the death camp of Majdanuk.  Majdanuk was a place in which most of the estimated 350,000 victims were not Jewish.  More than fifty percent of the victims were of Polish, Ukranian, or other non-Jewish nationalities.  The contrast between Majdanuk and Belzec was scary.

 

At Majdanuk the Polish government had made sure that the camp was maintained virtually intact.  The crematorium was there exactly as it was when the camp was operable.  The horrible place still reeked like death.  There was even a giant urn filled with the ashes of all the victims.  And there too, there was a trench.  But to the credit of the designer of the memorial, the trench was at least a ten-minute walk from the crematorium.  It was away from the bones.  It did not disturb the dead.  The trench at Majdanuk does not violate the sanctity of the dead.  

 

Near Majdanuk is the grave of the great chasiddic rabbi known as the Ishbitzer rebbe, the author of the mei shiloach.  The Izhbitzer is one of the greatest rebbes of all.  His Torah fills study halls around the world.  When we got to his burial spot I was heartbroken.  It was surrounded by candy wrappers and cockaroaches.  Ten yards away from his site was a mass grave where one night fifty Jews were taken and killed.  Right now that spot is safe and intact.  But I wonder how long it will remain like that.  The graves will one day be in the way of a construction project.  The graves will one day need to be removed.  And the locals will come and do to that spot just like they are doing to the graves in Grodno as we speak.  They are taking the bones sawing them in half and throwing them in garbage trucks.

 

When that happens all of Poland may one day look like the death camp Treblinka.  When we visited Treblinka we saw no graves.  There were no graves because the killers of Jews had removed all of the evidence.  And so all there was was a memorial to the dead.  No evidence just the equivalent of a plaque.

 

Our memories and history are being destroyed.  Our graves are vanishing and with them go the testament to the holiest Jews of all.  

 

We should not allow Belzec to be held up as an example by the Gentile world.  Let them not say:  You bore through bones to make a monument; you trampled on the bones of Belzec to meet an artist’s vision; you have said that you don’t need a grave to honor the dead.

 

As I said good-bye to the crying field of bones at Belzec a verse which we read on Tishah Be-Av came to mind.  God tells Moshe of a terrible event that will one day happen to the Jewish people.  When that occurs, “You will ask the people of yesteryear, if there was ever such a horrible event in all of history.  Has anything like this ever been seen or heard?”  And God tells Mosheh to respond, “Listen, my people:  The voice of God is now speaking to you from the fire.  That is what you hear.  And it is saying: ‘Live.’”

 

The voice of God is calling out to us from the fires.  The cries of the bones are screaming out, “Don’t trample me.  Don’t cast me aside like dirt.  Don’t treat me like I never existed.  Let me live.  Let me remain.”
