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It’s STILL about the shoes 
ROSH HASHANAH Day, 2015 
 
It’s STILL about the shoes.  
 
It was a heart-stopping photo that finally focused the world’s attention. The 
toddler, Aylan Kurdi, lay face down, dead the upon the shore, his sturdy 
toddler shoes pointing downwards as the shallow waves caressed his still 
face. He was our child, and we cried out in anguish for this senseless loss in 
a world that has lost its bearings.  
  
 
The world is awash in refugees. This weekend alone, 40,000 migrants 
entered Germany, and 11,000 more entered the pipeline in Macedonia, 
headed towards the Hungarian border.  Over two thousand people have 
drowned in the Mediterranean this year, attempting to escape the death and 
starvation of sub-Saharan Africa, the violence of a destroyed Libya, the 
horrors of war torn Yemen and Afghanistan. After four years of chaos in 
Syria, eleven million people have become displaced. Some four million 
linger in refugee camps in Turkey and Jordan and Lebanon. Those choosing 
to remain in Syria, particularly the middle class with some resources, now 
flee from city to city escaping barrel bombs, chemical weapons, and the 
threat of Isis as well as bombing by the pro and anti-Assad forces. This 
month the tide turned; the human suffering had become too much. The 
nation of Syria, by and large, simply got up and decided to walk its way to 
Europe.  
 
Ten days ago, the world woke up to yet another series of pictures: thousands 
upon thousands of refugees huddled in the Keleti train station in Budapest, 
surrounded by armed guards and police. The Hungarian government, unable 
to deal with the swelling proportions of the crisis, had cancelled all 
international travel, despite the fact that many had paid for tickets with their 
last savings. The wave of migrants was headed towards Austria and then 
Germany, where Angela Merkel had decided to open Germany’s doors to 
800,000 refugees. Captured inside the station, the weary travelers were 
herded into underground tunnels and passageways. Then, the pictures that 
sent a chill of horror- like no other- through the Jewish world. In the very 
place where only seventy years ago the Jews were herded onto cattle cars 
and sent to Auschwitz, fleeing Syrian men women and children were now 
penned behind barbed wire, facing men with helmets and guns. Police with 



 2 

surgical masks on their faces, unable to handle the crowds, tossed bags of 
food into the scrambling crowds as if they were animals. Hundreds of 
migrants were tricked into boarding a train with promises of freedom, only 
to be taken to a “reception” camp In the Czech Republic. That same day, the 
police hustled more than 200 migrants off a train and wrote identification 
numbers on their hands with indelible markers. In the words of a NYT 
correspondent on September 5, “Not since the Jews were rounded up by 
Nazi Germany have there been as many images coming out of Europe of 
people locked into trains, babies handed over barbed wire, men in military 
gear herding large crowds of bedraggled men, women and children”. Never 
again? Again, and again and again. … 
 
No, this is not genocide, but a botched attempt by a Europe at odds as to 
how to deal with an EU crisis that has been brewing for years. There is grave 
dispute over how to first register those entering the European Union through 
the “soft belly” of Southern Europe. Concerned throughout the summer with 
the Greek crisis and the specter of financial ruin, and the challenges of 
terrorist violence, European leaders closed their eyes to the tidal wave of 
migrants about to hit their shores. There is no EU agreement as to how to 
register and receive, integrate and assimilate those seeking asylum from 
violence and poverty.  
 
The European nations, and their allies, averted their eyes for the last four 
years, as the war took its toll in Syria.  The United States has taken in only 
1,500 Syrian refugees since the war began; Canada 1,074, Australia and 
Brazil have taken in 2,000 each. The camps in Jordan and Turkey, which 
hold over four million displaced persons, are stretched beyond all limits. 
And the wealthy “Petro-States?”, Saudi Arabia, the Gulf States, the 
Emirates? Zero. None. They have taken only “laborers”, offering jobs that 
hold no immigration rights, often to men only, with no hopes of joining a 
society that speaks their language and shares their religion. The rulers of 
these countries, which are sparsely populated and hold great wealth, are 
simply afraid of being overwhelmed by “foreigners” and losing their 
political position. 
 
That leaves Europe with its open EU borders and higher standard of living, 
to serve as the “Promised Land”.  Thanks to cell phones and the power of 
social media, we have all followed the migrants journey as they run from 
border to border, often turned back or unable to cross barbed wire fences 
carrying little children in tow. As Jews, we remember story of the St Louis, a 
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boatload of refugees seeking shelter from the Holocaust, who reached Miami 
but were denied the papers to disembark from the ship. The boat returned to 
Europe, and many of its passengers then faced death at the hands of the 
Nazis. 
In the words of Nicolas Kristof last week: 
 

“If you don’t see yourself or your family members in those images of 
today’s refugees, you need an empathy transplant”  

 
 
Please rise if you or your parents were Holocaust survivors. 
Please rise if your parents came to America, from Europe or the Middle 
East, seeking a better life for the children and grandchildren 
Please rise if your grandparents or great grandparents came from 
Russia, fleeing the pogroms? 
  
As Jews, we empathize with these pictures of a dispersed population, 
huddled with their children and whatever meager belongings they could still 
carry, in a very special way. We have a long history of fleeing from country 
to country, with doors repeatedly slammed in our faces. We know the harsh 
realities of seeking freedom, and justice, in a world that is often cruel and 
unjust. 
 
Justice, Justice you shall pursue. (Tzedek Tzedek Tirdof Deut. 16:18) These 
words offer the very definition of what it means to be a Jew. It is not enough 
for Jews to merely respect the law, they must pursue justice, ‘with all of 
their heart, soul and might”. The “Justice” referred to here is Mishpat 
Tzedek, defined as both tzedek-, the sense of doing the right thing in a legal 
procedure, and Mishpat, justice as a cosmic principle that “maintains 
harmony in the world and makes possible the world’s continued existence.” 
Without tzedeck, justice administered justly, Europe will fall into chaos and 
anarchy. Without mishpat- human empathy and compassion, Europe, and 
indeed the world, will simply fall apart.  
 
Rabbi Art Green, one of the great Jewish theologians of the last half century, 
speaks of Tikkun Olam, the directive to “repair the world” in just these 
terms. In his words 

Ever since we bit into the fruit in the Garden of Eden we have lived in 
a broken world, and it is our human task to fix it.  This is what we are 
here to do; all the rest is incidental. Our most basic moral message, 
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that every human being embodies the divine image, demands that we 
be concerned with each person’s welfare, including food, shelter and 
health, and pursuit of a meaningful life. We are the responsible actors, 
the ones who need to usher in this world of justice. (Judaism’s Ten 
Best Ideas p. 32) 
 

Not only that, but we are commanded to be empathetic. Over thirty times the 
Torah reminds us “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you 
were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Ex 22:20)  The very definition evil in 
the Torah is Amalek, who attacked the fleeing Israelites soon after they 
crossed the Red Sea, and “surprised you when you were famished and 
weary, and cut down all the stragglers in your rear.” “You shall blot out the 
memory of Amalek from under heaven”, we are commanded. “Do not 
forget!” 

 
But what if the stranger who is fleeing is not your friend, but your enemy? 
Are you still obligated to offer help?   
The Torah in Deuteronomy is very clear: When you encounter your enemy’s 
ox or ass wandering, you must take it back to him. When you see the ass of 
your enemy fallen under its burden, you shall help him to raise it. Lo Tuchal 
l’Hitalem. You shall not remain indifferent. 
 
You Shall Not Remain Indifferent. Up until this moment, much of the world 
has remained indifferent to the plight of the migrants attempting to flee the 
chaos of war in Africa and the Middle East. We see pictures of boats 
capsized in the Mediterranean, with hundreds of desperate people drowning 
as they flee war and pestilence in Africa and we shudder, but do very little. 
We do not forget, but we do avert our eyes.  
 
You shall not remain indifferent. 
 
It is deeply ironic that Germany, home to Adolf Hitler, the “Amalek” of our 
time, has been the country to offer the most direct help. Angela Merkel, now 
called “Mama Merkel” by the grateful migrants crossing into her borders, 
has offered to take in 800,000 migrants this year. By and large, the German 
public has been supportive, greeting the arriving trains with welcome signs 
and food, and absorbing the newcomers into their schools as the year begins. 
Of course, there is an element of self-interest for Germany, as its birthrate is 
low, and each wave of migration brings families who will provide the future 
contractor and electricians, service people and medical professionals needed 
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to power this prosperous country. The government is operating with classic 
German efficiency, assigning quotas to each province and town to balance 
the effect of this massive population infusion. Its citizens have been 
innovative as well. In Erfurt, an idyllic town in central Germany known for 
its prosperity- (due in no small part to the Jews who migrated there after the 
expulsion from Spain in 1492) the city fathers opened an unused brothel this 
week to house the migrants. The small rooms, each with its own bath and 
shower, were declared perfect, and overnight they were painted from pink to 
white.  
 
But there is a delicate balance between empathy and angst as the wave of 
migrants arrive in Germany. Right wing protesters have burned a few 
shelters that were prepared for migrants before they arrived. Merkel has 
been strongly criticized by her opposition, as well as by other European 
leaders, and Germany has been unable so far to convince the other members 
of the European Union to accept 160,000 on a quota allotment basis.  
 
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, in attempting to shut the nation’s 
doors, declared that Hungary needed to keep these foreigners out to “Uphold 
the nation’s Christian Values”.  The Pope has asked every parish to adopt a 
family, but the effect of his statement remains to be seen. We have seen the 
effect of a large Moslem immigration into France, primarily from former 
French colonies North Africa. The second generation of North African 
immigrants is not well integrated, and terrorism and violence in France is 
rising, along with anti-Semitism. (Please join me tomorrow, as I will 
continue to discuss French Jewry, the anti-Semitism of the BDS movement, 
and the Iran Nuclear Deal. It has been quite a start to the New Year.) No 
matter what, the face of Europe has been irrevocably changed by the events 
of these past few weeks, and we will deal with the fallout for many years to 
come.   
  
You shall not remain indifferent 
 
All Western nations share security concerns that limit immigration. While 
most of those fleeing Syria, both Sunni and Shiite, simply want to escape 
both ISIS and the battle between pro-and anti Assad forces, there could 
easily be terrorists bent on destruction among those entering our shores. The 
US has its own immigration issues, and there is much debate about allowing 
“huddled masses yearning to be free” to enter the US. Despite a recent 
facelift, the Statue of Liberty seems to have aged out years ago. This week, 
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President Obama declared that he would recommend offering refugee status 
to 10,000 people, which includes Syrians among others, but that process 
takes at least two years to complete, and most of those facing the devastation 
of war have no where else to wait for applications to be processed.  
 
You shall not remain indifferent 
 
The pictures of the chaos at the train station in Budapest did not escape the 
Israeli public. In an interview this week, a top TV newscaster reminded 
Politian Yair Lapid “Your father and my father asked themselves for years 
how and why the world was silent when Hitler tried to kill the Jewish 
people. Our fathers made it out of that same Keleti station on a train bound 
for Palestine just before the doors of Europe closed.  
 
As Jews, we hold a moral compass embedded within us that really does 
know right from wrong. Samti mispat l’kav, v’tzedek l’miskelet.  I set 
judgment by a plumb line, and righteousness by a scale says the prophet 
Isaiah. (Is 28) Our humanitarian impulse, the understanding that all human 
beings are created in God’s image and deserving of our help, is heightened 
by images that invoke our deepest Holocaust memories, when the world 
turned aside and six million people perished. And now, what is our 
responsibility? 
 
On Sunday, September 6, Israel awoke to a heated argument.   
 
According to Israel’s Opposition leader Isaac Herzog, who narrowly lost the 
vote for Prime Minister in the last election, claimed that Prime Minister 
Netanyahu “Had forgotten what it means to be Jewish”. On his Facebook 
page Herzog stated: 

“ Refugees. Pursued. The Prime Minister of the Jewish State does not 
close his heart nor his borders when people are escaping their 
pursuers, with their babies in their hands. Jews can not be apathetic 
when hundreds of thousands of refugees are searching for safe 
haven.” 
 

Netanyahu responded in a news conference symbolically located at the new 
fifteen-foot high border wall separating Jordan and Israel.  
 

“Israel is not indifferent to human tragedy, we have helped many   
people who were wounded in the fighting in Syria in our hospital 
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facilities. However, Israel is a small country. It has no demographic 
depth and has no geographic breath. We must protect our borders 
against illegal immigrants and against the perpetrators of terrorism. 
We can not allow Israel to be flooded with infiltrators.” 
 

 And there we have the crux of the debate that affects us all. 
Tzedek and Mishpat: Justice, in the strict legal sense, and compassion and 
mercy. How do we find a balance?  
 
The situation in Israel is extremely complicated. Israel is founded as a 
Jewish state, based on our essential values of concern for the ‘widow, the 
orphan and the stranger”. In that light,  Israel opened its doors to thousands 
of Sudanese who were fleeing destruction in Darfur, only to soon find 
sections of South Tel Aviv overrun by African immigrants. Under the 
Netanyahu government, the majority of these Sudanese immigrants have 
been rounded up and given the choice of a ticket back to Darfur, or residence 
in a “facility” in the Negev while they await papers to move elsewhere.  
 
The Syrians, however, present a whole new level of complexity. Israel has 
managed to keep its head down, and not take any sides in the fight against 
Assad, both groups being considered Israel’s enemy. Now, to make matters 
worse, ISIS is camped right next to the Golan on Israel’s northern border. 
The latest victims are the Druze, a separate ethnic group spread out over four 
Middle Eastern countries. They do not seek to establish their own province 
or state, but claim allegiance to the country in which they reside. The Druze 
have been faithful citizens of Israel, many serving as officers in the Israeli 
army, and now want to give safe haven to their relatives who are dying at the 
hands of ISIS right across the border. Israelis however, fear a “Trojan 
Horse” situation, one where ISIS infiltrates the agreed upon refugee group, 
and then wrecks havoc in Israel. Even more complicated is the fact that at 
least half a million of the Syrian refugees are descendants of Palestinians 
who left Israel in 1948 and are now claiming the “Right of Return”. To open 
those gates would mean the end of Israel as a Jewish state.  
 
In the words of a reporter in Haartez “The Herzog-Netanyahu clash of 
humanitarian vs. fearful security concerns actively reflects what is going 
through the minds and hearts of Israelis as the migrant crisis plays out on 
their television screens”. The coverage has unleashed a flood of memories. 
We often wonder what the response of the world would have been if cell 
phones had been able to capture the pictures of Jews crammed into cattle 
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cars as they hurtled towards their death? Would the world have responded 
differently if those pictures had shown up on the nightly news? Social media 
has certainly changed the way we perceive our world. In Iceland, a small 
country willing to absorb a large number of migrants, there is a sign that 
says, “Just because it is not happening here does not mean it is not 
happening”.   
 
You shall not remain indifferent. 
 
But whose job is it to remind us of our moral responsibilities, especially 
when faced with choices that do not easily fit into our own narrative? 
In biblical times, it was the job of the Prophets to remind us of what is really 
‘happening”, as they mediate between the People and God. 
 
But even the prophets have their doubts .The Haftorah reading of Yom 
Kippur afternoon, the final narrative of our High Holy Day cycle, is the story 
of Jonah, a prophet with an attitude. 
 
 God tells Jonah “Rise up and go to Nineveh” so that its people may repent 
of their sins. Jonah takes the first boat that he can find out of Jaffa in the 
opposite direction.  Is Jonah simply afraid that God is making a big mistake 
by even offering repentance to Israel’s sworn enemy? Commentators tell us 
that Jonah had widely prophesized the doom and destruction of Nineveh, 
Israel’s enemy, and now was fearful that the citizens of Nineveh might 
repent and be forgiven, making him look like a prophet who is a fool. 
(Nineveh, by the way, is in Iraq, and this June ISIS destroyed what was 
widely regarded as Jonah’s tomb) After an unfortunate adventure that ends 
in the belly of a whale, God instructs him again to “Rise up and go to 
Nineveh, and offer the citizens of this enemy city a chance to repent. 
Standing on the outskirts of the city, where he can scarcely be heard, Jonah 
mumbles, “ Forty days and Nineveh is destroyed”. Immediately, the people 
repent. “Let them repent and be dressed in sackcloth, human being and beast 
alike, says the King of Nineveh. (I always see the cattle with their horns 
covered, dressed in their sackcloth outfits). 
 
 Jonah is devastated.  I knew You would have mercy, “Adonai adonai el 
rachum v’chanun.” Jonah cries.I knew you would let them repent! Please 
take my life from me, Jonah says, “I would rather die!” “Really Jonah”, God 
says, “Are you THAT upset?” 
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God tries to teach his prophet compassion through creation of a vine that 
shelters Jonah over night and is then destroyed, but Jonah will have none of 
it.  God then replies, “You are concerned about this vine which you have 
neither labored over or grown. Should I not be concerned for Nineveh, a 
great city, which has within it 120,000 human beings, who do not know their 
right hand from their left, and much cattle too?”  
 
 
Last year, I spoke of my trip through Eastern Europe, from Vienna to Prague 
to Budapest and on to Israel. It is almost the same route taken by these 
migrants, but in reverse. I saw the same countryside that these migrants are 
passing through on their way north.  
 
But the thriving Jewish communities that were once seen through these train 
windows have vanished, forever.  As I arrived in Budapest, I passed through 
the Keleti station in its decadent grandeur, and walked down to the 
Holocaust memorial on the banks of the Danube. There, in the chaos and 
confusion of the last days of World War Two, the Nazis and their Hungarian 
counterparts did not know what to do with the Jews penned on the shores, as 
there were no more trains for Auschwitz. So they stood them on the 
riverbank, tied together in groups, and shot them. Before pushing the bodies 
into the water, they removed their shoes for the war effort. Bronze replicas 
of the shoes now line the river’s wall as a memorial.  
 
Take a look at the pictures. It is seventy years later, and its STILL about the 
shoes.  
 
Adonai, adonai, el rachum v’chanum, erech apayim v’rav chesed v’emet 
God of mercy and compassion, who has compassion over all his creatures, 
have mercy on us, and forgive us on this New Year.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
  

 
 


