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Editorial

The preparation for this issue coincided with a conference in London which 
also served to launch Anthony Polonsky’s important three-volume work 
The Jews in Poland and Russia. At the meeting he gave a paper which we 
reproduce here, originally delivered at Harvard, describing his own personal 
history and how he became engaged in the study of Polish-Jewish history. It 
serves also as an introduction to the themes of his book.

Like Polonsky’s personal reminiscence, Victor Seidler approaches his 
account of a conference on Jews and non-Jews in Lithuania, held a few months 
later in London, from the personal perspective of his own name, ‘Victor’, given 
to him by his parents to celebrate the victory against Nazi Germany of their 
adopted country. He raises questions about ‘objective’ history, independent 
of making value judgements or engaging with ethical issues that emerge. 
‘This has limited the ways that historians have often listened to survivors’ 
testimonies, and this has led to tensions between historians and survivors of 
traumatic histories that have been difficult to resolve.’

His article addresses, in particular, the challenge to Lithuania to 
acknowledge at one and the same time both the suffering of the Jews during 
the Holocaust and of the Lithuanians under the Soviets: ‘People in Lithuania 
are so taken up with their own recent sufferings and the seeming difficulties 
of getting having them acknowledged by the international community, that 
they find it difficult to acknowledge the scale of Jewish suffering since this 
happened to “others”. . . . At some level this “competition” between victims 
makes it difficult to really acknowledge the pain of others.’

Onto the small Jewish minority falls the expectation of keeping alive the 
memory of the dead who ‘exist as an absent presence as you walk around the 
cities’.

At the same time it is difficult not to feel that these streets are haunted 
by ghosts even if you cannot name them. In a strange way they are more 
present in their absence since they are shaping a present narrative of 
a diverse multicultural European state. It is the dead who have a new 
significance within a European memory that is being partly shaped 
through the historical experience of ‘never again’: the Holocaust.

Through interviews, conducted some sixty years after the war in Israel, Australia 
and the United States, Sharon Kangisser Cohen examines the decision-making 
processes whereby the displaced persons chose the destination in which to 
begin their life anew. Of the 300,000 Jews in the displaced persons camps 
of central Europe, approximately two-thirds went to Palestine, with the 
remaining third going to other countries, primarily the United States. While 
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there was both ideological commitment to Zionism and, some have argued, 
considerable pressure on them to make Aliyah, people did make individual 
choices based on their personal circumstances. 

Initially and probably as a gut response to their war-time trauma, Zionism 
appeared to be the most meaningful response. However, as survivors 
faced the challenges of rebuilding and became aware of the difficult 
reality in Palestine, many began to question whether they would be able 
to manage to rebuild their lives there. As other immigration options 
became available, the question achieved greater salience. 

Cohen makes it clear that because of the lapse of time, many of the testimonies 
are influenced by the fact of establishing themselves successfully in their 
new homeland, with a positive understanding of their initial choice. As Eva 
Hoffman explains while describing her own experience of exile, leaving Poland 
at the age of fourteen for Canada and the United States, and subsequently, 
many years later, moving to London: ‘The upheaval of exile is undoubtedly 
dramatic, and often traumatic; but one’s relationship to it does not remain 
static, anymore than any other aspects of identity or existential condition are 
static in the longue duree’. She poses the question: ‘After a while, it becomes 
absurd to think that one is “in exile”. Where is one, instead?’ 

The journal acquires a number of papers from scholars associated with the 
Leo Baeck College, as well as programmes such as the annual International 
Jewish-Christian Bible Week in Osnabrueck, which the College supports. 
In this issue we have an extended ‘From the Tradition’ section, in order to 
include a number of such papers.

If there are two traditional hopes that are associated with the ‘end of Jewish 
exile’, they are the coming of the messiah and the rebuilding of the Jerusalem 
Temple. Both have been questioned or reinterpreted since the emancipation by 
‘progressive’ religious and humanist Jews alike, and the founding of the State of 
Israel brings an entirely new dimension to the understanding of the nature of exile. 

Dalia Marx examines Jewish perceptions of the Temple as the measure for 
assessing rabbinic practice, and how its rebuilding is now on the agenda of 
right-wing Jewish groups in Israel. Jeremy Schonfield uses two midrashim 
in Baba Metziah 85b to open a wide-ranging discussion on rabbinic concerns 
about hastening the coming of the messiah and their reflection in Jewish liturgy.

The Bible Week has devoted a number of years to studies of the Psalms. 
From these come Mark Solomon’s meditation on the nature of silence, based 
on Psalm 65:2, which the Targum renders as ‘To You silence is Praise, O God, 
in Zion’. Admiel Kosman explores a talmudic discussion and narrative derived 
from the obscure verse 9 of Psalm 58; one possible translation: ‘Let them be 
like a snail which melts away as it goes, like a stillborn child of a woman, that 
they may not see the sun’. Ursula Silber tackles from a Christian perspective 
the no less problematic issue for Jews, of the violence depicted in the Psalms.
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The issue is completed with a review essay of the life and work of Max 
Mannheimer by Frederick A. Lubich, book reviews and poetry.

Given the pain surrounding the memories of Jewish life in Eastern Europe 
reflected in the first section of this issue, it is encouraging to be reminded 
of another wartime history. My attention was drawn by Professor Scarlett 
Epstein to the extraordinary record of Jewish survival in Albania. On 
Holocaust Memorial Day 2013, the Albanian Ambassador Mr Mal Berisha 
spoke in London about the very different fate of Jews in Albania during the 
Second World War: ‘It is estimated that in the beginning of 1930, Albania had 
about 1,000 Jews located mainly in Vlora, Durresi, Tirana, Berat and Elbasani. 
In 1945 this number was about 3,000. The Jewish population increased in 
Albania three times while in Europe it was reduced in millions. . . . There are 
sixty-nine Albanian Righteous among the Nations at Yad Vashem’.

He explained this in terms of a particular Albanian moral value called Besa, 
a fundamental part of the Kanun, a very old code within Albanian society. He 
quoted: ‘The house of an Albanian belongs to God and to the guest. Every 
hour of the day and night, a man must be ready to receive a guest with bread, 
salt and an open heart. He must offer him a bed, a pillow and a warm hearth’.

According to the ambassador, this responsibility for the welfare of a guest 
applied to the Jewish population within the country as a whole. In 1943, the 
Germans asked the Albanian authorities to summon the Jewish leaders to 
present a list of Jews living in Albania, as a first step to collect them and 
transfer them to concentration camps. However, when the Albanian Quisling 
government signed the initial agreement with the German invaders, they 
included the provision: ‘The Germans have no rights to intervene into internal 
affairs of Albania’, and this was interpreted to include any actions by the 
Germans against the Jews; those resident and the many who fled there.

Saving lives of the Jews of Albania was not something that was 
performed only from the one segment of the population, one religious 
group or one segment of the government. Jews were saved by Muslims, 
Roman Catholics and Christian Orthodox alike. They were saved by the 
King, when he was in power; by the consular offices of Albania abroad, 
granting visas to them; by the governmental and local administration; by 
the residents of the cities and peasants in their farms. It was the Moral 
Code which prevailed over any other religion, ideology, class, position in 
society – it was the Albanian Besa.

He concluded with the words of a Jewish survivor, Irene Grubman: ‘The 
gates of your small country remain open, Albania. Your authorities closed 
their eyes, when necessary, to give poor, persecuted people another chance to 
survive the most horrible of all wars. Albania, we survived the siege because 
of your humanity. We thank you’.

Jonathan Magonet
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