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In the midst of the horrors of the Shoah – the Holocaust – a young man watched as his father was made to board one of the transports.  As he did so, his father said to him, ‘Remember you have a name and a family, and you have a place in this world: Eretz Yisrael.  And you must take care of your little brother.’  This is only one of the many stories heard by a group of British clergy invited to a nine day seminar at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem.  Yet of all the stories, this is perhaps the one which most explicitly conveyed the meaning of Yad Vashem.  Taken from a passage in the book of the prophet Isaiah (56.5), Yad Vashem means literally ‘a memorial (place) and a name’; and it is that which resonated most with this participant.  In those nine days, what became increasingly clear was that the purpose of Yad Vashem is not so much to remember the Shoah, but to remember its victims and its heroes.  Its purpose is to give ‘a name and a place’ to all those millions of known and unknown persons robbed of their very identities, and to affirm that even in death they have ‘a place in this world’.  In so doing, Yad Vashem touches at the very heart of what it means to be human.


To be robbed of  your name is to be robbed of your identity; and to be displaced, whether emotionally or physically, is to have the links to your past violently cut, a past which defines not only your present, but you in the present.  Despotic systems have always known that one of the most effective ways of de-humanising the conquered or disenfranchising those perceived as a threat is to deny their humanity by robbing them of their identity.  In the case of the Shoah, the aim was not only to rob the Jewish people of identity, but to rob even the world of a memory of Judaism.  In this sense it was not just on attack on Jewish identity, but on the identity of human civilisation.


Yad Vashem stands against this kind of profound, existential theft by actively working to re-connect the victimised and de-humanised millions — whether dead or living —  with their names, faces and pasts.  It stands at edge of the pit of oblivion and refuses to allow the oblivion to have the final word.  Nowhere is this more graphically illustrated than in the Hall of Names.  Here a massive cone is suspended from above, almost as if  floating in mid-air.  As you look up inside the cone, there are revealed hundreds of faces looking out at you; photographs of only a small fraction of the murdered.  Looking down you realise that you are literally standing at the edge of a pit.  There is below you, and below all those faces, a deep chasm and at its very bottom, water.  The faces seem almost rescued from the waters of chaos and the bottomless abyss of forgetfulness.  It is here in this space also that are recorded the many, many names of those known to have perished, and there is space even for those who remain unknown — a place even for those whose names remain lost.


If Yad Vashem is about giving a place and name to all those who were killed in the Shoah, it is also about doing the same for those who survived and for those who have come after.  Not only is it a place where the stories of survivors can be told and recorded, but also where younger Jews can reflect on this horrific legacy and on what it means to be a people in the light (or shadow) of the Shoah.  It affirms as well, that the identity of the Jewish people, as a people, continues even beyond the tragedies of their past.  


The young man who saw his father for the last time on that transport did survive, and with brother eventually arrived at Eretz Yisrael.  While his father numbered among the six million who were exterminated, he grew to become Israeli Consul General in New York.  His name is Naftali Lau-Lavie.  His brother, Yisrael Meir Lau, is currently the Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv.  His story was told to us by his son, himself a rabbi and a respected academic in Jerusalem.  In the story of this family, is seen the work of Yad Vashem most concretely displayed as it powerfully echoes the words of Moshe Chaim Lau, the father on that transport: ‘Remember you have a name…and you have a place in this world.’
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