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I recently returned from a trip to Germany. I have never had any interest in visiting this country 

and certainly could not imagine spending time with the German people. I avoid buying Ger-

many products and, at least in my mind, the Holocaust can not be forgiven or forgotten. 

 

When I was invited to sing in an International Jewish music festival, featuring music of Louis 

Lewandowski, the great Jewish choir director and composer of the 19th century, I had to rethink 

my position.  This was an honor to be invited to sing with and be a soloist with the Zamir Cho-

rale of Boston and I suppose I wanted to be supportive of the goals of this festival to help  bring 

Jewish culture back to Berlin. 

 

The Festival was organized by a non-Jew, Nils Bush Petersen,  who is deeply committed to the 

idea of bringing Jewish people back to Germany and reminding Germans of the great music and 

culture that was destroyed along with the millions of people in the Shoah. I did not know what 

to expect and was pleasantly surprised and learned many things in my short time in Berlin. 

 

This Festival took the mascot of Berlin, a bear, and featured on 

their posters a teddy bear wearing a tallit and kippah. I would 

have imagined this to be shocking to the German people. There 

were hundreds the billboards and posters for this Festival around 

Berlin and I never saw a single one targeted with any                   

graffiti.  Every person, Gentile or Jewish, with whom I spoke 

seemed thrilled that we were there and happy to welcome us.  

 

The first concert Zamir gave was in a church in the Eastern Berlin suburbs and the place was 

filled with non-Jews who loved the concert and gave us several standing ovations.  

 

The organizers took us on a bus tour of Berlin the next morning. I found it awkward for the 

guide to say "Here is the largest department store in Europe which was built in the early 1900's 

by Jewish people and since the war is no longer owned by Jews." or "The Kapinski is a 5 star 

hotel chain in Germany which still has the name of the original Jewish founders who were 

killed in the Holocaust." "Here is a new Jewish Community Center and Kosher restaurant built 

on the site of a synagogue which was destroyed on Kristallnacht." Examples like this told me 

that they were not ignoring what happened but I still found the reminders painful.   

  

Similarly, there are small brass plaques throughout 

Berlin which mark the names of Jewish people who 

were taken from their homes or businesses from 

those locations.  These state "Theodor and Selma 

Lifschitz born 1888 and 1894, deported on Nov 29, 

1942 and died in Auschwitz.ò 

 

 

 



The Germans are not hiding from what they did 

and in fact in the center of Berlin near busy 

shopping areas and government buildings they 

created a block long Memorial to the Shoa with 

a Holocaust Museum underneath. There are 

2711 large blocks which get larger as you come 

into the Memorial and are spaced so that only 

one person can walk through each lane at a 

time.  

 

Very touching was a visit to the Jewish cemetery where many of the famous 

Jewish leaders of the 1800's were buried. The entrance includes a memorial 

Holocaust section, with one stone for each Concentration camp. In a promi-

nent area in the cemetery is the resting place of Louis Lewandowski. We had 

approximately 300 Jewish singers at this conference from four continents 

and it was impressive for us all to sing both memorial prayers and some of 

the famous songs that he wrote at his grave.    The caption on his tombstone 

and the slogan on the posters for this festival reads "Liebe macht das Lied 

unsterblich!" (Love makes the melody immortal!) 

 

The Crown Plaza hotel arranged strictly kosher food for all meals and there 

were both Reform and Orthodox synagogues within walking distance of the hotel for Shabbat 

services.  I found the Friday night service a highlight of this Festival. The Pestalozzistrasse 

Synagogue, a large Reform congregation on every Friday night, Saturday morning and holiday 

has an 8 voice professional choir, an organist/choir director, a full time cantor and very lively 

rabbi. When they reopened in 1947, they chose to keep alive the style of service that Louis 

Lewandowski created in the 1860s. Lewandowski produced services with choir and organ and 

wrote music that could be sung metrically by the entire congregation.  This synagogue performs 

his music, at every service and brings hundreds of people to hear it.  I asked the cantor who 

pays for these expenses and he was proud to point out that the German government picks up all 

of the costs. I asked if the government pays for all church and synagogue costs and he believes 

that they give Jewish institutions a higher percentage than their population because of the guilt 

of what was lost or killed during the Holocaust. 

 

Pestalozzistrasse  

Synagogue 

 

 

It was a personal pleas-

ure to hear their cantor, 

Eliezer Sheffer, who is a 

leading cantor of Berlin 

who 20 years ago sang as 

a singer in my syna-

gogue High Holiday  

professional choir.  



Saturday night the Boston Zamir choir, with which Cantor Joel Caplan and I sang, gave a lovely 

concert at the beautiful Jewish Museum in Berlin. We had to sing two encores since the audi-

ence demanded more.  You can hear Joel and the Boston Zamir Chorale, conducted by Josh Ja-

cobson, sing a sample from that concert of Lewandowskiôs Ewiger Ps. 36 in Germany online at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OrSzUCTekmY  
 

Sunday morning there were lectures from leading scholars from Israel, America and Europe. I 

learned a great deal about Lewandowski and why he composed with organ. He was born in 

1821 in Prussia but was sent to Berlin as a poor 12 year old and got a job as the soprano in the 

Old Berlin Synagogue. The music of SULZER, who was writing in Vienna, was very popular 

and the cantor of that Berlin shul used the teenage Lewandowskiôs help to train a choir and per-

form Sulzerôs pieces. Lewandowski become the first Jewish student at the Berlin Music Acad-

emy and graduated with highest honors, winning composition awards. He became music direc-

tor of the synagogue and began writing music that attracted large crowds. In 1866 the leaders of 

the ñnew synagogueò built a huge Sanctuary in Germany with 3200 seats. They named 

Lewandowski Royal Music Director and got his approval to install an organ, the third largest in 

Europe and the largest of any synagogue in the world. 

 

In part Lewandowskiôs music needed the organ to help keep the 3,000 plus 

congregants singing together. He wrote music that was very metric and 

used the choir to help the congregation sing.  While we still sing many of 

his pieces in services you really need to hear a great choir, cantor and     

organ to get the full impact.  He was a product of the Enlightenment in 

Germany and helped shaped synagogue worship with the choir, the organ, 

the clergy standing in the front, the cantor clean-shaven, the robes and the 

music to fit in with the times and the styles of their Protestant neighbors. 

 

In the mid 1800s the German government set up schools for every craft and skill so that rather 

from learning as an apprentice every carpenter or shoe maker needed a formal education. One 

of those schools was for both Protestant and Jewish cantors. They did have separate religious 

classes but studied playing the organ and musical techniques together. For this school, 

Lewandowski wrote the Jewish music, which may be why his music spread throughout Europe 

and eventually throughout the world. 

 

We visited the remnants of ñNeue Synagogue.ò   

The front has been turned into a beautiful museum and a        

Conservative Congregation.   However, the 3200 seat Sanctuary 

was destroyed by the RAF during the war since we believe the 

Nazis stored munitions there. It was decided after the war not to 

rebuild the Sanctuary since there was no need in Germany for a 

synagogue that large, so few Jews remained. 

 

That afternoon we had final rehearsals for the grand finale con-

cert which took place at the Rykestrasse Synagogue which is 

now the largest German synagogue with about 1,000 seats. It is a 

Conservative synagogue and is rarely filled but for this Festival 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OrSzUCTekmY
http://www.synagoge-rykestrasse.de/

