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By Vivian Yudkin

. .. because thou hast struggled thy
_mame shall be called no more Jacob but
Israel for that thow hast striven with
God and with man and hast pre-
vailed . . .” Genesis 32:28

- Rabbi Laszlo Berkowits opens the
- door in his shirtsleeves. He's at home
in his fourth floor apartment at Rav-
. enswood Towers in Falls Church, “The
Man From La Mancha” is playing on
the phonograph, his only child Julie,
4%, is telling excitedly how they
go soon on a plane to her g

kah. The rabbi's comely

‘“Larry."

At 40, Laszlo Berkoyw

nelcrm Temple R4

means Pursuer of Pe
ul

eabinet; I'm an ap-
maker in my spare
in a lightly-accented,

n\1963 he was elocted to his first
Femple Rodef Shalom, a

congregation used to meet in
basement of the Fink Building in
bhlh Church, ouurew that and moved
to gquarters the First Christian
Church and, luving Erown some more,
now meets at the Chesterbrook Pres-
byterian Church in Falls Church. The

likes roots™ the rabbi cofn-
She comes from roots. Her
s back three generations in
tLMrmroot;areuolsn

n oxX ¥
five children, his parents had plans
him to enter the Orthodox rabbinate.

“They were gotng lo send me to 2
very fine i i
From the age o{ 8, he attended shul
(synagogue) twice a day, morning and

for

, - evening, and Saturdays as well. He

liked it because Father explained the
services and when he grew tired he
played with his companions in the yard
" outside the synagogue,

Pastoral Existence .

“It was a pastoral existence™ he re-
called. “It was an event in our town to
visit the city five miles away." Only
115 Jewish families lived in the town
of about 15,000 people and there was
no “Jewish section.”

It was a secure, safe orderly life,
where “Father was head of his house-
hold” and where good manners
counted for much. “I like good man-

ners, Rabbi Berkowits says. “Good

manners are like good wine." :

It was a world he was to leave at the
age of 16 and never see again.

In the spring of 1944 he went to Bu-
dapest to visit an older llﬂer._ “T was
very naive,” he said. “I knew the Nazis
had occupied Bullnpest in March . . .
but I did not know .

“I don't undersuud Judy  said.
“How was it possible not to know ..."”

“We didn't know” the rabbi reiter-
ated.” We had a censored press. In
Derecske we knew nothing of the
death camps. We knew only that the
Nazis were not supposed to touch peo-
ple in the National Capital Area.”

Seized on Trolley

He was in a trolley one fine spring
morning when Hungarian police halted
the car and ordered all Jews to disem-
bark. With ten others, Laszlo was led
to an abandoned brick factory “which
was used for assembling the Jews.”

“I was put on an embarkation train
inside of a sealed compartment with 70
others and we traveled for eight days.
we did not know . .. I thought the cre-
Auschwitz. We thought we were going
to a work camp. Even when we arrived
we did not know . . . I thought the cre-
matoriums were huge bakeries.”

They took away his clothes, shaved
his head . . . and suddenly the rabbi
starts laughing. “I can’t help it, it was
horrible and funny because also in the
line were four of my schoolmates. One
of them was ‘Shpitza’ . . . poor ‘Shpit-
za," his mother used to have a fit if he
went out without his coat. We lost



him. He wp ‘selected’ the day before
Yom Kippin, 1944 The rabhi’s voice
trails off.

After Rabbi Berkowits had spent
five months in Auschwitz the cremato-
riums stopped “working.”

“How naive I was,” the rabbi said. “I
only learned later what my real pur-
pose in the camp was; it was to wait
my turn. Paradoxically, he learned to
lovg life and to understand life during
that terrible time.

Found Himself

“My whole existence would be dif-
ferent if I had not been there. I was
forced to look into my deepest re-
sources at that age. Nobody knows
what he really is until he is forced to
dig, deeper, deeper, deeper.”

It was only when he learned of the
murder of his parents and his younger
brother and sister by the Nazis that
Laszlo Berkowils began to hate. “But I
never hated the Nazis enough to crip-
ple myself. Years later, when I was
traveling with a friend through the
Brenner Pass 1 had the impulse to stop
the car and shout at the top of my
voice, ‘I am here! Las:zlo Berkowits the
Jewish boy is here! I survived!”

At the War's end, when the Nazis
rounded up men for work camps,
Laszlo, then 20, was an auto mechanic.
He left Auschwitz by the same p,
that he had taken on arrival.

“It was snowing,"” he said. “H
beautiful everything was! All of us

Long Day’s Wuri

At the workcamp he rose al
mnrmng working t.hr agh

—————— e

nted from the nearby
nd I had an unforgetta-
ing He greatest victory. To
i hnve outlived the war. Now,
evement.”
his experiences, he spent a
recuperating in an Ameri-
Hospital. He used to cnter-
other patients singing from
he knows and loves. Music
has always been a passion for him, “I
have always had music in my.house,

By Matthew Lewls—The Washinglon Post

RABBI LAZLO BERKOWITS
“. .. We're very happy here”

all kinds. I don't care what it is, jazz,
folk, just so it ism't eingeschmaltzed.

Music helped him decide on his life's
work. “You don't suddenly say I'll be a
rabbl,” he said. “It rises to the surface,
it coalesces . . . It really happened
much later in New York after I heard
Bruno Walter conduct the Beethoven
Ninth. T came into the street. I wept. T
was in a state of total exaltation. It
was the turning point for me.”

rom a Polish

ke with a German ac-
d to the BBC and his

ne to America for an educa-
but although he went to two
gols, by day and by night, he was
disappointed. “It was too childish,” he
said abruptly. And then in 1954 he was
drafted. He went to Hawaii after two
years at Fort Knox and there ke sang
the kiddush (prayer over wine) and as-
sisted the Jewish chaplain.

Now at Pentagon

“Chaplain Samuel Sobel — a real
tzadeck (a saintly person). He made
me a member of his family. He's now
at the Pentagon, a captain in the Navy.
He married Judy and me.”

Laszlo met his wife while studying
at the seminary in Cincinnati. She
gave him a glance and said, “He's
opened up new worlds to me. I never
dreamed I'd be a rabbitzen. I was
brought up very conventionally, I'd
never met anybody like Larry.
Whoever knew about the opera in my
family?"

The decision to become a Reform
rabbi was partially a decision to break
with the past; he has never regretted
it. He loves his congregation. “It is
very intelligent, very civic minded,
very devoted to Judaism, is working
very hard to ereate a beautiful congre-
gational community.”

He paused. “All rabbis have douhts.
We are not like scientists who have
proof. But I know that as a rabbj I
work to bring Judaism to the Jewish
people. That is my job.”

He fingered a Hannuka toy of his
daughter’s, a dreidel (a top with He-
brew letters on its sides).

Suffering Destroys

“But I don't advocate suffering as a
means of spiritual regeneration . . .
Suffering is not ennobling. It can de-
troy. All I know is, that I did not be-
come a spiritual cripple because of it.”

Then he asked suddenly, “Have you
read ‘O the Chimneys' by Nelly Sachs?
Read it, read it.”

The phone rang and Rabbi Berkow-
its flew to answer it. He returned, with
dancing eyes,

“It’s a friend of ours. He wanis to
give us a turkey. I am the only
rabbi who gets a Christmas turkey!”
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