
This past Thursday, many of us gave thanks for our good fortunes.  We expressed thanks for our health, our family, and our lack of hardships.  Many Americans, in fact, have never experienced great hardships and are only vaguely familiar with those who have suffered greatly.  Perhaps the greatest event of suffering widely known is that of the Holocaust.  The holocaust is well renowned, and some may know much about it, but how many of us know about the events leading up to and causing the holocaust?  How many students at Virginia Tech are aware of the history of this hate-inspired atrocity?


In the early nineteen thirties, upon Hitler’s assuming of the Chancellorship of Germany, many steps were being taken to create inequalities between Jews and other German people.  Boycotts, prohibitions and other legal and social discriminations began to occur throughout the decade.  At the end of the decade a movement to deport Jews from Germany to Poland was instated.  Amongst the deported was a man named Zindel Grynszpan.  Zindel’s son, Herschel, living in Paris at the time of his family’s deportation, retaliated by assassinating Third Secretary Ernst vom Rath in the German Embassy in France on November 7, 1938.  This assassination fueled anti-Semitic propaganda promoted by Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s chief of Propaganda. Goebbels launched a pogrom against German Jews, claiming Herschel Grynszpan’s assassination of Rath was part of a conspiracy of Jews against the Reich and Fuehrer.  The pogrom has become known as Kristallnacht, “the Night of Broken Glass.”


On November 9 and 10, gangs of German Nazis marched through the Jewish segregated sections of German towns, smashing the windows of shops, looting, and burning the homes of Jews.  Many Jews were injured or killed in these nights.  Two days later a meeting was held, consisting of high ranking Nazi officials, to address the Jewish question.  In this meeting, the Jews were held responsible for the assassination of Rath, and the damage of the German economy caused by Kristallnacht.  Jews were held legally and financially responsible for the damages, since German insurance companies were to pay for the destruction of Jewish establishments, and were fined enormous amounts of money and imprisoned.  The meetings that followed, holding the Jews responsible for discriminatory acts against the Jews led to the creation of anti-Semitic laws and other inequalities up until the Holocaust.


On Friday, November 9 at noon in the Memorial Chapel of Virginia Tech’s drillfield, the Judaic Studies program sponsored an Interfaith Ceremony to remember the events of Kristallnacht.  The ceremony was held with the help of David Foreman Barzilai, the Director of the Malcolm & Diane Rosenberg Program at Virginia Tech.  Mr. Barzilai states that the importance of having such a ceremony is to show that “Judaic studies is not isolated, but a part of humanity.  We want to be inclusive and not exclusive.  There is a common denominator between religions that we want to emphasize.  From this event we want to radiate tolerance that was not present at the time [of Kristallnacht].”  The event consisted of students and speakers who discussed the history of Kristallnacht.  The mood of the ceremony was “reflective, quiet, somber – especially in the shadow of September 11,” said Barzilai.  Sept. 11 affected the turnout, which is normally around a hundred students, negatively.  Barzilai states, “the Interfaith Ceremony and other programs are important at many levels, the informative, the educational, and the emotional.”  They make it so students “don’t forget the events of the past.  You have to comprehend as much as you can, even though it is incomprehensible.  You have to know the settings.  It is important to introduce the student to as much of the background of anti-Semitism as possible.  It is not an event of Christians, Jews, etc., but of humanity.”

