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D2    T H U RS DAY, JA N UA RY 10, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

The Children’s Holocaust Memorial  in Whitwell, Tennessee, was created 
after students there set out to gather 6 million paper clips in remembrance 
of the Jews killed during the Holocaust.   AdvanceLocal fi les

Douglas Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

I first learned about the 
“Paper Clips Project” from 

a brief meditation written by Eboo Patel, 
founder and president of the Interfaith 
Youth Core, on the tragedy at the Tree of Life 
Synagogue in Pittsburgh. He wrote about a 
visit in the early 2000s to the Squirrel Hill 
area of Pittsburgh, where the synagogue is 
located, and seeing the documentary film 
“Paper Clips,” about students in a small Ten-
nessee town, playing at a local movie theater. 

In the  town of Whitwell, population 1,600, 
the middle school was looking for a way to 
teach about diversity and tolerance. They 
decided to study the Holocaust despite the 
fact there were no Catholics, let alone any 
Jews, living in this nearly 100 percent white, 
Protestant community. When trying to 
understand the enormity of 6 million Jews 
exterminated under Adolf Hitler’s rule in 
Nazi Germany, one student said he had no 
concept of such a large number.

Learning that people in Norway during 
World War II wore a paper clip on the lapel 
as a silent protest against the Nazi occu-
pation, students set off  to collect 6 million 
paper clips. Their project drew attention 
from around the country, with responses 
from people such as Bill Clinton, George W. 
Bush, Tom Hanks and Steven Spielberg. The 
project grew rapidly, with reports published 
by two German journalists who covered the 
White House for German papers. Articles in 
German newspapers and in the Washington 
Post led to a huge response. 

Eventually, nearly 30 million paper clips 
were sent to this small rural middle school 
from all over the United States, Germany, 
Spain and  even New Zealand. A suitcase 
arrived from a German school with letters 
attached to the paper clips written by stu-
dents apologizing to Anne Frank.  

Holocaust survivors from New York City 
heard about the project and asked if they 
could come and visit the town. At the local 
Methodist Church, they shared their stories 
of family members who had perished. Stu-
dents and adults in the community were 
moved by their reports, as the project of tol-
erance became a project of understanding 
and love.

Facing the dilemma of what to do with the 
overwhelming response to the project, they 
tried to fi nd a German boxcar from that era 
used to transport Jews to the death camps. 
Thanks again to the journalists from Ger-
many, Peter and Dagmar Schroeder, a box-
car was identifi ed and shipped  to Whitwell 
to be used as a memorial. They planned to 
put 11 million paper clips in the boxcar repre-
senting not only the 6 million Jews but also 
the additional 5 million gypsies, gay people, 
people with mental or physical disabilities, 
and others who also were exterminated. 

The boxcar that had been an instrument 
of pain and cruelty now was a car of remem-
brance. When the memorial was dedicated, 
the Jewish prayer for the dead, the Kaddish, 
was said in this town that had no Jews but was 
now a center for remembering 6 million of 
them. One person said, “The job of collecting 
paper clips is over; the job of educating others 
is never over.”

A local artist was inspired by a poem writ-
ten by Pavel Friedmann, a young person who 
was held in a ghetto in Theresienstadt and 
later perished in Auschwitz in 1944, titled 
“The Butterfl y.”

“The last, the very last, 
So richly, brightly, dazzlingly yellow. 
Perhaps if the sun’s tears would sing against a 
white stone… 

“Such, such a yellow 
Is carried lightly ‘way up high. 
It went away I’m sure because it wished 
to kiss the world goodbye.
 
“For seven weeks I’ve lived in here, 
Penned up inside this ghetto 
But I have found my people here. 
The dandelions call to me 
And the white chestnut candles in the court. 
Only I never saw another butterfl y. 

“That butterfl y was the last one. 
Butterfl ies don’t live in here, 
In the ghetto.”

As a part of the boxcar memorial, the art-
ist Linda Pickett created 18 butterfl ies out of 
metal, embedded in the walkway around the 
railcar. The butterfl y represents life, as does 
the number 18  in Hebrew . 

As one enters the boxcar memorial, the sign 
at the entrance reads, “We ask you to pause 
and reflect on the evil of intolerance and 
hatred.” Following the experience of seeing 
the 11 million paperclips, the letters to Anne 
Frank, and other items related to this project, 
one can only be impressed by how a few stu-
dents in this small town have given hope to 
the message that “we must never forget.”     

Eboo Patel, writing his refl ections follow-
ing the Tree of Life killings, concludes, “I feel 
shaken to my core when I think of seeing that 
fi lm just a few blocks from where a terrorist 
took the lives of people praying. The evil of 
intolerance and hatred haunts us still.”   

Christians, Jews, Muslims, all persons of 
faith and all who seek peace, must join these 
eighth-graders in rural Tennessee to remem-
ber that intolerance and prejudice leads to 
death and destruction. We must seek under-
standing, acceptance and peace.  

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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Students remind we must 
never forget the evil of hatred

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

This question was submit-
ted at a recent panel on ‘End 

of Life’ in which I participated: “Suppose I do 
not live a life ‘good enough’ to attain the equiv-
alent to heaven, then where do I go?”

Dr. Sharif Sahibzada, the director of the 
Islamic Center and Imam of the Mosque 
of Grand Rapids, responds:

“True faith must be firm and intact of 
the person. The result of unshakable faith 
is that a believer will finally end up in the 
heaven. If (their) life is not good enough to 
deserve heaven as fi nal abode in the Here-
after, then the person must repent and seek 
forgiveness before the beginning of dying 
moments. Almighty God is merciful and for-
giving, therefore He has provided a window 
of repentance before death. If a person does 
not live a good enough life, then God may 
forgive, or the person must face temporary 
certain timing of purifi cation under divine 
justice system. The person will be trans-
ferred to heaven for ever after  (the) purifi ca-
tion period.

“The benefit of the firm belief is that a 
believer must not be disappointed from the 
mercy of God anytime, whatever the situa-
tion of the believer’s life is.”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“Hinduism teaches that every single soul 
that has been embodied in a human form 
will ultimately reach that state of ever exist-
ing, ever conscious, ever new bliss. Since the 
soul is actually a part of God, this is the only 
possibility, since God can never be separate 
from God.

“But the journey to this state can be a 
long, circuitous one. When we live lives that 
aren’t, as you say, ‘good enough,’ we reincar-
nate into a new human form that approxi-
mates the consciousness we held in the last 
lifetime.

“It’s important to remember that what-
ever happens from lifetime to lifetime, the 
religious or philosophical doctrines that one 
holds have little or no consequence; assum-
ing the faith you embraced was one of com-
passion and inspired noble actions and gen-
erosity. So, in essence, God ‘doesn’t care’ 
whether you are Hindu, Jewish, Lutheran, 
etc. But if you subscribed to, say, a ‘Christian’ 
form of white nationalism, well, yes. God 
cares, so to speak.

“Also, there is a bit of similarity with 
the notion of Purgatory. That is, between 
embodied lives the soul is said to exist on 

subtle planes that match the conscious-
ness of the person at death. Some are pleas-
ant and some are very dark. The soul has 
the opportunity for spiritual growth there 
as well.”

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, pastor of Plym-
outh UCC, responds:

“There is a TV show right now that is 
based on this exact question called ‘The 
Good Place.’ Though it is entertaining, 
I’m not throwing much weight behind the 
premise. When I teach my Confirmation 
Class about heaven and hell, I share that I 
am heavily influenced by the writings of 
C.S. Lewis. I truly believe that God’s love 
for us is ours for the taking, if only we can 
accept it. In this framework, sin is any-
thing that separates us from God. Lewis 
describes folks who have chosen this sep-
aration over and above God’s love as being 
like a city where folks lock themselves in 
from the inside. At any point, they could 
choose to undo the lock and leave. 

“A wise imam once told me that he 
believed that folks who had done terrible 
things during their lives would spend time 
in a soul hospital healing for as long as they 
needed before being reunited with Allah. I 
always was drawn to this imagery, because 
there is still time for growth, there is hope 
for healing even in the afterlife, and every-
one is eventually reunited with God.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired min-
ister of the Reformed Presbyterian 
Church of North America, responds:

“Presbyterianism teaches that you have 
no need to suppose or speculate. You have 
not lived a life ‘good enough to attain to 
heaven.’ ‘All have sinned, and come short 
of the glory of God’ (Romans 3:23). If you 
live and die unreconciled to God, separated 
from him by your sins, you will continue in 
that state forever. It is called hell or inferno, 
sometimes described in terms of ‘fi re and 
brimstone,’ but the reality is far worse than 
that. 

“What can it be to go on forever without 
God and without hope, in darkness and 
despair, burdened with guilt, and assailed 
by vain regrets? All the worst parts of life 
on earth stay with you; the good gifts of 
God have been forfeited. Heaven is prom-
ised to those who turn from their sins, call 
upon the name of the Lord, and trust in His 
promise to save them. ‘This is life eternal, 
that they might know thee, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast 
sent’ (John 17:3).”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

If not to heaven, where 
will we go when we die?

   Associated Press

Egypt’s Interior Ministry said a police-
man was killed as he was trying to defuse 
an explosive device near a church in a resi-
dential Cairo district.

The ministry said the blast late Saturday 
also wounded the commander of the bomb 
squad and another policeman. The device 
was in a suitcase concealed on the rooftop 
of a building close to the church in the Nasr 
City suburb in eastern Cairo, according to 
the ministry, which oversees the police.

The blast came just two days before the 
Orthodox Coptic Church, the dominant 
denomination among Egypt’s estimated 
10 million Christians, celebrates Christmas. 
It also came a little more than a week after 
a roadside bomb hit a tourist bus near the 
Giza Pyramids, killing three Vietnamese 
tourists and their Egyptian driver.

Saturday’s incident likely will force 
authorities to further tighten security 
around churches ahead of the Coptic Ortho-
dox Christmas. Already, armed policemen 
guard churches, and security guards check 

the identity of visitors. Metal detectors have 
also been set up outside churches.

The heightened security followed a spate 
of attacks claimed by the Islamic State 
group that has targeted churches and buses 
carrying pilgrims to remote desert monas-
teries, killing more than 100 Christians over 
the past few years.

As was the case last year, the Coptic 
Christmas mass is expected to be held at a 
new cathedral in Egypt’s new administra-
tive capital that is being built east of Cairo.

No one immediately claimed responsi-
bility for Saturday’s blast, which bore the 
hallmarks of IS, which spearheads an insur-
gency centered in the northern region of the 
Sinai Peninsula.

Egypt has been battling Islamic mil-
itants for years, with the army and police 
now engaged in an all-out campaign to 
eradicate them, throwing into battle tens 
of thousands of troops backed by armor, 
fighter jets, helicopter gunships and war-
ships.

CAIRO

Policeman dies defusing 
bomb outside church

Police form a security cordon Saturday after a policeman was killed trying 
to defuse an explosive device near a church in a residential district of Cairo, 
Egypt.    Sayed Hasan, AP
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