My Holocaust, a recent novel from Tova Reich, imagines that the US Holocaust Memorial Museum has been taken over by a group of terrorists who are “Universalists,” advocating the universality of Holocausts.  The leader cries that we must remember: 
“The Children’s Holocaust, the Gay and Lesbian Holocaust, the Christian Holocaust, the Muslim Holocaust, the Tibetan Holocaust, and so on and so forth....”
This work is a satire; critical of those who have used the memory of the Shoah victims for their own purposes.  She takes aim not only at Universalists who have hopped on to the brand name of martyrdom, but at all who use victims for their own benefit.  Reich calls this business the greatest Shoah on earth.

The point is that Shoah memory has been perverted and abused.  Reich will be criticized for bringing the tool of satire to bear on this sensitive matter.  Especially at a time when there are Holocaust deniers in the world, some will say it is very dangerous to criticize anyone who is involved in maintaining Shoah memory.
Yet, the alternative is to abandon protecting the memory of the Shoah victims.  As a community, we abandoned them once and we can not make that mistake again.

Four years ago, I traveled to Belzec, a death camp located in Poland where more than half a million Jews were killed in 1942.    

What I saw horrified me.  I saw bone fragments scattered all over a giant field.  That was bad enough; but worse, it was also a construction site.  In an attempt to “memorialize” the victims the American Jewish Committee in conjunction with the Polish government had decided to build a trench through the massive cemetery. 
But to build this trench the graveyard had been turned into a construction site.  There were cranes and portable bathrooms spread around.  Dogs were running loose.  And heavy machinery was boring through the ground.  Bones were literally flying everywhere.   I remember being so outraged that I stood in front of the bulldozer refusing to move even as it bore down upon me.  I will never forget the look in the construction worker’s eyes as he made eye contact with me and accelerated the bulldozer stopping just inches from my face.  

Later I was told that the construction was supposed to avoid digging through bones.  How could this be?  Well, they had hired a rabbi who would use two divining rods to determine if there was a dead body there.  Needless to say, even if this were true, there was no rabbi with divining rods there that morning, just a bulldozer digging through bones.

Why would anyone do such a thing?  Why would anyone crush bones to build a memorial for the dead?   It could only happen if the memorial really has nothing to do with honoring the dead but rather, with honoring the egos of the living.  In this case, feeling that people were growing immune to the Holocaust story the architect desired to increase the shock of the tragedy.  Thus, visitors strolling through the massive graveyard with pits of bones on either side can now literally walk with the dead.
Many of those who died at Belzec were extremely pious Jews who knew that Jewish law requires proper burial of bones, not memorial trenches made from their remains.  But in the efforts to build a memorial the memory of the victims was abused.  


Most communities memorialize the Shoah with a distinguished speaker and a formal ceremony.  More and more these programs are attended by less people, except for the obligatory list of officials running for office.  

There is a growing movement to change all this.  Across the denominations, congregations are recognizing that the purest way to memorialize the Shoah victims is not through pomp, but through ritual.  Ritual can limit our own personal agenda and focus us on simply remembering the holy martyrs.  In our congregation, we too, have adopted this approach.
How we remember the Shoah will also represent how we choose to remember our own loved ones.  The purest way to remember them is simply to remember them.  Not with our own goals of what we can do with their memory; but simply to remember their greatness and how they are no longer here.  Simply to remember their greatness is a great thing.  But it is far from simple.

