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Victims of the Holocaust: Great-Grandmother Rachel’s four 
sisters with Alakananda’s Great-Great-Grandmother
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They’re in a camp.’ We thought a camp was a place where they 
would be protected, rehabilitated. We didn’t know . . . Happily, we 
rushed to the Atlas, to see where the camp was. It was a place 
called Belsen. Later, we learnt what that meant.” My cheerful, 
talkative mother sank into a quiet sadness, as she spoke of a pain 
that not even time could heal.

My parents and grandparents had survived through the 
horrors of the Holocaust. Not only did they lose aunts, cousins, 
great-aunts, they also must have lived in fear of sharing their fate. 
And all of my elders had lived with the daily horror of air raid 
sirens and bombs. The Holocaust was too close to them; they 
were not the ones to take on the work of healing its wounds. Nor, 
it seemed, were my younger siblings, eager to put the past behind 
them and make their lives anew.

Nobody in the family seemed to understand how the 
Holocaust haunted me. I was the oldest child, born in the post-
war years of scarcity and hardship. In fact, searching through my 
parents’ papers, I found an old ration card in my name. The blitz 
spirit of neighbourliness still suffused the country back in the 
early fifties, as did visions of a more just, humane society, with 
no more war. In this setting, I seemed to have been born with 
a mission—a general mission, to help build a peaceful, spiritual 
culture, infused with unity and tolerance, and a specific mis-
sion—to heal the wounds of the Holocaust. As the years went 
by, and I grew from youth to adulthood, that mission gradually 
became clearer, as the following journal entries, written shortly 
after I arrived in America, show.

April 1985

A Letter to Ancestors
Forty years after the Holocaust

Sisters of Rachel, your husbands, children and children’s children, my 
kinsfolk; your names are unknown to me, your histories concealed. 
Nameless you died, yet the horror of your deaths, and those of millions 
like you, still ripples through human consciousness. None remained to 
pray Kaddish for you, and by performance of proper rites, to set your 
souls at rest. So great the agony, so deep the darkness that surrounds 
the manner of your dying, that neither Rachel, nor her children, dared 
to mourn for you. Today, my kinsfolk, I acknowledge you, acknowledge 
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my duty to mourn your tragic deaths, so long ungrieved, to draw you 
from the darkness of forgetfulness to which my family has consigned 
you, that the manner of your dying, appalling though it be, may find 
meaning in the manner of my living. Your souls cry out for my prayers, 
my offerings, and I, whose father, but for a trick of geography, the 
English Channel, must have shared your fate, acknowledge my deep 
connectedness with you.

The sacrifice that you demand from me is great indeed, no less 
than my whole being. This alone will avenge your blood, which cries 
to me for vengeance; the conquest of hatred by love, of racism by soli-
darity and fraternity, of warmonger by peacemaker. At sunrise and 
sunset, kinsfolk of mine, I will remember you, and offer you the fragrant 
incense of peace and non-violence. Guided by the flame of anger that 
burns for you, I pledge myself to venture into the Valley of Shadow, to 
confront, accept and transform the forces of darkness in the depths of 
my being, to experience within myself the transmutation of hatred to 
love, fragmentation to wholeness, conflict to union. Let the genocide 
perpetuated upon you not be the herald of suicide for humanity. Sisters 
of Rachel, I take heed. I bear the torch your deaths have kindled, the 
prophetic wrath of the peacemaker.

Letter to their Persecutors

Brothers and sisters in our common humanity, you who commanded 
the inhuman deaths of millions and you who executed those commands, 
I now address you. Great indeed will be your victory, the victory of 
the people of Evil Will, if echoes of hatred continue to reverberate. In 
the doctrine of Total War, in thermonuclear arsenals, your philosophy, 
Hitler, lives on. In the sufferings of the people of Lebanon and Palestine, 
we witness the actions of “Jewish Nazis”, those who have become little 
different from their persecutors. For my part, I do not intend to offer 
you the comfort of such a victory. May no grain of hatred, bitterness or 
resentment be offered by me in sacrifice to the Evil Will of humanity. 
Brothers and Sisters, I thank you, who have mirrored to me so clearly 
my own potential for inhumanity, the potential of the human heart. I 
thank you for the great invitation you have offered me, the invitation to 
the Land of Shadow, which we must explore, or live ever in fear. I thank 
you for the fire of anger which you have kindled in me, and which, if I 
allow it to burn pure and clear, without the smoke of hatred, bitterness 
and resentment, without denial or suppression, will refine my being 
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and energize my life. May the beauty and incandescence of a being 
aflame with this fire of your kindling promote your salvation.

Since it is customary in the Orient to offer rice balls for the souls 
of the departed, I offer for you the Great Ball of Merit; the merit, first 
of all, of those like Edith Stein, Victor Frankl, Maximilian Kolbe, who 
retained honour, hope, humanity, courage and love in the degradation 
and despair of the Death Camps, the merit of countless faithful Jews 
down the ages whose little-known lives shone as a light to the Nations, 
the merit of all persecuted people who have not succumbed to hatred. 
I offer our merit, that of the children of today, who strive to fashion 
beauty from this appalling ugliness. I offer for you the immeasurable 
merit of the prayer “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 
do.” May this merit, may our determination never become hate-filled 
or bitter, reach out and draw you from the lower realms, may it restore 
humanity to all the dehumanized, be they persecutors or persecuted, 
and with humanity, the chance for full salvation. As great as is the 
opportunity for growth which the horrors you have perpetuated offer 
us, as great as the challenge you present, so great be the measure of our 
love to draw you into the Light, my Brothers and sisters, that all beings, 
of all orders, in all realms, may be happy.

The following year, when we were in Wisconsin, I learnt of 
Granny’s sudden death from late-diagnosed leukaemia. The news 
devastated me. In recent years, the two of us had become increas-
ingly estranged as Granny’s resentment of her son’s ‘marrying 
out’ seemed to grow deeper. Indeed, she went so far as to cut us 
all out of her will, leaving her life’s savings, ironically enough, to 
the Jewish Blind Association. Yet even as she seemed to wither 
psychologically, Granny had blossomed spiritually towards the 
end of her life, lighting Sabbath candles every Friday night and 
praying devoutly to the God who had not abandoned her during 
all her years of atheism.

Now, I felt that I had lost not only a beloved elder, but also 
my Jewish roots, the only link to five thousand years of ancestors, 
stretching back to Ur of the Chaldeans. With Granny’s death, I 
felt a part of myself had died. Yet a couple of weeks after receiv-
ing the tragic news, Sadananda and I had the opportunity to 
travel to Milwaukee, to attend a Shabbaton with Rabbi Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi, founder of Jewish Renewal, an organization 
dedicated to a new paradigm in Jewish life and worship. One part 
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of the service touched me deeply. “We are preparing now to say 
kaddish,” said the Rabbi. “As many of you know, this is the prayer 
traditionally recited for the dead. In fact, saying kaddish is among 
the foremost responsibilities of mourners. Yet the kaddish is not 
a mournful prayer, nor a confession, nor even a supplication. It’s 
not a Hebrew prayer at all, but an ancient Aramaic hymn. Kaddish 
is a joyous outpouring of praise to God. So why do we say this 
prayer for the dead? Perhaps because they no longer have tongues 
to praise the Holy One, so we must praise on their behalf. Our 
praise wins them merit in the world to come, for praising God is 
our most human act.” 

We gathered in a circle to say kaddish. “If any of you are 
mourning loved ones, come into the centre of the circle and say 
their name.” 

“Perel Hudis,” I said, comforted by this opportunity to pray 
for Granny in the way she would have wished. Still, I had no idea 
how prophetic was this sequence of events—my Grandmother’s 
death and my first meeting with Reb Zalman. Far from rob-
bing me of the Jewish half of my soul, my beloved grandmother 
bestowed upon me, her eldest grandchild, an inheritance far 
more valuable than money or property. Now Granny had left 
behind her mortal body, with its prejudices and bitterness, our 
spiritual connection began to flower, and Perel Hudis gifted me 
with a spark of her neshama—her radiant, loyal spirit, as time 
would later reveal.

Years passed. I and my American soulmate, Sadananda (whom 
I had met during a five-year pilgrimage in India) settled in 
Boulder, Colorado. There, we opened an ashram in a tiny base-
ment apartment. Dedicated to the all-embracing spirit of our 
guru, Raghudas, the ashram’s daily routine at first encompassed 
Hindu, Christian and Buddhist teachings. Late in 1990, we met 
a California-born Sufi teacher named Sheikh Nur, otherwise 
known as Lex Hixon. Under his guidance, Sufism and mystical 
Islam became an important aspect of our path. Only one of the 
great world religions played no part in our journey of the Spirit—
Judaism, the tradition of my ancestors and the source from which 
Islam and Christianity sprang.

In June 1993, a beloved Sufi friend, Halima, died of can-
cer and was buried on her land in the mountains, a place we 
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affectionately called the Hu Ashram. Nur recognized Halima as 
a Sufi saint, and all of us experienced her tomb as a holy place 
where Paradise consciousness manifested on earth. Yet though I 
had experienced her transfiguration, I still suffered the loss of a 
beloved friend. As I grieved her passing, I had no idea that her 
death was an invitation to explore the dark, meeting memories 
and parts of myself of which I was totally unaware. Despite our 
sorrow, Sadananda and I went ahead with our travel plans, flying 
to Italy to explore his ancestral roots. And so our story continues, 
into an unimaginable adventure.


