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Shabbat Shalom! It means a lot to me to stand here in front of you all: family, friends, 

teachers and colleagues from near and far, congregants from all over Europe, representatives 

from the European and the World Union for Progressive Judaism. I am humbled and privileged 

to pray with you in this beautiful synagogue, so dear to me ever since I started coming here as a 

child, and even more so since Judita and I married here three years ago.  

Tonight, I would like to take you to the Prague of my childhood and share with you one 

particular memory. 

When I was about four years old, my father took me to the New Jewish Cemetery. It 

serves as a final resting place mostly for Prague Jews, including my great-grandfather David 

Mellion and his brother Wilhelm, and my father-in-law Pavel Bergmann. My favourite author, 

Franz Kafka, is buried here too.  

I vividly remember that late autumn afternoon, when my father and I came to the 

cemetery to visit the grave of his grandfather. The weather was cold and damp and the whole 

cemetery was covered by colourful leaves, which had fallen from majestic trees. But, it was not 

so easy to find my great-grandfather’s grave. All paths suddenly looked the same and it was 

getting darker very quickly. Finally, we gave up on our search, and went to the grave of uncle 

Wilhelm instead, which was more accessible. We placed our pebble stone there and decided to 

head back to the cemetery entrance. When we reached the massive gate, it was already locked. 

We stood there all alone. By then, it was already completely dark and the silhouettes of all the 

gravestones in the background were keeping their eternal, somewhat uneasy silence. I thought 

that the spirit of my great-grandfather was punishing us for not having placed a pebble stone 

onto his grave. With no mobile phones in those days, we kept on asking people passing by the 

gate to alert the police. In vain. Most people ignored us, so we stood there for well over an 

hour. Finally, a lady living nearby promised to call the police from her home. 

When two police officers, breathing heavily, just climbed over the very high cemetery 

wall, a gate-keeper suddenly appeared, holding a big key in his hand and shouting: “Why didn’t 

you ring the bell? I have been sitting in my office the whole time!” He opened up the gate and 

we were free to leave. … As far as my first Jewish memory goes – unforgettable! 

I was reminded of it, because this week we are reading Parashat Acharei Mot, this year 

combined with Parashat Kedoshim. Acharei Mot means “after the death” and is related to the 

tragic death of two sons of Aron: “And Aaron's sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his pan, put 
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fire in them, and placed incense upon it, and they brought before the Eternal foreign fire, which 

He had not commanded them. And fire went forth from before the Eternal and consumed them, 

and they died before the Eternal.” (Vayikra 10:1-3). The Torah tells us about the reaction of 

their father after he found out what had happened to them: “Vayidom Aharon. And Aron was 

silent.” (Vayikra 10:3) Aron was devastated, he had just lost what was most precious to him: his 

children. He was expected to continue leading his people and building their society and religion, 

but would he ever be able to do all of this on the graves of his beloved children? How could he 

continue and how could he ever have faith?  

For me, this tragic story of Aron’s family reminds me of the fate of the Czech Jews, who 

have lived in this land in the heart of Europe since the 10
th

 century. Here they created their 

homes, opened their shops, built their synagogues and brought up their children. This land 

became their beloved homeland.  

The Shoah drastically changed everything – more than two thirds of Czech Jews were 

murdered. One of the survivors described the situation after the war as follows: “There was 

nothing. There was no thread to pick up.” Many Czech Jews, who had not only survived the 

Nazis but also the Communist persecution, became afraid to show their Jewish identity in public 

– for many of them, being Jewish became a stigma. And so for me, son of a survivor, silence 

was only occasionally interrupted by stories and yellowed photographs of my perished 

ancestors. These were the only manifestations of my own Jewish past, of a rich, but tragically 

destroyed Jewish heritage. Silence, a void.  

What I admire the most is the fact that Aron, despite the tragedy that happened to him, 

found strength to continue. And so did the survivors. They established new families, they 

rebuilt their lives; some of them went to Israel, others became active in the Diaspora. The 

miracle of Jewish history lies in the power to regenerate, even after the worst of destructions. 

Let me give you one example: Rabbi Richard Feder (1875–1970). He was born in the small Czech 

town Václavice in 1875, and after having completed his rabbinical studies in Vienna, served as a 

rabbi for Czech Jewish communities. He finally retired in 1938. Following the Nazi occupation, 

he tried to rescue the entire Jewish population of Kolín, in vain. In 1942, when he was 66 years 

old, he and his entire family were transported to Terezin. At the end of the war, he was the only 

one who survived. He lost his wife, his sons and daughter, daughter in law, son in law, his 

grandchildren. Despite his terrible fate, he found enough strength to continue as a rabbi, to 

teach and to inspire - even many years after his death his story was one of the key motivations 

for me to study to become a rabbi. 

Feder was of course not the only one trying to shape a future after the disaster. Let me 

also mention the difficult but ultimately successful efforts of the Jewish Museum to preserve 

the precious Jewish material heritage in this country; let me mention the tireless work of lay 

leaders trying to revive the now decimated Jewish communities in the Czech Republic. Let me 

mention several progressive groups who each in their own way try to revive Progressive 

Judaism in this country – actively supported by the EUPJ and the WUPJ, whose representatives 

and supporters made this conference happen. Just as important are the long-time efforts of so 

many professionals and volunteers, lay and rabbinic leaders, including my dear colleagues and 

teachers, present in this service.  
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Whenever I look around in this city and wherever I travel around in this country, I meet 

committed people, who are prepared to help to secure the future of Czech Jewry. I also meet 

many, who have just begun to look for their Jewish roots and who need our help. I am very 

moved when I am approached by young parents, asking me to prepare their children for bat or 

bar mitzvah. In their eyes, I see the strength of Aron, who, despite the tragedy which afflicted 

his family, decided to re-enter the Sanctuary, to break the silence and to start a new life. In 

their voice, I hear the determination of the Prophet Amos, whose words we are reading in our 

Haftarah: “And they shall no longer be uprooted from upon their land.” (Amos 9:15) I find the 

name of this conference, “Regeneration”, very suitable for what people of my generation are 

experiencing right now, indeed.  

As the Book of Ezra tells us about the revival of the Temple in Jerusalem after the return 

of Jews from the Babylonian captivity, it is not easy to start anew: “And the people did not 

recognize the voice of the shout of joy from the voice of the people's weeping.” (Ezra 3:13)  

The words of Ezra precisely describe my feelings right now. Crying and joy are so close 

sometimes. When I turn my eyes to the Pinkas Synagogue, whose walls are covered by the 

names of 80 000 Czech Jews, who were murdered during the Shoah, among them my beloved 

family members, I want to weep. But when I see the face of each and every one of you, who 

came here to mark, support and celebrate the new beginnings, I want to shout for joy.  

I am very grateful that I could share with you my childhood memory of seeing myself 

walking at the Jewish cemetery with my dear late father. I learnt a very important lesson on 

that day: the gates of the cemetery will open to a new life ‒ all we have to do is to make a 

decision, to take an initiative, to ring the bell…  

Shabbat Shalom!  

 


