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Perseverance Through Tragedy

By Saul Malek

Adam looked wistfully in the foggy Warsaw skyline. He and Benjamin had lived in the city their

entire lives and had been friends since childhood. They used to treasure these mornings spent

together at Hyman’s Cafe, where they talked for years of college acceptances, partying, new jobs

and families. Now morning coffee seemed more like a chore, and when they talked it was about

war, death, and debilitating fears. “Will it ever get better, Benny?” Adam said as he continued to

blankly stare at their unrecognizable city. “Your wife’s cooking? Doubtful” Benjamin replied

between bites of toast. “No, your jokes. Come on, Ben, I’m serious. We survived. Who knows

how many of our brothers and sisters didn’t. A million? Two million? And yet here we are, you

and I. It’s been three years since it finally ended, but did it really end? Did it really end Ben?”

Adam started to tear up. “Every single morning I wake up hating myself for making it out alive.

That young couple that lived next door to me? Dead. My uncle Moe? Dead. And what about me?

I come here to get coffee and talk about death. What’s the point of being alive when your spirit

has been dead for years?” Benjamin looked up from his toast with a soft, understanding smile.

“Adam,” he began gently, “your spirit is far from dead. A person dead inside could not talk so

bravely about their emotions. I’ve noticed that you’ve grown these past few months. That old

passion is coming back, my friend! You can’t tell? A year ago you were having trouble even

speaking a few sentences with such confidence.” Adam managed a smile, but quickly frowned as

he realized something. “Benny, your words are very kind and I appreciate them. But what good

is passion when our lives have been decimated by evil? A million motivational speeches can’t

bring back even one poor Jewish soul.” Benjamin stood up, motioning to Adam to follow him on
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a walk out of the cafe. “You underestimate the power of unity, Adam. Do you not remember the

history of our people? Follow me and let me give you a refresher course.” Adam got up from his

chair and followed Benjamin down the road. He usually scoffed at Benjamin whenever he’d turn

into “the professor,” as Adam called it. This time, though, Adam gave his full attention. He could

tell that Benjamin knew something that he didn’t. “The thing about the Jewish people, Adam,”

Benjamin explained, “is that we are survivors. We may never be able to change the outside

circumstances, but we have the power to control ourselves. Think about it. We’ve had many

chances to give up and fold. If we weren’t such a resilient bunch, we’d have been wiped out

hundreds of years ago. Don’t you see?” Adam nodded. “Well sure, Ben, I know that we’re God’s

chosen people. You think my ears were stuffed with cotton all 10 years of Hebrew school?

How’s that going to help us right now? Our city is still in ruins and millions are dead.” Benjamin

put his arm around Adam’s shoulder. “Adam, you’ve known me for decades. You know I’m a

realist. This isn’t some fairy tale where we just live happily ever after with no problems. No, no,

my friend. I’m telling you the only way we can move forward as a people is to stick together.

Refuse to give up. Adjust to a new way of life, because face it, life never will be the same again.

But just because it’s not the same doesn’t mean we can’t be happy.” Adam nodded again, looking

hopeful. “How do we move forward together?” Benjamin thought for a second before speaking

again. “Well, it’ll take time, of course. We can’t change the world overnight. What do you think

about starting small?  Maybe we could organize a weekly Shabbos dinner at the temple and get

some people together.” “You know I love Shabbos, Ben, but I don’t see how that’s going to bring

us back to normalcy. It’s just dinner.” Benjamin looked flabbergasted by this comment. “Just

dinner! You think Rome was built in a day? Sure, it’s just dinner this week. But what about next

week? Maybe we do dinner on Friday and a fundraiser on Saturday to help the less fortunate
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families rebuild. Word gets around and the group grows. Maybe we even get support from

neighboring villages. Who wouldn’t want to help out? After all, everyone knows how badly

Warsaw has been impacted. That’s how we rebuild our lives and our community.” By now the

men had traveled quite far down the road, but their journey was just getting started. “Alright

then,” Adam gave in, “let’s start rebuilding.” The two men spent the next three hours getting the

word out, knocking on houses. When it was all said and done, 25 people agreed to attend the first

weekly Shabbat on Friday night. Friday night came before long, and Benjamin and Adam were

eager to witness their creation come to fruition. Benjamin started the dinner with a brief

message. “We have decided to dedicate this Shabbos dinner to our fallen brothers and sisters lost

in the Holocaust. We will never forget you. May your memories be a blessing.” The night was

bittersweet. Memories were shared about neighbors, the good old days, and life as it once was.

Benjamin wrapped up the evening with a message of encouragement to the group. “Friends and

family, I want to thank you so much for coming out tonight and sharing in such a beautiful

Sabbath dinner. As we remember those lost, let us not forget of the future ahead. Let us grieve

without living in grief. We are very blessed to have made it out alive. And so, let us live and

create more memories. Let us reclaim the lives we deserve to live.” As the group let out a hearty

cheer, plans were already being made for next week’s dinner. Benjamin and Adam were thrilled.

The pair met for coffee the next morning, reliving the highlights of the previous night. “You

know what, Ben, that may have been the first time I’d seen Samuel in over a year.” “Unity,

Adam, unity. It’s what I’ve been telling you this whole time. You can’t destroy a group that

won’t allow their own destruction. We stay together as a people? We’ll survive anything. Old

Samuel was probably waiting for months for someone to ask him to come to dinner.” Adam

nodded in agreement. “I just wish we had thought of this sooner.” Benjamin shrugged. “It’s all in
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God’s time, isn’t it? A month ago you may have scoffed at the idea of a simple Shabbos dinner.”

“Well, I can’t argue with that,” Adam conceded. “You know what’s weird, Ben?” continued

Adam. “I thought we’d need to do something earth shattering to create some change. You know,

like feeding thousands of the homeless and building a temple all in one week. It never occurred

to me that something so simple could bring such joy to so many.” Benjamin looked pleased.

“Adam, I’m proud of you. What a blessing it is to be your friend! Life may not be easy, but we

persevere, do our best, and stick together. Unity will carry us through the day. Now come on,

let’s get back in line before they run out of raisin bread.” Adam smiled. Finally, for the first time

in what seemed like an eternity, he was happy to be alive. His guilt had turned into gratitude, and

he couldn’t wait to see what was in store for him and Benjamin as they continued along their

journey of life.


