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 “One day when we came back from work, we saw three gallows rearing up in the assembly 

place…Roll call.  SS all around us, machine guns trained: the traditional ceremony.  Three victims in 

chains—and one of them, the little servant, the sad-eyed angel. 

 The SS seemed more preoccupied, more disturbed than usual.  To hang a young boy in front of 

thousands of spectators was no light matter.  The head of the camp read the verdict… 

 “Long live liberty!” cried the two adults.  But the child was silent. 

 “Where is God?  Where is God now?” someone behind me asked… 

 And I heard a voice within me answer him: 

 “Where is He?  Here He is—he is hanging here on this gallows…” 

  Night, by Elie Wiesel 

 From this excerpt, I have omitted unspeakable details described by Wiesel in his memoir of the 

horrors of the death camps of World War II.  For me, it was enormously difficult to decide whether or 

not to share any such account in public, from the pulpit.  In doing so, my purpose and privilege is to 

embrace the stubborn hope of Elie Wiesel that the world will “Never forget!” 

 “If there is a single theme that dominates all my writings, all my obsessions,” Wiesel once said, 

“it is that of memory—because I fear forgetfulness as much as hatred and death.” 



 He has been called “the conscience of our world”…”the great moral voice of our time.”  Eliezer 

Wiesel, who shares a September 30 birthday with my youngest son, died this past July 2 at the age of 87.   

In his post-Holocaust lifetime he had been a journalist, a professor, an author of 40 books, a political 

activist, and recipient as an American of both the Congressional Gold Medal and the Presidential Medal 

of Freedom.  Wiesel led the effort to establish the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.  In 1986, 

he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, by the Norwegian Nobel Committee, for speaking out against 

violence, repression and racism.  

 Ironically, it was in Norway while vacationing that I read the memoir Night.  During those August 

days with Night, I also visited Norway’s National Nobel Museum and the National Museum of the 

Norwegian Resistance movement, which records the courageous but largely unknown efforts of 

Scandinavians to secretly undermine the very same evil that marched Wiesel to Auschwitz and then 

Buchenwald, and in the process eliminated his family. 

 In 1972—44 years ago, but only 27 years after Allied forces liberated Holocaust survivors—I was 

approaching Dachau, which had been the longest operating death camp, when I became so repulsed by 

the thought of treading on such defiled ground that I was compelled to turn back to Munich.  But for a 

15-year old Hungarian Jew, as for millions of Jews in occupied central Europe, there was no turning back.  

It remains astounding that Holocaust deniers, or “historical revisionists” as they prefer to be identified, 

still flourish today.  A holocaust denier attacked Wiesel in San Francisco in 2007. 

 “Where was God in all this?  Was this another test?  One more?  Or a punishment?  And if so, for 

what sins?  What crimes were being punished?  Was there a misdeed that deserved so many mass 

graves?  Would it ever again be possible to speak of justice, of truth, of divine charity, after the murder of 

one million Jewish children?” 

 “To Be a Jew”, Elie Wiesel. 



 Coincidentally, these are high Holy Days for our Jewish sisters and brothers:  Rosh Hashanah, the 

10-day period of repentance ushering in the New Year, and Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, asking 

forgiveness for past wrongs.  I sought out my “go-to” Rabbi, Ari Sunshine, of B’Nai Sholom synagogue in 

Olney, for conversation about the legacy of Elie Wiesel.  B’Nai Sholom was vandalized by a hate crime a 

few years ago, a heinous act that spawned unprecedented cooperation among local clergy and houses 

of worship.  Ari and I agreed that while Wiesel’s life of sacrifice evokes the likes of Martin Luther King 

and Nelson Mandela and Mother Teresa and the Dali Lama, what may distinguish him is that his 

platform was not one of religion or politics or wealth, but of moral rectitude.  That has been his 

contribution to the human enterprise:  The embodiment of moral righteousness. 

 From the Jewish perspective, survival in the face of threatening death, and the questioning of 

God’s faithfulness, are foretold by such ancient texts as found in Exodus, Chapter 7:  An exhausted, 

hungry, thirsty people—who could not turn back--curse Moses and their circumstances:  “Is the Lord 

among us or not?” 

 Where is God?  The understandable question of disillusioned people in desperate times: 

 Jews, and Armenians, and Serbs, and Rwandans, and yes: African slaves in young America. 

 Where is God?  The understandable question of disillusioned people in desperate times: 

 An Amish community in southeastern Pennsylvania; a school district in Connecticut; an African 

Methodist Episcopal congregation in South Carolina; a besieged city in Syria; a town on Florida’s Atlantic 

coast; a village on Haiti’s southwestern peninsula. 

 From a Christian perspective, survival in the face of threatening death, and the questioning of 

God’s faithfulness, are foretold by such ancient texts as found in Chapter 13 of the letter of Hebrews to 



persecuted disciples, likely in Rome:  “I will never leave you or forsake you.”  So we can say with 

confidence: “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.  What can anyone do to me?” 

 “I read the Bible to understand what is happening today” 

  Elie Wiesel, National Press Club, Washington, DC (1997) 

 Where is God? 

 God is here!  (I am not afraid!  What can anyone do to me?) 

 Never forget! 

  

  

  

     


