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​Solidarity in Silence: From Wiesel to October 7th​

​“Are you Jewish?”​

​A question my parents were asked when they lived in the Soviet Union.​

​A question my ancestors were asked throughout their travels in the diaspora.​

​A question every Jewish person has been asked, is being asked, and will be asked.​

​And now, for the first time in my seventeen years of living, this notorious question was​

​being asked of me at my university orientation day. My fellow peer didn’t ask it derisively or in​

​an accusatory manner; it was mere curiosity that prompted her inquiry. Despite her tone, I​

​couldn’t seem to calm the fleeting wave of anxiety in my stomach. The answer was simple: Yes,​

​I am Jewish. But, for some reason, my hesitation paralyzed my speech. At the same time, my​

​thoughts raced through my mind: Would I remain silent about my identity, as I had been taught​

​to do, and betray my self-pride, or would I protect the dignity of my people and risk my image​

​being tarnished in the eyes of others?​

​***​

​Much of what I’m about to say is not only true for people of Jewish faith but for members​

​of many religions, races, and ethnicities, where they have been told to downplay their identity.​

​However, I can only comment on what I, my ancestors, and the contemporary Jews have​

​experienced.​

​Silence has, both physically and spiritually, killed and preserved my people for many​

​years, depending on whether it is used to protect our dignity or to mask our identity. What​

​creates this fine, yet harsh line between life and death is the universal, unsettled view of silence.​

​The subtle distinction between a beneficial silence and a self-destructing silence is like two sides​
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​of a coin; the difference between the two sides can so easily be switched. Therefore, is it better to​

​be silent and protect one’s honor, or assert one’s identity and risk judgment?​

​To even begin to answer this question, we must understand what silence is not. Silence is​

​often wrongly thought of as synonymous with quiet. In actuality, the two denote different​

​meanings. Quiet is the physical absence of sound, while silence is the physical manifestation of​

​inner acceptance. It reflects what one has internally resolved. While silence can sometimes be​

​used in place of the word quiet when describing when one is physically noiseless, it cannot​

​replace the meaning entirely. The optimum example to explain the true essence of silence is​

​found in Leviticus 10:3, when Aaron discovers that his two eldest sons died because they didn’t​

​follow the instructions of God. In reaction to their death, the text uses the word​​Vayidom Aaron​​,​

​and Aaron was silent. This could mean that Aaron was physically silent in response to the death​

​of his sons. However, many rabbinic opinions explain the nobility in Aaron’s silent response. It​

​wasn’t his physical state of silence that mirrored his greatness; it was the fact that, in being told​

​that his two eldest sons had died for disobeying God, he stood in solidarity with God’s decision.​

​His physical quietness illustrated his internal acknowledgment of God’s judgment.​

​The understanding that silence indicates internal processing is not a subjective idea in​

​Jewish thought. This concept is rooted deeply in the study of the mind. Esteemed Russian​

​psychologist Lev Vygotsky explained the development of inner speech. Vygotsky explains that as​

​children mature, they internalize articulation, creating inner speech. Inner speech illustrates how​

​internal silence isn’t just the absence of thought or beliefs. Rather, it is the compilation of ideas​

​that one reconciles in their mind. Similarly, in Judaism, silence is often viewed as complex,​

​rather than merely the absence of thoughts and beliefs. In the Ancient Jewish text “The Ethics of​

​our Fathers,” the importance of learning with others and by oneself is underscored. The text​
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​explains that even when one person learns silently, they are still considered praiseworthy and​

​deserving of reward. The greatness of silence is that it allows one to establish their beliefs,​

​opinions, and ideas of the world, separate from the commentary and judgment of others.​

​Vygotsky and ancient Jewish texts highlight the beauty and complexity of silence as a means by​

​which people can express their unique identity.​

​While silence in Judaism is viewed as a constructive act, it also has the power to destroy​

​identity and dignity. Throughout the course of Jewish history, the pendulum of silence has​

​manifested three recurring forms: where silence has preserved dignity, moments where it ravages​

​identity, and times where silence becomes an act of solidarity.​

​The first category is where silence protects dignity. This is when one is silent for the sake​

​of their self-image and the image of the Jewish people. The Talmud states that “those who are​

​insulted and do not insult, who hear their shame and do not respond…the verse says: “And they​

​that love Him are as the sun going forth in its might”(Judges 5:31)”. One who is belittled and​

​doesn’t respond with the same contempt is compared to the strength of the rising sun because​

​through their physical and spiritual silence they convey their love for God. What is so​

​praiseworthy about accepting ridicule, one might ask? By doing so, one proves that they accept​

​God’s plan and understand that shame is a mere block in one's path to self-actualization. By​

​staying silent, one proves that self-image and honor aren’t dependent on the words of others.​

​Rather, dignity is a reflection of one’s inner peace, self-confidence, and humility.​

​The next category conveys how silence impedes dignity. This is where one believes that​

​by staying silent, they shall protect their honor. When in reality, they are feeding into their own​

​self-destruction. A prime example of this arises after the Spanish Inquisition, when thousands of​

​Jewish families feigned a true conversion to Christianity while secretly practicing Judaism. This​
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​was done to get more opportunities, as Jews were barred from having certain professions or​

​positions in society because of their religion. I cannot speak for the people of the time, as their​

​dire situation compelled them to take action, which cannot be judged. However, in modern times,​

​many Catholic families with Spanish roots have discovered their Jewish identities as​

​Crypto-Jews from Spain. While not all Converso families forgot their ties to Judaism, their​

​actions of physical silence, even in such troubling times, caused them to forget their true identity.​

​Tension between survival and destroying identity isn’t confined to the period of the​

​Inquisition. This category has manifested into contemporary Jewish life, and has mirrored my​

​experience as an orthodox Jewish woman born to immigrant parents. My parents were born in​

​Uzbekistan when it was under the control of the Soviet Union. They, as well as their community,​

​grew up practicing religion the best they could in a society where any religion was looked down​

​upon. I’m grateful for their sacrifices to bring my family to the United States, where we can​

​freely practice religion, but as I grew up, I was often faced with the conflict of silence.​

​Since I was a child, my parents did their best to foster sincere, religious children. They​

​sacrificed themselves entirely so that my siblings and I could attend yeshiva,​​1​ ​and receive the​

​education and experiences they had been deprived of. My parents worked late during the​

​weekdays, so they could take off for the Sabbath and Jewish holidays. They taught us not only​

​how to be Jewish, but why we should be Jewish, instilling in us the love of religion and pride in​

​our heritage. However, my parents also sought to protect us in many ways from the judgment of​

​others. They would tell my brother to wear a hat on top of his skullcap when traveling to his​

​university through the New York subway, and they would instruct us to say we were Russian if​

​people asked about our heritage.​

​1​ ​A Jewish institution​
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​My parents are proud to be Jewish and will always be. However, the fear of judgment​

​hinders Jewish pride– not born out of embarrassment, but rooted in anxiety.  They are terrified​

​that their children might face the discrimination they had experienced in their own birth countries​

​as children. They started new lives in a foreign country, coming with practically nothing in their​

​hands besides faith in a new beginning, and they didn’t want others to ruin it. This fear​

​heightened after the terrors of October 7th and the resurgence of antisemitism in the world.​

​The older generations have inner Jewish pride, but the unfortunate circumstances they​

​endured forced them into silence. They did this so that they could pass on their love of Judaism​

​to children they hoped would live in a world where they could be outwardly Jewish. This​

​physical silence is a reflection of the inward fear of discrimination. This has caused an ethical​

​dilemma in me and in many of the modern Jewish youth: Do we outwardly show our Jewish​

​pride or celebrate our heritage on the inside as we were taught to do?​

​For a long time, I struggled to decide for myself whether silence was a form of protection​

​or betrayal. In those ambiguous years, I found myself returning to figures in my life and in my​

​learning who faced that choice in the most extreme scenarios. I thought of my father’s distant​

​relative, a rabbi in the Soviet Union, who was sent to Siberia by the Communists for studying​

​and teaching Jewish texts. He sacrificed spending years away from his family in a frozen prison​

​just because of his values and beliefs. It reminded me to some degree of the ten Jewish martyrs,​

​who risked their lives teaching others about Judaism against Roman rule in ancient Judea. They​

​died horrible deaths at the hands of the Romans, and they accepted their fate, preferring death​

​over giving up their heritage.​

​Our sages recount a parable brought by Rabbi Akiva, one of the ten Jewish martyrs, upon​

​being asked why he continued to spread Jewish teachings if the Romans forbade it as a crime​
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​punishable by death. Rabbi Akiva offered an allegory about a group of fleeing fish and a fox. A​

​fox noticed, as he passed by a river, fish frantically swimming to avoid being caught in the nets​

​being cast into the water. He offered the fish a chance to live with him on shore, so they could​

​avoid the nets altogether. The fish responded, saying that even though the nets were a constant​

​risk to their lives, they would be in greater danger if they gave up living in water, the source of​

​their lives.​

​Rabbi Akiva used this parable to explain the importance of Judaism and Jewish identity​

​as a whole. Just as he recognized the severe repercussions of abandoning one’s Jewish identity​

​even against religious repression, so should the contemporary Jewish people. Judaism is not only​

​a religion, but an ethnicity, a way of life. It is a rich history centered around the origins of the​

​Patriarchs who fathered a nation to serve God. Every Jewish person, whether religious or not,​

​should take pride in their Jewish identity and shouldn’t allow fear to hinder that.​

​The silence of the ten Jewish martyrs was rooted in their solidarity and loyalty to​

​Judaism. They didn’t wait for the perfect time to practice religion. They knew that there would​

​be no such thing. There would always be those who would oppose them, but the thought of​

​betraying their dignity as Jews outweighed the persecution of others.​

​Jewish history doesn’t establish silence as surrender. Silence denotes the cohesion of the​

​Jewish people, especially in a time of need, when we need to protect our identity. This gives rise​

​to the third and final category: the silence of solidarity. We’ve seen what could happen when we​

​are silent about our beliefs. Now we refuse to be silent in the physical sense. Contemporary Jews​

​have chosen a different silence to live by, one rooted in the essence of our righteous Biblical​

​figures, like Aaron: We choose to be spiritually silent. We choose to stand in unshaken belief​

​with Judaism, our heritage, our history, and with each other. We know that there is no perfect​
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​time to be outwardly Jewish; there is just time. The hardships of our ancestors weren’t meant to​

​make us feel shame about our heritage; they were meant to fuel our Jewish pride in ways they​

​only dreamed of seeing.​

​The beauty of the Jewish people and the key to our survival is that when others try to​

​silence us, we combat it with a silence of our own. We stay silent by not focusing on the​

​perception of others, and by standing with unwavering belief and love for our heritage. Since​

​October 7th, this has been evident. Thousands of Jewish young adults chose to risk their lives​

​and fight for our people in the Israeli Defense Forces. Thousands volunteer to help rebuild our​

​country after the devastation of war. Our hostages who have come home have not rested until​

​every hostage has been brought back and have spread their testimonies about captivity, so the​

​world knows their story. Jews around the world aren’t afraid to wear their skullcaps and Star of​

​David necklaces anymore. Many have found their path to Judaism in ways more common than​

​ever before, whether in a religious or cultural sense. Silence of solidarity has made that possible.​

​No one understands the importance of silence more than Elie Wiesel of blessed memory.​

​I remember first learning about Elie Wiesel as an elementary school student when I was taught​

​about the horrors of the Holocaust and what it meant to be silent while others were suffering. I​

​recall hearing Wiesel’s famous words: "The philosophers are wrong: it is not words that kill, it is​

​silence”. I didn’t truly grasp the weight of his words until I got older and saw what atrocities​

​antisemitism could cause. Elie Wiesel was not only a storyteller, crafting the tales of truth to pass​

​on the stories of the millions of Jews during the Holocaust. He also ensured that those who heard​

​his story would vow, just as he did, not to be silent about their identity in their own lives. Wiesel​

​didn’t allow the monstrosity he experienced to physically silence him; he used it to empower​

​himself. He used it to be the voice of six million people who were discriminated against because​
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​of their identity. It is because of him that the Jewish youth of today know that being physically​

​silent when anti-Semitism is affecting even one of our brothers is not only against the ethics of​

​the Jewish religion but the ethics of the Jewish people as a whole. We understand that just as Elie​

​Wiesel stood in solidarity with his beliefs and the testimonies of the Jews of his time, so should​

​we. We know that wrong silence aligns us with tormentors, but inner silence aligns us with our​

​heritage and each other.​

​***​

​“Are you Jewish?”​

​I smiled and said, “Yes, I am”.​
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