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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my grandparents,

Papa Jack Ball and Grandma Laura Ball.

Their lives, their family, their heritage, and the generations that came before them are part of the reason I feel such a deep responsibility to remember.

As their grandson, I understand that history is not simply something we read about in books.

History lives in families.

It lives in the stories passed from grandparents to parents, from parents to children, and from one generation to the next.

I write this book in honor of Papa Jack and Grandma Laura.

I write it for the six million Jewish men, women, and children who were murdered during the Holocaust.

I write it for the families who were separated, the communities that were destroyed, and the generations that were never given the opportunity to exist.

I write it for the survivors who carried their memories throughout their lives and found the courage to tell the world what happened.

And I write it for the generations who will live after the last survivor and the last eyewitness are gone.

May we carry their stories forward.

May we protect the truth.

May we confront hatred and antisemitism wherever we find them.

May we teach our children and grandchildren what happened.

And may we always remember that when the last witness is gone, the responsibility of memory belongs to us.

For Papa Jack Ball and Grandma Laura Ball.

For the six million.

For the generations yet to come.

Never Forget.

Never Again.
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The Responsibility of Memory

As the generation that lived through the horrors of World War II gradually fades into history, the responsibility of remembrance passes to us.

For those of us whose families, communities, and culture were forever changed by the Holocaust, remembering is not merely an academic exercise. It is a sacred responsibility.

At sixty-four years old, I find myself standing at an important bridge between generations.

Behind me are the survivors who witnessed unimaginable cruelty, carried physical and emotional scars, rebuilt their lives, raised families, and found the courage to tell their stories.

Ahead of me are generations who will know the Holocaust only through books, photographs, museums, documentaries, recordings, and the stories we choose to preserve.

Soon, there will be no survivors left to walk into a classroom, stand before a group of students, and say, “I was there.”

When that day comes, the responsibility becomes ours.

To “never forget” must be more than a slogan.

It must be an action.

It means speaking when others remain silent.

It means confronting hatred before it becomes acceptable.

It means teaching our children and grandchildren that the Holocaust did not begin with concentration camps. It began with words, prejudice, discrimination, exclusion, propaganda, indifference, and the gradual acceptance of treating certain human beings as less worthy than others.

History teaches us that hatred grows when good people convince themselves that someone else will stop it.

We cannot allow the millions who were murdered to become statistics in a history book.

They had names.

They had families.

They had occupations, friendships, dreams, fears, traditions, favorite foods, places they called home, and plans for futures they would never be allowed to live.

They were people.

Remembering them means preserving their humanity.

I am not a historian.

I am not a Holocaust survivor.

I am simply a Jewish man who has reached a point in his life when he understands that remembering carries responsibility.

I have spent many hours learning about the Second World War, watching documentaries, reading stories, studying photographs, and thinking about the millions of ordinary people whose lives were destroyed.

The more I learned, the more one question stayed with me:

What happens when the last eyewitness is gone?

The answer is both simple and frightening.

We become the witnesses.

We become the storytellers.

We become the guardians of memory.

This book is my contribution to that responsibility.

I write because silence has consequences.

I write because indifference is dangerous.

I write because history can be distorted when those who know the truth stop defending it.

Most importantly, I write because the people who were murdered deserve to be remembered not only for how they died, but for how they lived.

Their stories belong to humanity.

Their memory is now in our hands.

And as long as we continue to speak their names, tell their stories, confront hatred, and teach the generations who come after us, they will never be forgotten.

Never forget.

Never again.
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The Long Road Home

My relationship with Judaism has never been simple.

For most of my life, I have been searching. Searching for faith. Searching for answers. Searching for a place where I belonged. And perhaps, without realizing it, searching for my way home.

I was born in April 1962 to loving Jewish parents, Stanley and Beverly. Some of my earliest questions were about death and what happens after we die. When I was about six years old, a visit to a mummy exhibit in New York City frightened me and left me asking questions my parents could not fully answer.

Like many Jewish children, I attended Hebrew school. I found it boring, so I quit. From that moment forward, I became known in my family as the Hebrew school dropout.

Then my grandmother promised every grandchild who became a Bar or Bat Mitzvah five hundred dollars. In the 1970s, five hundred dollars was a fortune to a twelve-year-old boy.

My mother asked me, “Mitchell, do you believe in G-d?” I wish I could say I gave her a profound theological answer. I did not. I believed in getting the five hundred dollars.

Because I could not read Hebrew, I studied privately with an Orthodox rabbi, and the prayers were written phonetically for me. My Bar Mitzvah was held at a local kosher catering hall called the Washington Hotel. I became a Bar Mitzvah, received my five hundred dollars, and continued searching.

As a young adult, my questions about faith remained. I loved Jesus Christ Superstar and was fascinated by the figure of Jesus, who was himself Jewish. Later, while studying respiratory therapy, I met Teresa, the woman who became my wife. Teresa was Christian. She studied Judaism and considered conversion, but she could not abandon her belief in Jesus. I respected her decision, and we married in a Reform synagogue.

For years, I observed the High Holy Days and Passover while also celebrating Christmas and Easter with family. Looking back, I sometimes describe myself as both a Holiday Jew and a Holiday Christian. I participated, but I was still searching for something deeper.

My stepson, whom I have always considered a son, became a born-again Christian and encouraged me to learn about Jesus. Eventually, I agreed to meet with a pastor. I walked into church frightened and uncomfortable, carrying many questions.

The most important question I asked concerned the Holocaust. How could there be a G-d when millions of innocent people had been murdered? How could children be killed? How could entire families and communities disappear?

I continued reading, questioning, and searching. Eventually, I accepted Jesus into my spiritual life and was baptized.

When my mother learned what had happened, she was devastated. She believed I had turned my back on my people and my family. I wrote back and told her something I still believe: I was born Jewish, I was Jewish then, and I would die Jewish. Nothing could erase where I came from.

Years later, after losing my job in 2006, I returned to church and became deeply involved. I prayed, attended Bible studies and fellowship meetings, sang in the choir, volunteered, distributed food to migrant families, and served wherever I was needed. My parents eventually attended a service where I sang in the choir. Sometimes love arrives before agreement.

Then, in September 2007, Teresa died after a battle with ARDS. I had spent my professional life as a respiratory therapist helping patients breathe. Now the woman I loved had died from a devastating respiratory condition.

After her death, my relationship with G-d shattered. I was angry with G-d, angry with the church, and angry with people who offered simple answers to questions that had no simple answers. My grief brought me to one of the darkest periods of my life. But I survived, and the questions remained.

Nearly ten years later, I began looking back toward Judaism. I wanted to learn the Hebrew alphabet. I wanted to read Hebrew. I wanted to become more than what I jokingly called a Holiday Jew.

Eventually, my journey brought me to Chabad. I enrolled in Hebrew classes and met rabbis and members of the Jewish community who welcomed me. The Hebrew school dropout had returned to Hebrew school.

Rabbi Leibel Kudan and Rabbi David Kudan became important people in my spiritual journey. During Simchat Torah, I was called forward before the congregation and recognized for helping the community. I was given the honor of walking with the Torah.

For someone who
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THEY WITNESSED HISTORY.
NOW IT’S OUR TURN TO REMEMBER.

WHEN THE
LAST WITNESS
S GONE

OUR RESPONSIBILITY TO REMEMBER

“To forget is to betray.”
To remember is to honor.”
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