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This past Friday morning I watched the live television coverage of President Obama, German
Chancellor Angela Merkel and Author Elie Wiesel as they toured the former concentration camp at
Buchenwald. During the morning, as I prepared to go out and fuel the economy (or whatever liberal
fib I’m telling myself this week), I listened to the words the President spoke about denying the
Holocaust deny-ers a chance to allow such an atrocity to take place again. In the course of daily
“life” most of us, I guess, don’t take any time to ponder the extermination of six million souls. For the
most part the destruction of the citizens of Alderaan in the very fictional film Star Wars touches our
thinking more than the genocide of millions of European Jews at the command of Adolf Hitler. I
stopped my preparations and turned to listen to Mr. Obama, because I was touched not only by his
honoring the dead, but his asking for us to be ever mindful of tyranny in our own age. I was also
reminded of an experience that changed me and took my thinking about the Holocaust from that of a
boy looking at pictures of emaciated prisoners in textbooks to one who understands the reality that
exists for a generation of holocaust survivors and their families.
As a boy of 22 I left my comfort zone of campus life and took off for the hills of Northeast
Pennsylvania. I was a ministry student three semesters from graduating and the idea was that I’d go
on to seminary. The problem was that I knew everything and felt like going off into the mountains as
a Bible thumping Mr. Peabody. Upon arriving in the Poconoes I went to work for an elderly minister
running a church that he had carefully shepharded from near non-existence. My know-it-all status
was immediately discarded along with the last of my cash. I became the Reverand’s runner. Mel
ceased to exist. No silly college nicknames in the world of adults. This was not negotiable. So, I got
used to answering the phone and hearing my given name intoned by the syllable. Until I quit paying
the bill. Most mornings the Reverand would come down from his home atop the Poconos and I
would make sure he had Mickey Cakes from the general store across from the church. He forced
me to be organized. I was urged strongly to stop filling the pockets of my Goodwill sport coats with
crumpled note papers and start taking proper dictation. The hardest task he gave me was that of
speaking only when I had a fully formed thought to elucidate. I once went with him to a meeting in
Upstate New York and spoke out of turn…and spoke…and spoke. Later, I asked the Reverend
about my faux pas and he chuckled. He then let me explain exactly where I’d gone wrong. We had
that conversation several dozen time over the course of fourteen months. I began to lose the 22 year
old’s false bravado and gain the wary confidence of and adult in the working world. He would lend
me just enough rope, whether it was letting me preach or sending me to funerals, and then reel me
back in just in time. As I gained grudging respect for the Reverend, I began to see bits and pieces
of the man. One Sunday, as we sat in the church study, he caught me looking at his wrist. With
measured patience, the Reverend explained to me the tattooed serial numbers running down
vertically below the palm of his hand. He’d been given these by the Nazis. Later, I found out how the
Reverend  had escaped the concentration camps that had claimed members of his family and
hidden in Friesland, a province in the Northern Netherlands. I’d never suffered for any cause, or
belief, and as I learned about the man, my myths of self began to shatter. This was a man who’d
worked alongside Bebe Netanyahu on the world council of churches during the 1970′s and had
written extensively (books which I couldn’t understand past the dedication). Yet, here he was,
shepherding this tiny country church and taking the time to school a wayward college kid who’d lost
his bearings. I was so flummoxed by the presence of the man that I did the only conceivable thing left
to do. I quit the church and joined the Marines. Long story, short point. I am reminded each and
every day of the lessons I learned from that one survivor. The lessons of staying on task, of patience,
of dignity in whatever life throws at us, of humility. To learn more about the Reverend (who is still
among us) check out: http://rcatoday.org and look for the article “Rebirth of Reformed Church at
Bushkill.” I was glad to have been there, even as a runner.
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